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ABSTRACT 

This thesis reports on the social structures underpinning interschool collaboration 

in the context of Shared Education and the networks of staff relations that have 

been developed for the purpose of overcoming systemic separation. Drawing 

upon social network theory, it is argued that in order to further the model of 

Shared Education the corresponding research and academic enterprise must 

move beyond the analogous use of the term ‘network’ and consider the concept 

in a more analytical manner. In this sequential mixed methods case study, an 

exploratory network analysis of the staff members (n=97) from five collaborating 

primary schools in a Shared Education partnership was performed using a socio-

metric instrument to examine four collaborative interactions—exchanging 

resources, seeking professional knowledge, discussing personal matters, and 

meeting socially. This was then followed by semi-structured interviews with the 

staff members (n=16) observed as most central within the partnership's network. 

The findings of this study suggest that  Shared Education can facilitate network 

structures that overcome systemic separation; that partner preference is based 

upon desirable structural characteristics; that partnership sustainability may be an 

extension of social network adaptability; that Shared Education offered an 

alternative model for collegial engagement; that the model can facilitate learning 

relationships and knowledge creation; and that relational embeddedness is also 

observed to be a critical aspect of the partnership's leadership. Therefore, it is 

advocated that those researching Shared Education must develop a more 

nuanced approach to thinking about the structure of partnerships and the 

relationships that constitute them.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Chapter One: 
 

Introduction 
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1.1 Background to the Study 

In beginning this study, it is useful to set out its rationale and purpose. The initial 

impetus was largely pragmatic, having been initiated and supported by the 

Sharing Education Programme (SEP) / Centre for Shared Education at Queen's 

University, Belfast (QUB)—funded by Atlantic Philanthropies— to build research 

capacity and advance empirical understanding of Shared Education. Its remit was 

to explore hitherto under-researched areas within the paradigm of Shared 

Education and contribute to the ongoing development of the model of interschool 

collaboration. It should be acknowledged that this particular study emerged from 

the vestiges of two prior attempts at examining Shared Education networks, 

which were unable to progress beyond data collection. These efforts are not 

perceived to have been fruitless as the resultant thesis is guided by, and 

imprinted with, their experiences.    

   In brief, this study is intended to reduce the gap in our understanding of 

staff involvement in Shared Education. In particular, it illuminates the relational 

processes and structures between educators that were previously recognised as 

critical to the collaborative process— 

Informal relations are a critical plank in the collaborative process not least 
because they allow teachers to develop the trust and sense of shared 
collegiality that appears to be fundamental to the success of partnership 
working. (Hughes et al, 2010: 53) 

In addition to this empirical purpose, there was a policy imperative to further 

understand the processes of sharing between staff members, as commitments 

had been made to support their involvement and professional development within 

Shared Education (DENI, 2015b).  
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1.2 Research Aims and Themes 

This study addresses the paucity of research on the configuration of staff 

relationships and the social structures that underpin Shared Education. It 

explores a partnership of five collaborating primary schools in Northern Ireland to 

identify the social networks that have emerged from their interactions and 

evaluates the efficacy of Shared Education in developing and supporting these 

networks.  

 The first proposition of this study is to substantiate existing evidence that 

direct involvement in Shared Education can enhance the institutional links 

and staff relationships between Catholic and Protestant schools.  

 The second proposition is to connect the model of Shared Education to the 

substance of the network concept and move beyond the analogous use of 

the term 'network'. This study will examine Shared Education networks in a 

more systematic and analytical manner. 

In view of the fact that there have been no previous network studies pertaining to 

Shared Education, this study adopts an exploratory approach that permits the 

researcher to reduce the large volume of empirical questions into three key 

themes of investigation. These themes are: 

• The network structure of a Shared Education Partnership; 
• The profile of staff members in a Shared Education network; and 
• Staff relationships in a Shared Education network. 

It is anticipated that the exploration of these themes will facilitate more focused 

network research in relation to Shared Education, henceforward.  
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1.3 Organisation of the Thesis 

In this section, the thesis structure is summarised by chapter to provide an 

overview of its contents. The overall composition is linear in format, which is 

intended to make the narrative more accessible. This first chapter of the thesis 

provides a brief introduction to the current study, from which the full development 

of the investigation departs. 

   Chapter two provides a broad introduction to teaching in Northern 

Ireland and the position of educators within a de facto parallel system of 

education. In doing so, it provides the overarching context for the current study. It 

is argued that staff members are given a peripheral regard within the body of 

research specific to Shared Education.  

   Chapter three offers a more focused review of the literature deemed 

relevant to the current study in order to connect the model of Shared Education to 

the substance of the network concept. From this critical review a number of 

potential themes for further empirical exploration emerge.    

   Chapter four sets out a robust and structured methodological framework 

in which the stated themes of enquiry can be explored. It provides an overview of 

the sequential mixed methods approach taken and the specific application of 

network methods employed to gather the subsequent data.   

   Chapter five is the first of three results chapters in which an integrated 

analysis of the qualitative and quantitative data are presented. It focuses on the 

social network structures of a selected Shared Education partnership and 

examines its constituent schools, informing how they have come together to 

develop the resultant interschool network.  

   Chapter six—the second results chapter—presents the profile and mix 

of staff members who have formed the observed Shared Education network. It 

focuses on the relational processes between the schools' leadership before a 

more general examination of processes by which the staff members' develop 

shared practice.     

   Chapter seven concludes the presentation of results and examines the 

interactions of staff members. It highlights the multiplex nature of relations within 
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Shared Education, before identifying variables that influence the maintenance or 

disruption of these ties.  

  Chapter eight provides a succinct discussion in which the main findings 

of the analysis are presented and is divided into two main sections. The first 

considers how we might begin to rethink and amend the use of the term ‘network’ 

in Shared Education, before moving to present some structural interpretations of 

the findings that relate to staff relationships.  

   Chapter nine is the final chapter of the thesis and offers an overview of 

the distinctiveness and contribution of the study. In doing so, the perceived 

strengths and limitations will be presented, along with implications for policy and 

future research. 
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1.4 Glossary of Terms 

To assist in comprehending the technical language and 'network' vocabulary 

used throughout this thesis, the following terms have been included for 

clarification:  

Actor – See node 

Adjacency Matrix – A matrix representing the ties between nodes in a network.  

The labels for the rows and columns are the same.  The number in the cell 

intersecting a given row and column indicates a tie, and its level. 

Alter – A network member named by a focal respondent in egocentric network 

analysis. 

Asymmetric Matrix – An adjacency matrix where the data are directed.  The 

upper half may not mirror the lower half because two respondents may not agree 

on their level of interaction. 

Binary Data – Tie data that are 1 or 0, indicating only the presence or absence of 

a tie. 

Cohesion – The extent to which nodes in a network are tied (operationalised in a 

variety of ways). 

Components – A set of alters who are connected to one another directly or 

indirectly.   

Connectedness – A graph is said to be connected if each pair of vertices in the 

graph is joined by a path. Connectedness is a measure of this, simply stated as 

'1 minus the fragmentation' (Borgatti, Everett, & Freeman, 2002). 

Degree Centrality – An actor is highly degree-central to the extent he or she is 

directly connected to many other alters.  

Degree of Centralisation – A measure of the extent to which the network is 

dominated by a few degree central nodes. 

Density – Is a measure that describes the portion of the potential connections in 

a network that are actual connections 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Connected_graph
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vertex_(graph_theory)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Path_(graph_theory)
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Directed Data – Tie data that indicate the possibility of an asymmetric 

relationship. 

Dyad – A set of two actors treated as one; a pair. 

Edge – See Tie 

Edgelist – A way of representing and storing relational data. It lists the edges for 

a network graph in a column format.  

Ego – The respondent in egocentric network analysis. 

Egocentric Network – The social relations surrounding a focal individual. 

Embeddedness – Refers to the relational or structural position of an actor within 

an observed network.  

Fragmentation – Proportion of pairs of vertices that are unreachable.  

Graph – A visual representation of nodes and edges (ties or links).   

In-degree – The number of edges directed into a vertex in a directed graph. 

Isolates – A node unconnected to any other node. 

Network Structure – The pattern of relations between network members. 

Node – The elementary unit of graph theory. In social networks they are typically, 

but not always, people. In social networks they are also called actors. 

Nodelist – A way of representing and storing relational data. It lists the alters to 

whom a node has a connection. 

One Mode Data – Network data representing the ties between nodes. 

Out-degree – The number of edges directed out of a vertex in a directed graph. 

Reciprocity – A measure of edges characteristic of being reciprocal. Also 

considered a relation of mutual dependence or action or influence. 

Social Network Analysis – A method for quantifying the pattern of relations 

between a set of actors. 

Sociocentric Network – The social relations within a defined group.  

https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/set
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/element
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/pair
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/edge
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/vertex
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/directed_graph
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/edge
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/vertex
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/directed_graph
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/characteristic
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/reciprocal
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Structural Hole – Defined using network constraint (the extent to which those in 

an egocentric network tend to be tied to each other).  It is a structural gap 

between groups in a sociocentric network. 

Symmetric Matrix – An adjacency matrix where the data are not directed.  The 

upper half of the matrix is a mirror of the lower half. 

Tie – An indication of a relation between two nodes.  Ties can be defined 

objectively by observing something (like e-mail transactions, or mutual 

attendance at an event), or by asking questions (such as how much two people 

interact). 

Transitivity – A measure of local structure. Transitivity of a relation means that 

when there is a tie from A to B, and also from B to C, then there is also a tie from 

A to C. 

Triad – A set of three actors treated as one; a grouping. 

Valued Data – Tie data that indicate the level of a tie, not just its presence or 

absence. 

Vertex – See Node 

Whole Network – See sociocentric network. 

  

https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/set
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/element
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1.5 Abbreviations 

AP – Atlantic Philanthropies 

AQE – Association of Quality Education 

CCMS – Council for Catholic Maintained Schools  

CEA – Common Entrance Assessment 

CPD – Continuing professional development 

DE – Department of Education Northern Ireland 

DEL – Department for Employment and Learning 

EA – Education Authority 

ECNI – Equality Commission Northern Ireland 

ELBs – Education and Library Boards 

GTCNI – General Teaching Council for Northern Ireland  

IEF – Integrated Education Fund 

IFI – International Fund for Ireland 

ITE – Initial Teacher Education  

MAG – Ministerial Advisory Group 

NEELB – North Eastern Education and Library Board 

NIA – Northern Ireland Assembly 

NICIE – Northern Ireland Council for Integrated Education 

NLC – Networked Learning Community 

OFMDFM – Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister 

PfG – Programme for Government 

PIEE – Primary Integrating / Enriching Education project  

PPTC – Post-Primary Transfer Consortium 
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QUB – Queen’s University, Belfast 

SEP – Sharing Education Programme 

SESP – Sharing Education Signature Project 

SiEP – Sharing In Education Programme 

SNA – Social Network Analysis 
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2 THE CONTEXT OF SHARED EDUCATION 

Chapter Two: 
 

The Context of Shared Education 
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2.1 Introduction   

Traditionally, the education system in Northern Ireland has operated on the 

assumption that schools are separate and autonomous units. As separate legal 

entities they are administered, funded, and evaluated separately, rarely having 

any incentive to function otherwise. This separation is exacerbated by the 

maintenance of a de facto parallel system of Catholic and Protestant schools, 

which is predicated upon a historical commitment to denominationalism, 

reinforced by persistent political division. In its current structure, the system 

divides and separates young people into education silos, by compartmentalising 

them along lines of gender, ability, social class, and most notably religion. As a 

result, pupils in Northern Ireland have rarely had the opportunity to mix and 

integrate with those from different community backgrounds. By extension, staff 

members are also subject to these sectoral divisions and are often employed in 

largely homogeneous work environments. Although this is much less 

documented and often overlooked.  

   Shared Education is a model of interschool collaboration developed 

primarily in response to the confining effects of separate education and the 

parallel system of Catholic and Protestant schools—an attempt to re-culture the 

education system in Northern Ireland. Positive interdependencies developed 

through the milieu of interschool collaboration are considered to render the 

existing sectoral boundaries more porous and permit connections to be made 

between schools that represent different community interests and identities. As a 

result, pupils migrate between institutions to attend curricular based classes with 

minimal obstruction. This requires some pupils to attend a school that they have 

not initially enrolled in and traverse perceived territorial boundaries on a regular 

basis. It is accepted that this migration increases the opportunity for intergroup 

contact between pupils who would normally be separated by school fences, 

leading to reduced levels of anxiety and an increase in cross-group friendships 

(Hughes et al, 2012).  

   The original basis for moving in this direction was that previous attempts 

at overcoming the confining effects of separate education through curriculum 

initiatives, contact schemes and integrated schools had failed to make any 

systemic change and establish a more cohesive system of education—as such, 

something different was needed (Gallagher, 2004). Appending this analysis, was 
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the notion that mechanisms for encouraging greater dialogic processes might 

help shift thinking away from assumptions that identity was fixed (Gallagher, 

2004). The idea for the delivery mechanism of Shared Education emerged earlier 

from the Burns report (DENI, 2001), in which ‘collaborative collegiates’ were 

proposed as an option to address the issue of selective education (DENI, 2001). 

It was at this point that the notion of interschool collaboration and promoting 

positive interdependence between schools had surfaced, based on Sherif’s 

realistic conflict theory (Sherif, 1958; Sherif et al, 1961).  

  The existing corpus of Shared Education research is largely pupil-

centric, reflecting the focal role that pupils had as subjects of the collaborative 

activity. In comparison, staff members have been given much less attention. This 

is not to say that staff members have been excluded from the academic 

consciousness entirely. Studies present the insights of school leaders and senior 

staff regarding pupil collaboration (Carlisle & Hughes, 2013), the perceptions and 

attitudes of staff towards sharing (Hughes et al, 2010), community relations 

(Hughes, 2013), collaborative effectiveness and evolution (Duffy & Gallagher, 

2014; 2015), and teacher identity (Donnelly, 2012). Yet, the fact that all 

collaborative activity is controlled and managed by staff members is 

underreported. It is not unreasonable to think that the interactions between staff 

members and the patterns of their relationships within each partnership of 

schools will affect how Shared Education is organised and delivered. For that 

reason this thesis will consider the staff members’ involvement in Shared 

Education.  

  This initial chapter will present the broader context of staff members in 

Shared Education by addressing two main areas of relevance. First, the de facto 

separate system of education in Northern Ireland will be outlined and its impact 

on educators will be discussed. Second, the developments pertaining to Shared 

Education will be considered, from which a theoretical basis will be established to 

locate staff members within the concept. It will be argued that the role of staff 

members has not yet been fully appreciated nor deliberated within the 

corresponding literature. 
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2.2 Separate Sectors—Separate Staff 

Northern Ireland has a diverse range of schools that represent contrasting 

religious and community interests, at both primary and post-primary levels. These 

include Controlled, Maintained, Integrated, Voluntary Grammar, and Other 

Maintained—which incorporates Irish-medium schools. Traditionally, schools 

have had little motivation to work with one another across the boundaries of 

these sectors, which has impeded young people from interacting or building 

social ties and relationships with those from different community backgrounds. 

The result is a relatively homogeneous school environment and experience of 

education—an outcome that many people in Northern Ireland have interpreted as 

a contributing factor to the conflict and lack of societal cohesion (Dunn, 1986; 

Cairns, 1987). The following section outlines the separate structures of the 

education system and their impact on teachers, highlighting certain obstacles to 

the liberal deployment of staff members that are rarely considered in the body of 

Shared Education research. It is the consideration of this study that teachers 

have few opportunities to develop relationships with counterparts from different 

community backgrounds, much like their pupils, in the context of the school.  

2.2.1  Separate Sectors: Administration and Structures 

Depending on their management type, most schools in Northern Ireland have 

been administered and accountable to one of five regionally defined Education 

and Library Boards (ELBs). However, during this study the oversight of schools 

was restructured. In April 2015, the ELBs and the Staff Commission were 

consolidated into a single Education Authority (EA). It is unlikely that this 

development drastically changed how staff members in schools have been 

managed and deployed. Although, it is of note that new duties were conferred to 

the EA in relation to the facilitation and promotion of Shared Education. 

Otherwise, the functions and responsibilities of the EA are the same as those 

undertaken by the ELBs (Education Act NI, 2014). 

   The two most common school management types in Northern Ireland 

are Controlled and Catholic Maintained. Controlled schools are managed by 

boards of governors, now under the auspices of the EA, and were originally 

Protestant church schools that transferred to state control during the first half of 

the twentieth century. Whilst they are now considered to be multi-denominational, 
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the Protestant churches maintain influence in controlled schools through 

representation on the boards of governors. Prior to April 2015, the ELBs were the 

employing authority for staff members. This responsibility has now been assumed 

by the EA, along with funding oversight. There are 370 Controlled primary 

schools and 69 post-primary schools in Northern Ireland (DENI, 2014a). 

According to the General Teaching Council for Northern Ireland, these schools 

are facilitated by 8,017 registered teachers (GTCNI, 2013). 

   Catholic Maintained Schools are managed by boards of governors that 

consist of trustees from the Roman Catholic Church, parents, teachers and 

representatives from the now dissolved ELBs. The sector is administered under 

the auspices of the Council for Catholic Maintained Schools (CCMS), which 

supports the effective management of schools and assists trustees in the 

provision of school buildings. Maintained schools receive a capital gains grant 

from the Department of Education (DE) depending on the management structure 

they adopt, but the majority of resources are provided by the Catholic Church. 

The employing authority for teaching staff in this sector is the CCMS, whilst the 

EA is responsible for non-teaching staff. There are 641 Catholic Maintained 

primary schools and 68 post-primary schools in Northern Ireland with over 8,500 

teachers (CCMS, 2014). 

   Whilst most teaching staff in Northern Ireland are employed within the 

denominational confines of the controlled and maintained sectors, there are a 

small number of Integrated schools that advocate a mixed approach to 

education. The first Integrated school was founded in 1981 by a group of parents, 

in spite of institutional opposition (Moffatt, 1993). In the years that followed the 

movement witnessed several more independent integrated schools opening, 

prompting the government to commit to the development of the sector by 

enacting the Education Reform order (NI), 1989. The reform order provided a 

mechanism for parents to transform to integrated status from existing controlled, 

maintained or voluntary status. As a result, there are Controlled Integrated and 

Grant-maintained Integrated schools. The reform order also ensured financial 

support for the Northern Ireland Council for Integrated Education (NICIE), which 

presides over the sector. NICIE co-ordinates efforts to develop the sector and 

supports parent groups through the transformation process to integrated status, 

whilst also assisting schools in management, training and development. There 
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are 42 integrated primary schools and 20 post-primary schools in Northern 

Ireland (DENI, 2014b). The total number of teachers registered in the Integrated 

sector is 1,328 with 382 of these working in Controlled Integrated schools and 

946 in Grant-maintained Integrated schools (GTCNI, 2013). Although 

encouraging, this represents a nominal amount of the staff across the country, 

with the majority continuing to work in either a Catholic or Protestant context.  

   A small number of schools, funded by DE under the arrangements of the 

common funding scheme, are recognised as Voluntary Grammar and are 

typically post-primary. They are managed by a board of governors consisting of 

persons appointed in line with the scheme of management in each school—

‘Maintained’ or ‘Other’—along with representatives of parents, teachers and in 

most cases, members appointed by DE. In this type of school, the governors are 

the employing authority for all teaching and non-teaching staff members. There 

are 29 Voluntary Maintained schools and 21 Voluntary schools categorised as 

having selected other management structures (DENI, 2014b). The Voluntary 

Grammar sector has approximately 3,245 registered teachers (GTCNI, 2013).  

   The sector categorised as Other Maintained includes a small number 

of Irish-medium schools, in which the minority language is the language of 

instruction. By supporting these schools, DE fulfils a statutory obligation to 

encourage and facilitate the development of Irish language education. In these 

schools, appointments for teaching staff are made under the authority of the 

school. There are 29 Irish-medium schools in Northern Ireland and a further 10 

Irish-medium units attached to English-medium host schools. Only four of the 39 

Irish-medium facilities are post-primary (DENI, 2014b). 235 teachers work within 

schools that are categorised as 'Other Maintained' (GTCNI, 2013). 

   The deployment of staff into these distinct sectors fortifies the 

compartmentalised nature of education in Northern Ireland. Teachers have had 

little incentive to overcome their designations and establish relationships, 

professional or otherwise, with counterparts beyond the confines of their own 

sector. Shared Education is believed to offer a legitimate way of motivating staff 

members to make these boundaries more porous, permitting connections to be 

made between schools that are sectorally distinct (Gallagher, 2005: 437). In the 

absence of an initiative like Shared Education, there are a number of 
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impediments that are perceived to have reduced opportunities for teaching staff 

to mix and work with those from a community background different to their own. 

2.2.2  Separate Sectors: Implications for Teaching Staff 

Evidence suggests that when seeking employment, teachers have tended to 

adhere to their denominational tradition. That is, Protestant teachers apply for 

posts in Protestant schools and likewise Catholic teachers apply for posts in 

Catholic schools (Dunn & Gallagher, 2002). Teachers have had limited 

opportunities to work or teach outside their own community background (ECNI, 

2003). This contributes to faculties that lack religious diversity, perpetuated by a 

legal exemption in the equality legislation of Northern Ireland (Fair Employment 

Act, 1976), referred to as the 'teacher exception'. It was introduced in recognition 

of the de facto parallel school system and the denominational character of 

schools—as a consequence, Catholic and Protestant schools are permitted to 

preferentially recruit applicants whose religious beliefs are in accordance with 

their religious character (Montgomery & Smith, 2006: 51). At the time of drafting 

the original Fair Employment (NI) Act 1976, educational interest groups for the 

Roman Catholic community were concerned that without an 'exception' in place, 

the Act would lead to a system of non-denominational schools and erosion of the 

Catholic ethos. Protestant educational interests, on the other hand, also 

expressed concerns that without an 'exception' in place, Protestant teachers may 

well be 'placed in an unduly unfavourable position' (Dunn & Gallagher, 2002: 1). 

They believed that Protestant teachers may experience inequitable employment 

opportunities as a consequence of the state system of schools coming within the 

scope of the legislation and maintained schools remaining outside it, because 

these schools could argue that religion was a legitimate occupational 

qualification. In their estimation, Catholic teachers would have the equality of 

opportunity in state schools, whilst Protestant teachers would not have right of 

equality of opportunity in Catholic schools. Therefore, the 'exception', which was 

originally sought by both Catholic and Protestant educational interests, has 

contributed to the denominational separation of schools and preservation of faith-

based education.  

  In keeping with this preference towards faith-based education, 

applicants who wish to teach in certain primary schools are often expected to 

possess a Religious Education certificate. This is more commonly emphasised by 



   

18 

 

Catholic Maintained schools, where employment requirements as prescribed by 

the CCMS favour those with the qualification—certified by the Catholic authority. 

Those from a Protestant tradition are more likely to be marginalised as a 

consequence, making it unlikely that they pursue employment in Catholic 

Maintained schools. This has the effect of potentially reducing the number of job 

opportunities for Protestant teachers. However, a potential compromise emerged 

that only teachers of religious education in Catholic post-primary schools would 

require the certificate, although it would still be required by all teachers in 

Catholic primary schools, as this was the point when children were prepared for 

various religious sacraments. A corresponding review of teacher employment 

was undertaken, following expressions of concern made by Members of the NI 

Assembly's Education Committee that the certificate could lead to inequalities in 

the employment of teaching staff. It concluded that the certificate itself did not 

result in any inequalities, but the barriers to accessing the qualification might limit 

employment opportunities for those who wished to obtain it (DENI, 2013a). 

Petitions have been made to legally address the 'teacher exception' and 

reconsider the requirement for the certificate of religious education, but without 

intervention it is likely that staff members, particularly in Catholic Maintained 

schools, will continue to work in faith-based environments that lack religious 

diversity.  

  Although the 'teacher exception' and the requirement of having a 

certificate of religious education may be considered negatively, as contributing 

towards religious homogeneity in schools, it is important to consider the positive 

role faith schools have had in Northern Ireland, specifically within the Catholic 

community. Commentators such as Gallagher and colleagues (1993), and Smith 

(1999) highlighted the need to understand such developments within their 

historical framework, whereby the Catholic school system—with the exception of 

the church—represented the only notable social institution of civil society over 

which the Catholic community maintained an element of control. In this context, 

the commentators contend that separate faith schools offered the Catholic 

community one of the few routes to social mobility and employment in Northern 

Ireland.  

   It is also worth noting that there are certain barriers of entry to Irish-

medium schools for teachers that potentially limit the diversity amongst staff. 



   

19 

 

Whilst the small but growing sector welcomes all faiths and backgrounds, the 

employment of staff members is contingent upon the applicant possessing an 

Irish language qualification. This is more likely to favour teachers who were 

subject to a Catholic tradition of education, as Irish language is not usually 

offered as a subject choice in non-Catholic schools (McKendry, 2014). Courses 

for Irish-medium teaching are also limited, with the only primary school pathway 

delivered by St Mary's University College—an inherently Catholic institution 

(McKendry, 2007). Despite growing demand from the Protestant community for 

tuition, there remains an imbalance of provision. This reinforces the politicised 

perception of the language and the popular notion that Irish is a correlate of Irish 

Nationalism (Pritchard, 2004). Position of the language in Maintained schools 

reflects the Catholic community’s conviction of its cultural validity and importance 

(McKendry, 2014). For beginning teachers, much like the certificate of religious 

education, this language requirement could be interpreted as positively 

discriminating in favour of those from a Catholic background. However, in the 

case of Irish-medium schools it could also be excused as a unique requirement 

for a specialist position, necessary to the core approach of the schools. Even 

though it is likely that teachers from a Protestant tradition of education will have 

had less access to tuition, it should not be assumed that all teachers who 

attended Catholic education institutions will have availed of the opportunity to 

learn the language. Evidence suggests that the subject of Irish is commonly 

considered expendable by pupils in Catholic Grammar schools when there are 

timetable clashes, whilst Catholic education authorities have also done little to 

promote the language in the past (McKendry, 2014). Neither should it be 

assumed that all Protestant teachers would choose to work in Irish-medium 

schools given the chance, as there remains a perceived suspicion and antipathy 

towards the language from the wider Unionist community, as contended by 

Pritchard (2004). But it is important to highlight the minority language requirement 

as another obstacle, dependent on community background, to the liberal 

deployment and integration of teaching staff.  

   As demonstrated, the separate deployment of teachers in Northern 

Ireland is equally as defining of the education system as the separation of pupils. 

The reality that most teaching staff are the product of the same system of 

separation as their pupils should not be understated. Once a prospective teacher 

graduates from the compartmentalised system of post-primary education they are 
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confronted by teacher education that is perceived as fundamentally segregated. 

A discussion of initial teacher education and its provision will now be made to 

draw out this perception.   

2.2.3  Separate Sectors: Role of Initial Teacher Education  

The structure of initial teacher education (ITE) in Northern Ireland has been 

considered to reflect and reinforce separate school sectors (Russell, 2006). It is a 

discernible trend that the vast majority of student teachers in Northern Ireland 

preparing for deployment in schools often attend an institution that reflects their 

particular religious affiliation (Montgomery & Smith, 2006). For those who train 

domestically, there are five institutions that offer pathways into teaching—

Stranmillis University College, St Mary's University College, Queen's University 

Belfast, University of Ulster, and the Open University. The two main ITE 

providers—Stranmillis and St Mary's—were both Colleges of QUB, delivering 

undergraduate and postgraduate courses that cater for both primary and post-

primary pre-service teachers. Stranmillis has an enrolment of approximately 

1,525 whilst St Mary's is attended by 1,210 students (Bannon et al, 2015). 

Stranmillis by tradition is attended by students from a Protestant background and 

was originally founded as a public body aiming to support both sides of the 

community. However, this failed to garner support from the Catholic authorities 

who decided to retain St Mary's as an institution for training teachers in the 

Catholic ethos (Montgomery & Smith, 2006: 50). St Mary's is often regarded as a 

bastion of Catholic education, with the explicit function of ensuring an adequate 

supply of Catholic teachers competent to educate children according to the 

principles of the Catholic tradition (St Mary's University College, 2015). The 

separate denominational traditions of these two Colleges and the religious profile 

of their intakes are widely accepted as distinct. Having said that, there is a 

growing number of Catholic students enrolled at Stranmillis, somewhat contesting 

the homogenous perception of the institution. Nevertheless, evidence suggests 

that the diversity experienced by pre-service teachers in Northern Ireland remains 

inadequate (see Hagan & McGlynn, 2004; Montgomery & Smith, 2006; Nelson, 

2008; Montgomery & McGlynn, 2009 for further insight). 

   In its existing format, the separate system of ITE offers parallel 

pathways for Catholics and Protestant pre-service teachers, with very few 

opportunities for them to gain experience in schools representative of other 
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denominational and community interests. Having parallel ITE pathways is 

dependent on the duplication of services within Higher Education, a situation that 

appears to be legitimised by a political commitment to tradition— 

Teacher education in Northern Ireland is heavily fragmented. Currently, five 
institutions have responsibility for a total of some 1400 initial teacher 
education students, not, as we have noted, a large figure by UK standards. 
The apportionment of specialist programmes appears to be the product of 
historical influences rather than rational policy-making. (DEL, 2014: 20) 

The fragmented structure of ITE in Northern Ireland has been under review for 

quite some time, perpetuated by political discourse contesting how reform of the 

system should be implemented. Concerns over financial sustainability, quality, 

and duplication of provision have been widely reported (Taylor & Usher, 2004; 

Osler, 2005)—and have seemingly endured. This is in spite of the Department for 

Employment and Learning (DEL) taking steps to introduce a Higher Education 

strategy, as well as reviewing ITE infrastructure (DEL, 2012; 2014). It is rarely 

disputed that the changes are required, yet progress has been modest. A number 

of proposals within the past decade have been discussed for restructuring ITE 

provision, with mergers between the institutions a distinct possibility.  

   To avoid getting implicated in the finer details of developments in ITE, it 

is ample to highlight that consensus was not reached on the options for reform 

and subsequently regressed to review (DEL, 2014: 67). For some of the 

Institutions, the option in support of the status quo was preferred, and whilst 

others considered a remerging of QUB and Stranmillis to be a viable option, this 

ultimately failed to transpire. The status quo option has since been withdrawn for 

the institutions, with the pursuit of reform taking a much more hard-line approach 

(DEL, 2014: 2). Ultimately, the evidence suggests that the fragmented structure 

of ITE is unsustainable and progressing towards a more reconciled system in one 

format or another (for further evidence see Taylor & Usher, 2004; Osler, 2005; 

Moran, 2012; 2013). This is not to say that the future provision of ITE in Northern 

Ireland will become secularised, nor does this study imply that a secular provision 

is best. In fact, any restructuring of ITE is likely to accommodate existing 

ideologies—    

Teacher education in Northern Ireland should be pluralist we intend by that 
term to denote that the faith-based tradition of teacher education should be 
respected, but that, in addition, formal provision should be made for student 
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teachers, whether or not they adhere to a particular religious belief, to 
undertake, as an integral feature of their total programme, a Shared 
Education component. (DEL, 2014: 35)  

As stated in the above commitment to pluralism, Shared Education will be an 

integral component of any future iteration of the ITE system. Therefore, it is 

possible that the provision of teacher education will include elements of 

collaboration between pre-service teachers, a feature that has been lacking.  

   Research has considered the merits of both separate and common 

systems of ITE finding that whilst a common teacher education is desirable, in a 

situation of separate teacher education certain limits or expectations should be 

applied (Nelson, 2008). In the context of Northern Ireland, where a commitment 

to faith-based provision of teacher education has been made, sharing education 

may well provide the catalyst to overcome separation by means of inter-collegial 

collaboration. To paraphrase Nelson (2008), Shared Education has the potential 

to set expectations within the system. An existing system of ITE that impedes and 

obstructs the development of relationships between pre-service teachers from 

different community and religious backgrounds. The role of Shared Education to 

develop collaborative endeavours and take advantage of opportunities to build on 

existing links between the Colleges was highlighted by a commissioned 

Ministerial Advisory Group, reporting on the advancement of Shared Education 

(2013). They recommended that policymakers ‘consider appropriate mechanisms 

for collaboration to ensure that student teachers and teachers returning for 

professional development can be provided with opportunities to learn together, 

including in relation to preparation for teaching through Shared Education’ 

(Connolly, Purvis, & O’Grady, 2013: xxviii). Thereby alluding to the central role 

that teacher education has in maintaining and reconciling the existing divisions 

within the school workforce. In response to the recommendations, DEL have 

stated their position with respect to Shared Education, concurring that pre-service 

students should have greater opportunities to collaborate across existing sectoral 

boundaries— 

All programmes of teacher education, irrespective of the tradition to which 
they adhere and within which they operate, should make provision for 
students of different faith and none to engage with each other across existing 
lines of social division, through at least the shared use of premises, where 
possible, through mixed classes, through shared teaching and other forms of 
social engagement, which bring students from different faith traditions into 
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full participation in forms of activity that increase mutual understanding. (DEL, 
2014: 34) 

This is a sentiment expressed by all the Higher Education Institutions in Northern 

Ireland, which have made respective commitments to support and advance 

Shared Education. Whether or not this transpires into actual collaboration 

between ITE providers and opportunities for pre-service teachers to work with 

one another remains to be seen.   

2.2.4  Separate Sectors: The Selective Nature of Schools in NI 

A further component of the parallel system, which adds an element of social 

separation in schools to the denominational divisions, is that of the selective 

nature of education in Northern Ireland and the transition of pupils from the final 

year of their primary school into their first year of post-primary education. The 

process of this transition is synonymous with the standardised testing of primary 

pupils, which for some time was known as the '11 Plus' comprising of two exam 

papers. However, the '11 Plus' was officially discontinued, with the final test 

taking place in November 2008. The rationale for this decision was that the Sinn 

Fein Minister of Education wanted to end the use of academic selection, but was 

unable to ban selection outright: ending the official selection tests was an attempt 

to end selection indirectly. The reason why an indirect approach was needed was 

that the St Andrew's agreement (2007) had included a commitment that 

academic selection could only be ended with the agreement of the Northern 

Ireland Assembly, and the Unionist parties had made it clear they would block 

any such proposal. In broad terms, the political debates in NI appeared to be 

divided along traditional unionist—loyalist versus nationalist—republican lines. 

The possible removal of testing was also met by strong opposition from grammar 

schools, some parents, and political factions. As such, no consensus was found 

for a replacement procedure and political discussions have since stagnated.  

  In the void left by removing regulated testing, two consortia of grammar 

schools emerged and established their own entrance examinations—Association 

of Quality Education (AQE) and a group known as the Post-Primary Transfer 

Consortium (PPTC), which is largely driven by the CCMS. Most schools 

subscribe to either the AQE's Common Entrance Assessment (CEA) of three 

exam papers, or the GL Assessment of two papers offered by the PPTC, but a 

few schools offer an option of both. In the main, the schools that offer the CEA 
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are largely from a Protestant tradition, whilst those that offer the GL Assessment 

are from a Catholic tradition of education. This has added further complexity to 

the separation of pupils, as access to the full range of Catholic and Protestant 

schools now requires a pupil to sit five exam papers, as opposed to the two 

papers within the antecedent '11 Plus' format. Moreover, teachers from the 

Catholic and Protestant traditions of education are now more likely to prepare for 

different courses of examination. 

  The practice of testing and selection is an important aspect of education 

in Northern Ireland. It is also salient to the current study as the participating 

schools, yet to be discussed, will be from the primary context. The transition 

stage can be a difficult period of pressure for teachers preparing pupils to achieve 

a positive outcome. As such, sharing education during this period may prove 

beneficial because teachers can share useful practices, or it may in fact become 

a burden as an additional commitment—it is anticipated that such discourses will 

emerge as the researcher investigates the relationships and practices of Key 

Stage two teachers.  

  This section (2.2) established the general issues of how the de facto 

separate system of education in Northern Ireland has contributed to the 

separation of staff members—namely, teacher deployment and pathways into the 

profession. It should be noted that this was not a comprehensive overview of how 

educators have been implicated within the divided system, as the position that 

staff members had in previous community relations initiatives has not been 

discussed. The following section moves the focus to Shared Education and its 

place within the current system of education in Northern Ireland.    

 

2.3 Sharing as a Challenge to Separate Sectors 

The Shared Education model of collaboration was intended to overcome the 

confining effects of separation, through the organisation and delivery of school 

partnerships that transcend denominational boundaries. It was formally 

introduced in 2007 with the non-statutory initiative of the Sharing Education 

Programme (SEP) funded by Atlantic Philanthropies (AP) and International Fund 

for Ireland (IFI) (QUB, 2007). 
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2.3.1  The Sharing Education Programme 

The original delivery mechanism for Shared Education, the SEP, was introduced 

by QUB in an effort to build on certain existing cooperative interdependencies 

between schools of all management types and to create a more interconnected 

and cohesive system of education (Gallagher et al, 2010). Its broader purpose 

was to effect a real change in the way pupils were being educated, by relieving 

the isolating effects of separation and offering a richer learning experience to 

improve the quality of provision (Borooah & Knox, 2013b). Participating schools 

shared resources, classes for pupils, and expertise pertaining to teaching and 

management, despite their religious profile. It was hypothesised that building 

these collaborative links would encourage new relationships to filter across all 

levels of the participating schools, effectively bridging the divide between 

religious sectors. Moreover, the cross-sectoral partnerships would provide space 

and opportunity for staff members to get to know one another. The programme's 

foci is usually considered as threefold, presented as parallel activity strands that 

include pupil sharing as previously noted, the support of teacher development 

and the advancement of organisational learning amongst partners (Blaylock & 

Hughes, 2013: 482). The latter two activity strands have yet to be fully validated, 

with much of the emerging literature from the SEP highlighting these outcomes 

without any focused investigation.  

   In terms of the extent of its activity, the SEP had three successive 

cohorts of schools beginning with SEP1 (2007-2010) in which there were 12 

distinct partnerships, comprised of 65 schools, and approximately 4,000 pupils 

involved. Sharing was expected to take place across different local contexts, 

such that no two partnerships would be the same—schools were therefore given 

autonomy to develop their own proposals (Gallagher et al, 2010). This was 

followed by an extension of funding that supported SEP2 (2010-2013) and a 

striking increase in the number of distinct partnerships to 43, with 140 schools 

and approximately 7,800 pupils (the number of staff members involved was not 

available). The third and current phase of SEP (2013- ) supports 16 

partnerships—9 primary and 7 post-primary—in which 43 legacy schools from 

previous SEP phases are involved.  All the partnerships remain active in sharing 

learning between pupils and collaboration between staffs. It should be noted that 

there were other incarnations of the Shared Education model, namely the 
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Fermanagh Trust, the Sharing In Education Programme (SiEP), and the Primary 

Integrating / Enriching Education project (PIEE) administered by the North 

Eastern Education and Library Board (NEELB). Across the aforementioned 

manifestations, sharing took place between primary schools and between post-

primary schools, and in some instances across these phases. In their 

partnerships, schools provided a broad range of curriculum based activities 

catering for most stages of instruction (see Sharing Education Learning Forum, 

2011).   

   Shared Education was preluded by discussions of 'softening the raw 

edges of institutional segregation' through 'greater shared practice in education' 

(Gallagher, 2005: 439) and the Bain report (Bain, 2006), which called for 

improved collaboration between schools. Its aim was to permeate the structural 

barriers that prevented educators from meeting and coordinating their interests, 

including constraints on the exchange of information, which is important for 

overcoming relational barriers to conflict transformation (Bland & Ross, 2008). 

Previous efforts at improving cross-community relations assumed that separate 

schools were the problem and that very little benefit could come from single 

identity schools. Within the academic literature, the impact of separate schools 

has often been described by using two hypotheses: the cultural hypothesis, which 

suggested that the differences in syllabus between the Catholic and Protestant 

schools only moved to reinforce feelings of difference and hostility, such that 

mutual ignorance and antipathy were fostered; and the social hypothesis, which 

implied that, irrespective of the curriculum taught in both categories of schools, 

the simple fact that the schools were separate, articulated tacit suggestions of 

difference that reinforced divisions. However, with the cessation of violence and a 

relative peace in Northern Ireland this assumption is now becoming less rigid. 

The notion that separate schools alone caused negative cross-community 

relations is problematic. This view was preceded by a third perspective, largely 

promoted by the Catholic Church, which suggested that separate schools were 

much less important than other factors to community division (Gallagher, 1998).   

It has proven a difficult task to disentangle the effects of separate schools and 

hostile intergroup relations, as power relations and structural issues at a political 

level also contribute to community tensions, an observation of divided societies 

made by Spinner-Halev( 2003). 
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  Our understanding of separate schools has also broadened to 

incorporate the importance of mix within a school’s population. The category for 

separate schools has been extended to include ‘Mixed’ and ‘Super-mixed’, in 

which minority pupil representation of either Catholic or Protestant communities 

are much higher than expected (Hughes et al, 2013). This enhanced diversity 

within separate schools appears to be favourable towards positive intergroup 

contact and to 'undermine the received wisdom that separate or faith schools are 

necessarily divisive' (Hughes et al, 2013: 777). However, the current Minister of 

Education has since rejected a committee motion that individual super-mixed 

schools should be included in Shared Education programmes (Hansard, 2015). It 

was contended that Shared Education was not simply about reconciliation 

outcomes, but encouraging schools to work together so that ‘integrated and so-

called super-mix schools share their knowledge, experience and good practice 

with others’ (Hansard, 2015: 28) in the pursuit of educational improvements. This 

renewed perspective on separate schools supports that which underpins Shared 

Education; a vision that is not solely about consolidating single identity schools, 

developing curriculum, or intermittent contact. But rather, an opportunity to 

attempt something different—a synthesis of prior approaches to community 

relations initiatives, which focuses on developing systemic links between 

separate schools to improve educational outcomes whilst preserving the 

commitment to enhancing social cohesion.  

  The SEP has since come to a natural conclusion, having achieved its 

advocacy goals as central policy makers moved to expand upon its foundational 

work. This preceded a cessation of funding obligations to existing school 

partnerships. During this period the SEP administration continued its core 

function of providing operational support to schools still undertaking collaborative 

work, but its wider remit was scaled down. Furthermore, a number of 

partnerships were due to complete their activity and the discussion amongst 

programme facilitators moved to determine how partnerships could be sustained 

(Duffy & Gallagher, 2012). 

2.3.2  Political Traction and the Signature Project 

The Shared Education model for the organisation and delivery of education in 

Northern Ireland has gained considerable traction politically, with parties adopting 

and moving towards a discourse of 'sharing' in preference over extensive 
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structural change and integrated education (Hansson, O’Connor-Bones, & 

McCord, 2013). The appeal of Shared Education is that it functions within the 

existing rubric of separate schools, providing an 'ideological bridge' between 

those who favour a system of separate faith-based schools and others who 

advocate a common or integrated system (Blaylock & Hughes, 2013). Shared 

Education mitigates the confining and often isolating aspects of educating pupils 

separately whilst simultaneously allowing schools to preserve their ethos, allaying 

fears of proselytisation and losing aspects of their culture that are considered to 

be protected by separate schools (Murray, 1985). Public attitudes to Shared 

Education are positive, in that the majority of people would welcome the sharing 

of facilities and teachers, even integration (Ipsos MORI, 2011). More recent 

surveys suggest that these attitudes are consistent. The Northern Ireland Life and 

Times Survey (2013) indicated that a majority of respondents were favourable to 

sharing classes, teachers or facilities with other schools and mixed-religion 

schooling.  

   In the context of budget cuts and rationalisation of the education estate, 

Shared Education is seen as an opportunity for politicians to embrace an 

alternative model (Borooah & Knox, 2013b). Shared Education is a less 

disruptive model, politically. No wholesale changes to the school estate are 

required, choice of schooling based upon ideology is preserved, and politicians 

can present a favourable discourse of progress. In contrast, other advocated 

models such as integrated schools would require wholesale structural reform, 

potentially incurring more costs and presenting a much more challenging sell to 

communities (Millward Brown, 2003; Ipsos MORI, 2011). Within the current 

discussion, any unnecessary comparisons with the Integrated sector are 

judiciously avoided (for criticism and reports see Milliken & Gallagher, 1998; 

Johnson 2001; Montgomery et al, 2003; McGlynn, 2007; Donnelly, 2008; and 

Hansson, O’Connor-Bones, & McCord, 2013). Early economic evaluations of 

sharing education highlighted concerns that any shared solutions, including 

integrated schools, would have to work within the existing school estate as 

opposed to building new schools given the imminency of budget cuts (IEF, 2010). 

This is not to say that a system of integrated schools is undesirable. Rather, that 

Shared Education and collaboration between schools is considered achievable 

and realistic in the current political and societal context (Hughes et al, 2012).   
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   The Programme for Government 2011-2015 (OFMDFM, 2012a) (PfG) 

recognises the potential of Shared Education to contribute to building a strong 

and shared community. It set out three commitments for the provision of Shared 

Education—namely, to establish an advisory group for recommendations on the 

advancement of the model, ensuring that all pupils had an opportunity to 

participate in Shared Education by 2015, and to increase the number of schools 

sharing facilities by 2015. The first of these commitments—establishing a 

Ministerial Advisory Group (MAG)—was intended to thoroughly explore the 

options for advancing Shared Education (Connolly, Purvis, & O’Grady, 2013). 

The subsequent report was published in March 2013 and offered a range of 

perspectives on the model, including responses from pupils and staff members. 

The scope of the report was particularly broad and offered a range of 

recommendations based on: mainstreaming Shared Education, supporting 

schools and other educational institutions in sharing education, area-based 

planning and the schools estate, and academic selection. Arguably, the most 

significant contribution of the report was recommending that the DE should 

incentivise Shared Education by implementing an earlier proposal made by the 

Salisbury report (2013) to introduce a ‘Shared Education premium’. This premium 

would enhance the sustainability of Shared Education partnerships amidst earlier 

criticism that school involvement could decrease without additional funding 

(Hansson, O’Connor-Bones, & McCord, 2013). In addition, with particular interest 

to this study, the report recommended that teachers in Shared Education have 

access to training, resources, and expert support, whilst also having more 

opportunities to learn and train together (Connolly, Purvis, & O’Grady, 2013).          

   The report, Together: building a United Community was presented as a 

key building block for the implementation of the PfG and reflected the Executive’s 

commitment to improving community relations and building a united and shared 

society (OFMDFM, 2013). It focuses on Shared Education as one of its strategic 

components and discusses its aim of ensuring that sharing becomes a central 

part of every pupil's educational experience whilst committing to the 

enhancement of quality and extent of provision. To realise the broad objective of 

'moving from Contested Spaces to Shared Spaces' it mentions utilising the 

Contested Space programme's incarnation of Shared Education (OFMDFM, 2013: 

61). 
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   The aforementioned report also outlines the Executive's commitment to 

creating ten Shared Educational Campuses in which partner schools will be 

collocated, based upon the Lisanelly model (DENI, 2014b). This prototype 

campus will consist of six schools from Omagh relocating to the site of a disused 

British Army base, where they will share high quality, purpose built facilities. The 

Shared Campuses Programme has sought to extend the Lisanelly model with two 

round of applications for shared builds, involving the sharing of facilities and 

space—thus far, to the knowledge of the researcher, three applications have 

been approved.  

   The Education Act (Northern Ireland) (2014) legislates to consolidate the 

place of Shared Education within the current system. In doing so, it places a duty 

on the EA to ‘encourage, facilitate and promote shared education’. Additionally, 

the draft Shared Education bill (DENI, 2014c), along with the policy document 

Sharing Works: A Policy for Shared Education (DENI, 2015b), were introduced in 

January 2015 to set out a definition and policy framework for the model. The 

policy provides a comprehensive action for future interschool collaboration and 

the co-ordinated support of teachers and schools, as well as a new strategy for 

teacher professional development. In a response to the consultation process on 

both draft documents, the Equality Commission responded critically (ECNI, 

2015). They claimed that there is a lack of coherence between both documents 

and that the approach set out in Sharing Works does not sufficiently articulate the 

policy aims and associated outcomes for Shared Education. Since this critique, 

the draft policy document was finalised in September 2015 and published with 

minor amendments in respect of the public consultation process (DENI 2015b).   

   Acting upon these aforementioned policy commitments and strategies, 

the Committee for Education agreed to undertake an inquiry focusing on Shared 

and Integrated Education, which has subsequently been published (NIA, 2015). 

With regards to shared activities, it advocates a focus on ‘curriculum-based 

interactions that always foreground educational improvement’, such that it 

recognises reconciliation outcomes as a secondary objective. For that reason, 

there is potential research impact in furthering our understanding of how Shared 

Education can contribute to school improvement outcomes. The headline 

recommendation from the committee is that the Assembly should demonstrate a 
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strong commitment to Shared Education and move to expand the model (NIA, 

2015). 

   The most recent mechanism for delivering the model—the Shared 

Education Signature Project (SESP)—has been created under the Delivering 

Social Change (DSC) framework to expand the level of sharing between schools 

throughout Northern Ireland following the cessation of the SEP. The SESP is to 

be administered by the DE and Education Authority (Education Act, 2014) with 

activity between schools due to begin in September 2015 (DENI, 2015a). All of 

the schools involved in SEP3 are known to have made applications. It is therefore 

a reasonable assumption that Shared Education will become a much more 

prominent feature in how schools throughout Northern Ireland function.   

2.3.3  Key Debates within Shared Education 

The core criticisms of Shared Education typically derive from a debate regarding 

the position of the model in relation to the Integrated Sector, in which both are 

perceived falsely as dichotomous—the models follow distinct trajectories, but are 

seemingly complementary and target similar outcomes. It is useful to offer an 

overview of the range of views taken on the debate:  

• Shared Education is complementary to Integrated education by allowing more pupils 
access to opportunities for contact;  

• Shared Education competes with Integrated Education, draws political support away 
from it and will reduce the likelihood of Integrated Education expansion; 

• Shared Education will enhance Integrated Education in the longer term by leading to 
more Integrated schools in the future; 

• Shared Education should only be allowed where schools commit to working towards 
Integrated status; 

• Shared Education is a con, allowing politicians and the churches to offer rhetorical 
support for change while not actually doing anything about it. 

However, as stated earlier, it is not the intention of the researcher to be drawn 

into a discussion of the veracity of such debates. Instead, it is more beneficial for 

the current discussion to constructively highlight criticism of how Shared 

Education is conceptualised and delivered.   

   The definition of Shared Education is problematic. Since its inception 

there have been a number of definitions with varying scope and uniformity. For 

that reason, it could be said that Shared Education has had a working definition 

until recent political traction. However, the evolutionary journey of the definition is 
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not relevant to the current study. Instead, it is more helpful to state that 

contemporary definitions of the concept remain ill-defined. Arguably the most 

comprehensive definition is that endorsed by the MAG report— 

Shared Education involves two or more schools or other educational 
institutions from different sectors working in collaboration with the aim of 
delivering educational benefits to learners, promoting the efficient and 
effective use of resources, and promoting equality of opportunity, good 
relations, equality of identity, respect for diversity and community cohesion. 
(Connolly, Purvis, & O’Grady, 2013: xii) 

This conceptualisation encompasses early childhood services through to post-

primary schools, further education colleges, special education and youth services 

provision. The important contribution of this definition is that it differentiates 

between Shared Education and collaboration, indicating that the latter refers to 

the range of sustained activities that the schools engage in together, whilst the 

former involves schools representing different sectors. The report also states that 

teachers coming together from different schools for professional development 

purposes should not be regarded, in itself, as an example of Shared Education 

and that it must have a pupil element. The researcher finds this potentially 

constraining, particularly for rural schools from which the transportation of pupils 

is not possible. The official definition that has recently been proposed by policy 

makers in the draft Shared Education Bill defines Shared Education as— 

The education together of—(a) those of different religious belief or political 
opinion, and (b) those who are experiencing significant socio-economic 
deprivation and those who are not, which is secured by the working together 
and co-operation of two or more relevant providers. (DENI, 2014c: 1) 

The clarification given for the term ‘relevant providers’ specifies that they are 

grant-aided schools, services of any kind that are of educational benefit to 

children and young people, or ancillary to education. An accompanying policy 

document entitled Sharing Works: A Policy for Shared Education (DENI, 2015b; 

2015c) expands on the draft mandate to consider staff members, indicating that 

shared professional development, sharing of resources and expertise between 

schools, shared planning days constitute legitimate activities. It is concerning that 

there is no legal entitlement made within the draft bill for staff members. In 

response to the consultation on the Shared Education Bill and Sharing Works, 

the ECNI was critical of apparent inconsistencies between the drafts. They 

asserted that the proposed definition of Shared Education in the draft Bill was 
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narrower than the stated aims and objectives in the draft policy on shared 

education. It was claimed that the political, religious, and socio-economic purview 

of the definition limited the potential for Shared Education to advance the equality 

of opportunity across other section 75 grounds (ECNI, 2015: iii). The ECNI 

recommended that rather than narrowly defining Shared Education in the bill, the 

DE should prioritise support across a range of equality grounds on a criteria-

based structure favouring applications in which sharing focuses on more than 

simply community background. For the effective implementation of Shared 

Education there must be a coherent and inclusive definition. It is anticipated that 

the current study will contribute to the acknowledgement of staff members within 

any future conceptualisations.  

   Another conceptual debate worth highlighting is the shift made between 

foregrounding reconciliation outcomes and the perceived educational benefits for 

participating schools. Since the inception of Shared Education, there has been a 

recognition that a focus on reconciliation outcomes alone was insufficient—if it 

did not help schools meet their core educational goals then it would never receive 

any significant priority within the schools (Hughes et al, 2010). In their review of 

comparative collaborative arrangements, O’Sullivan and colleagues (2008) 

identify the same theme looking at shared faith schools in England and co-

located schools in Scotland. Previous research highlighted this amongst the 

outlook of participants, in that they perceived community background as 

‘unimportant and that educational outcomes are what matter’ (Knox, 2010: 19). It 

was argued that ‘if the common goal is an improved education, then in a very 

natural way identity issues becomes much less relevant’ (Knox, 2010: 27). At the 

time of the current study, the opportunity to foreground reconciliation outcomes 

more explicitly is now being proposed (Hughes & Loader, 2016). The value of 

such social cohesion outcomes should not be underestimated. However, it is the 

opinion of the researcher that demoting one outcome in favour of another serves 

no benefit and as such a conceptual strategy that can offer equal prominence to 

reconciliation and educational outcomes should be deliberated. 

   Moving from the conceptual debates around Shared Education to 

concerns over its delivery, the extent of cross-sectoral links between participant 

schools has been questioned. This is, in part, out of concerns for using 

collaboration more generally within an Entitlement Framework (DENI, 2013b) as 
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a strategy for reconciling the parallel school system in Northern Ireland. The 

overriding concern is that institutions and staff might adhere to behaviours of 

avoidance or take the ‘line of least resistance’ (Gallagher, 2004) by partnering 

with schools from their own sector, thereby reinforcing institutional barriers rather 

than overcome divisions (Gallagher et al, 2010). Shared Education attempts to 

allay this concern by encouraging links to be made between schools of different 

ethos. To refute these concerns, the extent of cross-sectoral collaboration 

between Shared Education schools and staff members should be explored—a 

motion that has already drawn critical attention (Hansson, O’Connor-Bones, & 

McCord, 2013). 

   The biggest problems faced by schools were planning, transport and 

timetabling issues. These included timetabling constraints such as teachers 

finding planning time, aligning school timetables to enable regular shared 

classes, and the time involved in organising transport and the journey between 

schools (Gallagher et al, 2010). Other studies substantiate these observations 

claiming that the costs, the administration involved, and time spent travelling are 

the three most common disadvantages associated with Shared Education (DENI, 

2013c). For that reason, some questions have been asked about the model’s 

sustainability upon conclusion of funding. References are made to previous 

cross-community schemes that saw school involvement decrease without 

additional funding (Hansson, O’Connor-Bones, & McCord, 2013), thus bringing 

into question the potential barriers to making Shared Education sustainable 

(Duffy & Gallagher, 2014). Consequently, evaluations of the model have 

advocated the introduction of a Shared Education premium (Salisbury, 2013; 

Connolly, Purvis, & O’Grady, 2013), which is anticipated to mitigate any 

competition between schools as a consequence of the common funding formula 

(Connolly, Purvis, & O’Grady, 2013: 73). However, expert testimony given during 

Government committees have warned that any funding arrangements to 

encourage shared schooling could in fact deepen inequalities as it has the 

potential to disadvantage those in ‘culturally isolated’ areas (BBC, 2015). It is 

therefore of importance to further explore that which influences the sustainability 

of partnership working.  

   One final concern for the delivery of Shared Education that involves staff 

members is the reiteration of the problem that teachers have been largely 
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educated separately and then progressed into separate teacher Colleges, the 

suggestion being that they are often unprepared for the challenges of cross-

sectoral collaboration (Connolly, Purvis, & O’Grady, 2013: 73). Both the MAG and 

ECNI (ECNI, 2015) recommend that the structural barriers to Shared Education 

be addressed; including the removal of the teacher’s exception and the need for 

greater sharing and collaboration in teacher training. It is therefore important for 

the current study to consider any other structural barriers that might impede 

cross-sectoral collaboration.   

   In this section, the developments that have seen Shared Education 

mount a challenge to separate sectors were documented. The SEP was 

presented as the foundational delivery mechanism of the model, through which 

systemic links between separate schools were made—and subsequently 

questioned by Hansson and colleagues (2013). During this initiative the level of 

activity was considerable. Yet, teachers were largely peripheral within the 

literature, despite being targeted by activity strands for teacher development and 

organisational learning. Nevertheless, the evidence provided from the SEP was 

enough to gain political traction and embed the model within current policy 

obligations and commitments. For Shared Education to remain a challenge to 

separation, the inconsistencies and key debates must be addressed. It is the 

opinion of the researcher that this must begin with the position of staff members 

within the model and the extent to which their relationships support collaborative 

activity and bridge their separate institutions. To begin this investigation the 

following section will explore the involvement of staff members within Shared 

Education. 

 

2.4 Teachers in Shared Education 

The relatively new practice of sharing education will be unfamiliar to the majority 

of staff members across Northern Ireland, having had little or no exposure to it 

during ITE or CPD. Blaylock and Hughes (2013: 483) noted that the SEP marked 

the first time that the majority of teachers had worked with schools from a 

different denominational background to their own. Those who become involved in 

shared activity are being asked to adopt an emerging pedagogy, which is being 

advanced with each new cohort of participants. With this, comes the atypical 
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experience of working with a school that embraces a different religious ethos and 

learning environment. For the staff members, many of whom will have been 

embedded within their schools for a considerable period, this will likely be a very 

different working experience. In view of that, this section will explore the existing 

literature pertaining to the involvement of staff members in Shared Education.  

   School collaboration, whether internally or between institutions, is 

executed by staff members working with one another. With specific reference to 

Shared Education, the importance of relationships between staff members in 

partner institutions has been recognised as a key supporting variable (Hughes et 

al, 2010: 9). Donnelly and Gallagher (2008: 15) noted that in the early stages of 

the model, forging connections and building trust between individuals in partner 

schools was fundamental to its operation. Appending this point, it is 

acknowledged that informal relationships between staff members are critical for 

shared activity—    

Informal relations are a critical plank in the collaborative process not least 
because they allow teachers to develop the trust and sense of shared 
collegiality that appears to be fundamental to the success of partnership 
working. (Hughes et al, 2010: 53) 

In their evaluation, Hughes and colleagues found that informal staff relationships 

permitted staff members to establish trust and develop a sense of collegiality. 

This relational imperative highlighted in SEP1 was thought to be facilitated by 

shared staff development activities in which 48% of participating schools had 

been involved (Donnelly & Gallagher, 2008: 9). Other factors considered to 

support the development of staff relationships was the leaders’ commitment to 

collaborative working, the existence of previous relationships between staff and 

schools, and purpose (Hughes et al, 2010: 53). There is some overlap with the 

supporting variables for staff relationships and those documented as important 

for institutional relationships—such as recognising common goals, developing 

trust, and achieving mutually beneficial educational outcomes (Donnelly & 

Gallagher, 2008; Gallagher et al, 2010; Connolly, Purvis, & O’Grady, 2013). 

Consequently, there is an apparent correlation between institutional relationships 

and staff interpersonal relationships such that they exist in symbiosis—a 

supposition that requires closer attention within the current thesis.  
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  In Northern Ireland, school staff members are limited to few 

opportunities to build relationships with their counterparts in other school sectors. 

They may have the chance to meet within their local area learning communities, 

cluster groups, or by attending externally facilitated professional development 

sessions, but these occasions are transient and infrequent. The assumption is 

that Shared Education and the tasks that come with it provide much needed 

opportunities for cross-sectoral staff relationships (Hughes & Donnelly, 2012a) 

through which they can access new knowledge (Gallagher et al, 2010). A 

Schools Omnibus Survey issued by the DE collected data from over half the 

school principals across the country regarding their schools' Shared Education 

activities (DENI, 2013c). This data provided an implicit account of the 

responsibilities and engagements staff members have in delivering Shared 

Education. These mostly involve the organising and delivery of curricular 

activities with some involvement in extra-curricular activities. The following list of 

staff engagements has been compiled from the researchers’ interpretations of 

Shared Education focused literature and evaluations, in which many of the staff 

activities are mentioned in a perfunctory manner: 

• Joint planning; 
• Deliver Shared classes;   
• Transportation and travel with 

pupils; 
• Deal with contentious issues; 
• Engage with parents; 
• Leadership;  
• Maintaining partnership links 

and sustainability; 

• Liaise with external 
organisations; 

• Reports; 
• Budgeting; 
• Joint timetabling; 
• Participate in celebration and 

social events;  
• Logistics. 

This is not an exhaustive list but a schematic to illustrate the extent of 

responsibilities that staff members have for the delivery and organisation of 

Shared Education. An additional obligation worth noting, is that the schools and 

staff members have provided various research opportunities for academic 

teams—a function that has yet to be acknowledged within the literature. This list 

of activities provides staff members with the occasions to establish and develop 

interschool relationships, as discussed in a context of English education by 

Hadfield and Chapman (2009). They are also managed whilst performing the 

normal duties and obligations associated with their teaching posts. Therefore, if 

perceived as an add-on, Shared Education would be a considerable burden to 
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staff members. For that reason, it is in their interests to embed Shared activities 

within their core curriculum (Duffy & Gallagher, 2015). School leaders have also 

argued that Shared Education should be included within their school 

development plans (Borooah & Knox, 2013b: 941).  

   As stated previously, the reported challenges for staff involved in 

sharing education focus primarily upon the logistical and conceptual barriers 

associated with transporting pupils across school boundaries, aligning timetables, 

negotiating between schools' cultures and ethos, collaborating in contested 

spaces, and negotiating their identities in the context of different school ethos' 

(Donnelly & Gallagher, 2008; Hughes et al, 2010; Knox, 2010; Donnelly, 2012; 

Duffy & Gallagher, 2012). These challenges have the potential to disrupt the 

process of relationship building between schools and teachers. Borooah and 

Knox (2013b: 943) revealed that staff members felt responsible to other schools 

when arrangements went awry, as they were potentially inconveniencing partner 

teachers. This suggests a sense of interdependency between staff members with 

regards to fulfilling operational obligations and alludes to the importance of 

forming supportive and trusting relationships for the implementation of Shared 

Education. It is also consistently documented that dealing with Contentious 

issues that arise from shared activity is of particular concern to staff members 

(Hughes et al, 2010). Reports suggest that not every teacher feels sufficiently 

comfortable or experienced to weave the theme of reconciliation into their 

curriculum delivery (Borooah & Knox, 2013b: 942). The MAG report 

acknowledged that teachers need to be provided with better opportunities to 

develop the knowledge and skills required to deal with sensitive and difficult 

issues as they occur (Connolly, Purvis, & O’Grady, 2013). Again, this is an aspect 

of sharing that requires further investigation. 

  The existing literature highlights the benefits for staff members involved 

in Shared Education. Advantages typically include enhanced sharing of practice 

among teachers, increased access to resources and the opportunity to refine 

their teaching expertise through upskilling and staff development (Gallagher et al, 

2010; DENI, 2013c; Connolly, Purvis, & O’Grady, 2013). The MAG report also 

reveals that in some cases expertise for special education was transmitted from 

specialists to their mainstream colleagues (Connolly, Purvis, & O’Grady, 2013: 

58). In the same report, the personal development of staff members was also 
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documented (Connolly, Purvis, & O’Grady, 2013: 42). What is meant by 'personal 

development' is not clear from the report, but the researcher interprets it as 

reference to the relationships and social benefits that the staff members 

experience. In accordance with this perceived benefit, Hughes and Donnelly 

(2012) contend that the model has reconciliation outcomes for teachers as well 

as pupils and parents—and yet, staff intergroup relations have not been explored. 

In a testament to the value of sharing education between staff members, 

Gallagher and colleagues (2010: 71) found that most of the teachers they 

surveyed expressed preservative sentiments about the links developed through 

Shared Education.  

   The aspiration of Shared Education is to re-culture schools across 

Northern Ireland so that interschool collaboration becomes the norm, the habit, 

and a permanent feature of the ways in which schools operate. However, as 

explained by Moolenaar and colleagues (2012) in a Dutch context, to effectively 

implement change within schools it is important that the social fabric and tapestry 

of staff relationships support it.  Staff relationships matter—an axiom that still 

requires attention within the corpus of Shared Education literature. Much of the 

literature reviewed in this section discusses teachers in Shared Education with a 

peripheral consideration. In most cases, the staff members' perceptions and 

engagements with the model of collaboration were elicited to provide a macro-

level understanding of partnership working and pupil outcomes. In very few cases 

were staff members the core focus of the investigation, a paucity that legitimises 

dedicated empirical research.     

 

2.5 Interim Remarks 

This chapter provided an overview of the salient issues pertaining to how staff 

members within the education profession in Northern Ireland are deployed and 

trained separately. It was acknowledged that Shared Education hypothetically 

makes a contribution to mitigating the negative effects of homogenous work 

environments for staff members. Shared Education and its various programmatic 

incarnations were presented as a challenge to separate sectors, before 

considering how the model has gained political traction for wider implementation 

throughout Northern Ireland. It is evident that the position of staff members within 
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existing research and policy is largely peripheral—an observation that the current 

study will attempt to address.  

   A number of key issues arose during the preceding exposition that 

warrant further attention and should feature within the adopted theoretical 

framework and research strategy of the thesis. Existing Shared Education 

research recognises staff relationships as being critical for shared activity, yet 

there is insufficient data on the nature of these relationships. Questions also hang 

over the sustainability of partnership working and the extent of cross-sectoral 

links between schools (Hansson, O’Connor-Bones, & McCord, 2013). For that 

reason, the structural aspects of partnerships require closer examination, along 

with any impediments to sharing that arise as a consequence.  

   At this point in the thesis, the discussion will now move to identify a 

conceptual and theoretical space in which to locate the current study by critically 

reviewing the relevant corpus of literature in a more focused manner. It will be 

argued that research on sharing education could benefit from a network approach 

in order to further comprehend the importance of the staff relationships that 

develop during interschool collaboration and how they have supported delivery of 

the model.  
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3 NETWORKS: A MODEL FOR SHARING EDUCATION 

Chapter Three 
 

Networks: A Model for Sharing Education 
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Chapter three will review the literature considered relevant to further 

comprehending the contribution of staff members to the Shared Education model 

of interschool collaboration. It will also consider the sources that influenced the 

development of the researcher's own ideas. With staff members having a 

peripheral regard within the growing body of Shared Education research, there 

are few focused empirical sources to draw upon. Consequently, the literature 

collated within this chapter will function to establish a theoretical framework that 

can inform our understanding of the substantive topic under investigation. First, it 

will be useful to summarise the theoretical frameworks that have underpinned 

Shared Education research thus far. It will then be argued that to further the 

model, it should be considered and examined within the paradigm of networks. 

To support this argument, the current knowledge base on interschool networks 

will be critically explored. The presentation of this theoretical framework will close 

with an exploration of how taking a social network perspective can attend to the 

concerns highlighted in chapter two—namely, the nature of staff relationships in 

Shared Education, the sustainability of partnership working, the extent of links 

between schools, and the development of practice and knowledge.    

 

3.1 Existing Theoretical Frameworks of Shared Education Research 

It is important to acknowledge the theories that have informed Shared Education 

research to date. This section will provide a brief summary of these concepts to 

inform the reader of that which has guided the programmatic advancement of 

Shared Education and the chosen theoretical framework for the current study.  

3.1.1  Pupil-Centric Research Focus 

One theoretical perspective taken within Shared Education research is that of 

intergroup contact theory, the basis of which is attributable to the contact 

hypothesis (Allport, 1954). The central premise of this concept is that by providing 

opportunities for contact between members of opposing groups, under certain 

conditions, it can lead to a reduction of intergroup prejudice (for review of this 

theory see: Pettigrew et al, 2011). This particular perspective is not unique to 

Shared Education, as a range of precursory school contact programmes had 

been implemented in the 1980s and 1990s with the aim of contributing to societal 

reconciliation and improved community relations in Northern Ireland (Dunn & 
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Morgan, 1999). However, these applications were considered to result in 

superficial and transient experiences of contact, and were sometimes perceived 

to be of limited value given the significant financial investment (O'Connor, Hartop, 

& McCully, 2002). In consideration of these antecedent attempts to induce 

positive intergroup contact outcomes, the Shared Education model adopts a 

more intensive approach that supports frequent, regular and sustained 

engagement (QUB, 2007; Hughes et al, 2010; Gallagher et al, 2010). 

Accordingly, research outputs focusing on the model tend to discuss the role of 

interschool collaboration in promoting inter-group relations (Carlisle & Hughes, 

2013) by exploring 'the context and the quality of contact between pupils who 

engage in shared educational activities' (QUB, 2012). The findings of such 

studies have suggested that Shared Education has the potential to be more 

effective than previous school contact initiatives and that it offers significant 

community relations benefits and improved intergroup relations (Hughes, 2010; 

Hughes, 2012; Hughes, 2013; Hughes & Donnelly, 2012a; Hughes & Donnelly, 

2012b; Hughes et al. 2012; Blaylock & Hughes, 2013).  

   The positive results of contact between pupils and the value of these 

engagements are irrefutable, yet the paradigm has had questionable impact on 

our understanding of the interactions between staff members and the schools 

involved in Shared Education. The lens through which sharing is often perceived 

in contact research is pupil-centric, focusing exclusively on pupil-to-pupil 

interactions. What is lost as consequence is the incontrovertible fact that staff 

members are relied upon to plan and deliver Shared Education within each 

school. It is the view of the researcher that the collaborative space for pupil 

contact must be constructed in some way by staff members and as such staff 

relationships should be perceived as a more critical part of the Shared Education 

process. The tapestry of staff relationships should be contemplated as a 

substructure through which pupil-to-pupil interactions are organised. This critique 

is not dissimilar from suggestions made by Connolly (2000) that the broader 

social processes and structures in which contact takes place should be 

considered.  

   While there is much yet that could be discussed about contact theory 

with regards to Shared Education, it is more beneficial for the current study to 



   

44 

 

depart this paradigm and consider the concepts that have contributed directly to 

our understanding of the staff members' involvement. 

3.1.2  Investigating Effective Collaboration 

In a parallel strand of Shared Education research, the aspects of sharing that are 

incidental to the contact perspective have been examined more closely. The 

underlying purpose of this research has been to identify effective collaborative 

practices and the processes that impede or support cross-sectoral partnerships. 

This approach borrows from multiple theories—such as activity theory (Daniels et 

al, 2010; Gallagher & Carlisle, 2010)—and is informed, but not limited to, a range 

of concepts taken from literature on school collaboration (Duffy & Gallagher, 

2012; 2014). Taking multiple perspectives is likely a symptom of the fact that 

currently there is no unified theory of collaboration, making it difficult to maintain a 

coherent conceptual framework (Atkinson et al, 2007). However, what the 

research foci of this strand have in common, is an inherent regard for the school 

as a complex system. The resultant research appreciates that Shared Education 

partnerships are nuanced and multi-dimensional (Duffy & Gallagher, 2012: 47), a 

perception that cannot be captured by examining pupil interactions in isolation 

from other activity.  

   Findings from this particular strand of interrelated research highlight the 

importance of personal relationships between key professionals, claiming that 

they are essential for effective collaboration (Hughes et al, 2010)—an outcome 

that is vulnerable when there are changes to key personnel (Duffy & Gallagher, 

2012). Moreover, it is understood that commitment from staff and school leaders 

is essential, alongside the contribution of their expertise (Duffy & Gallagher, 

2012; Hughes et al, 2010). It is also suggested that effective collaboration 

emerges when schools have the capacity to innovate and apply informal 

practices (Duffy & Gallagher, 2012; 2015). However, this pedagogical space can 

be challenged by the logistics of collaboration, which in some cases have been 

mitigated by staff breaking from the traditional timetable model, as revealed by 

Gallagher and colleagues (2010)—thus allowing for innovative approaches to 

aligning partner schools. In other cases, the distance required of cohorts to travel 

between schools has presented constraints to collaboration (Gallagher et al, 

2010; Hughes et al, 2010)—hence, it has been suggested that proximity between 

school sites is important.  



   

45 

 

  The focus of this parallel strand of Shared Education research has since 

moved to respond to the argument of Muijs, West, and Ainscow (2010) that 

collaboration in an educational context requires more theoretical attention (Duffy 

& Gallagher, 2015). There is an ongoing exploration of alternative theoretical 

perspectives in an attempt to empirically locate and test the educational potential 

of Shared Education and more tacitly, its implicit school improvement outcomes. 

However, finding a legitimate means of measuring the educational impact of 

Shared Education has proven elusive. In its absence, theories of social learning 

(Vygotsky, Vygotsky, & Steiner, 1978) and concepts such as Wenger's 

communities of practice (1998) have been found useful for understanding how 

staff members can learn and benefit from joint enterprise, mutual engagement 

and the formation of a shared repertoire of resources (Duffy & Gallagher, 2015).  

   This emergent direction is also informed by research conducted in other 

settings claiming that school-to-school collaboration in federations, or networks, 

has the potential to build capacity for improvement (Chapman, 2008) and can 

impact on overall school performance (Chapman & Muijs, 2013a; 2014) and pupil 

learning (Katz & Earl, 2010). These potential outcomes are described by a range 

of theoretical perspectives broadly termed as 'network theory' that seek to 

connect the activity of school networks to the outcomes of effective collaboration. 

In Shared Education, it is understood that the activity of school networks 

encourages the staff members to innovate and by extension is thought to support 

school development (Duffy & Gallagher, 2015). In this manner, networks are 

seen as an attractive prospect for off-setting any organisational myopia (Muijs, 

West, & Ainscow, 2010) and teacher isolation (Pennell & Firestone, 1996) that 

may be caused by separation. However, Shared Education remains largely 

disconnected from the network paradigm and the role networks play in the model 

requires further interrogation.  

 

3.2 Comprehending School Networks 

The idea of the network within education and its application in schools, is 

becoming more common. Educational networks take horizontal forms that 

connect similar units of analysis—like school to school networks—and vertical 

forms that occur between functionally different educational institutions (Muijs, 
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West, & Ainscow, 2010). Networks within education can also take the form of 

online and computer supported connections between practitioners across school 

boundaries (McCormick et al, 2011). In other words, networks in education can 

differ according to their duration, sustainability, size, scope, and purpose. 

Although, the majority of education networks share the common aim of creating 

opportunities for ongoing peer exchanges and collaboration between educational 

practitioners, across multiple levels—often in pursuit of school improvement. In 

consideration of the diverse applications of the concept, some researchers have 

commented on the ‘plasticity of the term network’ (Chapman & Hadfield, 2010: 

310), which has also arguably served to make the paradigm more complex—

such that consolidating the various forms of education networks into a single, 

comprehensive review can be challenging. In the current study, school-to-school 

arrangements for collaboration are regarded as interschool networks. 

  It is important to acknowledge that networks in education can be formal 

or informal. Formal networks are purposefully developed as a consequence of 

systemic policy, often designed to support system-wide reform efforts (Chapman 

& Aspin, 2003). This type of network is often defined by a set of parameters that 

guide the collaborative activities of practitioners and their institutions. Conversely, 

informal networks emerge organically as practitioners and schools share similar 

motivations and passions, or look outwardly for new ideas and fresh 

perspectives. Some researchers contend that formal and informal networks in 

education typically overlap or interact, such that they support the alignment of 

structures and processes for various collaborative activities (Hadfield & Jopling, 

2012: 517). In Northern Ireland, teachers have few opportunities to develop 

relationships with counterparts from different community backgrounds in the 

context of education, and as such, both formal and informal networks between 

schools have had little opportunity to develop.  

  It is understood that by working together schools can combine their 

resources to improve professional development (Lieberman, 2000; Hadfield, 

2005; Veugelers & Zijlstra, 2002), cultivate innovative climates (Sliwka, 2003), 

and joint problem solve to avoid circumscribed approaches (Wohlsetter et al, 

2003)—all of which arguably fit comfortably under the banner of school 

improvement (Chapman & Muijs, 2013b). However, Muijs, West and Ainscow 

(2010: 7) advocate moving away from 'a pure school improvement orientation', 
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and suggest that networking goals within educational practice should be seen 

through an extended scope to include the broadening of opportunities and 

resource sharing. This contrasts with certain views that seek to reduce all 

educational networks to learning in a simplistic manner (Muijs, West, & Ainscow, 

2010: 23). 

   The impact of interschool networks (Hadfield et al, 2005) is not 

dissimilar from their purpose and goals. There are several outcomes that remain 

consistent throughout the knowledge base and tend to focus on the outcomes for 

teachers and institutions, rather than pupils (Croft, 2015). The ties that staff 

members form with counterparts in other institutions are considered to offer 

support (Anderson, 2010) and opportunities for learning and professional 

development (Veugelers & Zijlstra, 2002). As a consequence of staff members 

learning from one another and developing their own practice, their distinct 

institutions can benefit from the creation of new knowledge, implementation of 

new practice, borrowed ideas, and affirmation of existing approaches (Veugelers 

& Zijlstra, 1995; 2002; Lieberman, 2000; Sliwka, 2003; Chapman & Aspin, 2003; 

Hadfield & Jopling, 2012; Katz & Earl, 2010). Some studies of interschool 

networks have also documented the turnaround of schools perceived to be failing 

when partnered to work collaboratively with another deemed above standard 

(Chapman & Muijs, 2013a). Therefore, it is claimed that networks in education 

can have meaningful impacts on schools and the individuals they concern—staff, 

parents and although much less documented, pupils (Hadfield et al, 2005).   

   To frame their understanding of collaboration between schools, the 

educational research community often draw upon 'network theory'. However, 

when 'network theory' is referenced, what is usually described is a normative 

interpretation of networks that is applied indistinctively to very dissimilar 

phenomena (Lima, 2010b: 3). The following subsection will explain what is meant 

in education by ‘network theory’ before the argument is made in due course that 

a more analytical approach to network research is required. 

3.2.1  Educational Network Theory    

The interpretation of network theory used to describe collaborative arrangements 

between schools could in fact be considered a matrix in which a number of 

different theoretical frameworks coalesce. Whilst certain applications of this 
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theoretical matrix maintain their roots within established social network theory 

(Hadfield & Jopling, 2012a: 517), Muijs, West and Ainscow (2010: 23) claim that 

others draw from networking perspectives found in sociology, psychology, and 

business studies. Muijs and colleagues (2011) reason that the borrowed 

theoretical perspectives, and those drawn from education, can be categorised as 

belonging to constructivist organisational theory, social capital theory, new social 

movements, and Durkheimian theory, which collectively inform our interpretation 

of educational network theory. Each of these theoretical components are 

considered useful for interpreting certain aspects of school networking activity 

and offer a broader interpretation of networking goals in education. However, it 

also contributes to the perception that research on school networks lacks focus 

and that current efforts are fraught with difficulty in identifying any real value—

due to a preoccupation with explaining the success of effective networking 

practices (Croft, 2015). 

   Constructivist organisational theory, along with social capital theory, are 

considered to describe a significant proportion of educational networking 

activity—such as the development of shared learning and teaching approaches—

from a localised perspective (Muijs et al, 2011). Conversely, Durkheimian 

network theory and new social movements are used to primarily describe 

collaboration from a societal standpoint. Thus, a recent paper seeking to 

interrogate the localised activity and effectiveness of Shared Education 

partnerships (Duffy & Gallagher, 2015) opted to explore the constructivist 

perspective and its roots in Vygotskian tradition (Vygotsky, Vygotsky, & John-

Steiner, 1978). The premise of this perspective on networking is that internal 

school communities form their own unique shared perception of reality, fastened 

to the contexts in which the teachers operate. In doing so, they run the risk of 

becoming myopic as a consequence of their shared perception of reality being 

closed to external influences and disconnected from alternative perceptions of 

reality (Muijs, West, & Ainscow, 2010: 9). Through cooperative interactions which 

are said to lie at the centre of Vygotskian learning theory—termed ‘scaffolding’, 

(Vygotsky, Vygotsky, & John-Steiner, 1978)—teachers form new knowledge as 

they work together, share ideas, and find solutions in pursuit of joint goals 

(Borgatti & Foster, 2003; Ainscow & West, 2006; Katz & Earl, 2007). However, for 

new knowledge and organisational learning to be extracted from the process, it is 

acknowledged that the cognitive distance between schools needs to be sufficient 
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for new insights whilst also close enough to maintain constructive dialogue 

(Muijs, West, & Ainscow, 2010: 10). The constructivist perspective also maintains 

that school networks can stagnate over time as the schools’ perceptions of reality 

become more similar (Nooteboom, 2004). 

   The second localised perspective of school networking activity is that of 

social capital theory. At its core is the concept of structural holes (Burt, 1992) that 

may exist between distinct groups and the bridging of these disconnects through 

the transfer of knowledge. The value of interschool networks from a social capital 

perspective is said to reside in the ability ‘to harness resources held by other 

actors and increase the flow of information in a network’ (Muijs, West, & Ainscow, 

2010: 10). According to Croft (2015: 17), social capitalists perceive individual and 

organisational know-how as ‘sticky’ and through networking this knowledge is 

transited between schools to plug the gaps where information and skills are less 

available. This perspective has been informative and influential for network 

models of school turnaround in which stronger schools are partnered with 

perceived weaker schools (Chapman, 2008; Chapman & Muijs, 2013a). 

However, some have criticised this model of partnership and application of the 

social capital perspective as the leading school often bears a disproportionate 

risk, in that their outstanding educational standards and practices might be 

compromised (Croft, 2015).   

   According to Muijs, West, and Ainscow (2010: 23) Durkheimian network 

theory and creating networks as new social movements, while important, have 

much less currency for describing educational networking activity. Considerations 

of school networking arrangements as new social movements can only be 

applied to a small subset of examples, as a consequence of the perspective’s 

voluntaristic assumptions. The premise of new social movements is that 

organisations or people may link together in fluid, transient, and less formal 

arrangements in pursuit of a shared common goal, despite these actors 

potentially having different values and beliefs. They are not founded upon 

traditional identities, but develop their own collective identity (Muijs, West, & 

Ainscow, 2010) and because they are less formal these networks are not 

continuous, yet they leave a legacy of structures and cultures when their 

momentum dissipates. Hadfield (2005) reasons that school networks share 

similar characteristics as new social movements, such as their transience, 
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complexity, and the requirement to develop new identities that differ from those of 

individual schools.  

   The application of Durkheimian network theory as a perspective on 

networking and collaboration is based on the conviction that it may mitigate and 

overcome organisational ‘anomie’. Durkheim’s (1972) notion of ‘anomie’, as 

explained by Muijs, West and Ainscow (2010: 12), is a ‘malaise in individuals 

associated with the diminution or absence of standards and feelings of 

alienation’, which derives from a ‘lack of strong ties and the regulation and 

integration that they bring’. Therefore, by schools working with other schools, 

teachers can maintain or reinvigorate their morale and commitment. In this 

manner, school networks and collaboration can empower teachers, reduce 

uncertainty in the workforce, and establish schools’ organisational legitimacy 

(Croft, 2015: 16). These notions of Durkheimian network theory and their 

potential have also been relevant for comprehending schools facing challenging 

circumstances (Chapman & Harris, 2004).   

   While this theoretical matrix of network theory is useful for highlighting 

that networks can be differentially effective in meeting different networking goals 

(Muijs, West, & Ainscow, 2010), many critics such as Katz and Earl (2010) have 

oft-cited a lack of focus on how networks in an educational context work. 

Educational network theory can serve our understanding as to why schools have 

chosen to engage in Shared Education and adeptly describe the purpose of 

partnerships, but the processes by which these partnerships function and the 

variables that determine their outcomes are less evident. To focus on the 

processes of Shared Education networks, it is useful to consider Katz and Earl’s 

(2010) proposed networked theory of action, in which they attempt to 

systematically identify the key variables of effective Networked Learning 

Communities (NLCs) and shed light on the relationship between schools and the 

network. 

3.2.2  A Networked Theory of Action 

At the centre of this network theory of action is the notion ‘that significant 

changes in pupil learning depend on major changes in the practices and 

structures of schools, and these changes will emerge from the professional 

learning that occurs through interaction within and across schools in networks’ 
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(Katz & Earl, 2010: 28). This is aligned with the core objective of NLCs to 

enhance pupil learning, which is also part of the collaborative endeavour for 

Shared Education. The point of action in this theory is the school, where teachers 

engage with one another in ways that challenge their thinking and consequently 

change their perceptions and practice. It suggests that networking, much like the 

localised views of networks described in the previous subsection, creates 

conditions that permit school leaders and teachers to move outside their typical 

contexts. However, within their theory of action, Katz and Earl (2010) suggest 

that changing structures is not enough—similar to the convictions of Veugelers 

and Zijlstra who claim that 'networks must develop gradually. It is not sufficient to 

put schools together and call them a network' (1996: 78). Likewise, Kahne and 

colleagues (2001) stress that generating changes in teacher and school practices 

requires more than simply being a member of a network. By this reasoning, we 

can postulate that being a member of a Shared Education network, in itself, will 

not be a sufficient condition to influence the outcomes anticipated from the model. 

Instead, according to Katz and Earl (2010), the desired learning outcomes of 

NLCs must be activated by incorporating six key enablers:  

• A clear purpose and focus for collaborating;  
• Strong relationships that perform as 'connective tissue' for individuals/institutions and 

to raise social capital;  
• The type and extent of collaboration;  
• Creating opportunities for collaborative enquiry and professional reflection;  
• Strong and supportive leadership;  
• Support and capacity building for individual and collective learning. 

If these characteristics are present within and between collaborating schools they 

are likely to create the conditions in which they can improve in partnership. This 

is reflective of much of the current knowledge base, which routinely lists the 

conditions perceived as necessary for achieving successful relationships 

between school and network (Muijs et al, 2011).  

   By way of explaining the processes of NLCs in pursuing their goal of 

learning, Katz and Earl (2010) contend that NLCs act like repositories for 

knowledge that develop as the constituent schools forge strong attachments. The 

staff members are regarded as connectors between the schools and the network, 

linked through active participation and the construction of artefacts. They 

advance the discussion by offering an analogy to describe the operationalisation 

of knowledge transfer between the schools, suggesting that they can upload and 
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download ideas and practice (Katz & Earl, 2010: 28)—this metaphor alludes to 

the transactional nature of their view on interschool networks.  

  It is acknowledged that Katz and Earl’s theory of action (2010) offers a 

framework for schools and teachers to follow in their attempts to build effective 

networks, by paying attention to the critical variables required for success. 

However, with perhaps more relevance to the current study, it also brings into 

focus the potential of considering school networks in a structural sense, with their 

description of transactions to and from the ‘connective tissue’ of NLCs—thereby 

reintroducing some earlier structural ideas from Church and colleagues (2002) 

and alluding to the social network theory roots of educational networks. If we are 

to advance our understanding of that which underpins the processes of Shared 

Education, then perhaps we must narrow our focus to the foundational aspects of 

partnerships and begin examining their underlying structures in a more analytical 

manner, which resonates with the position of Lima, (2010b) on education network 

research more widely. 

3.2.3  Deliberations on Educational Network Theory and Interschool Network Research 

It should be noted that the current study does not dismiss the theoretical 

frameworks discussed thus far, nor their contribution in terms of knowledge to the 

field of interschool networks. Yet, there is emerging criticism as to how this field 

continues to make insufficient advances and appears to add to a canon of 

recurrent findings. This is said to stem from a combination of weak 

methodologies that are imbalanced in favour of qualitative approaches (Croft, 

2015); that there is insufficient diversity of the networks selected for research 

sites—in that much of the existing network research relates to post-primary 

contexts (Muijs, 2015); and that many studies refer to dyadic relationships 

between schools, omitting the fact that networks often consist of more than two 

schools (Nooteboom, 2004; Muijs, West, & Ainscow, 2010: 22). As a 

consequence of this latter point, some researchers such as Muijs and colleagues 

(2011) advocate paying more attention to the density of networks in terms of the 

number of schools involved. In light of these criticisms, it is fair to say that the 

current knowledge base on interschool networks is an evolving area of 

investigation and remains, for the most part, vague. However, this is not to say 

that progress has stagnated in attempts to consolidate existing notions of 

interschool networks. 
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   Chapman and Hadfield (2010) recognise the proliferation of defining 

features of interschool networks and instead of contributing to this growing list, 

they usefully identify the features that they perceive to be common—structures, 

interactions (processes), agency and purpose (Hadfield & Chapman 2009). 

Similarly, Stott, Jopling and Kilcher (2006) in their review discussing the 

mechanics of interschool networks highlight collaborative activities, purposes, 

motivations, leadership, people and structures as key features—  

‘Establishing network purposes so as to mobilise and increase motivation; 
managing the people in networks so that their roles and network structures 
effectively mesh; and building network relationships in order to translate 
collaborative network activity into lateral and expansive learning that makes 
an impact in classrooms.’ (Stott, Jopling, & Kilcher, 2006: 25) 

In both cases—as with others who attempt to establish key issues associated 

with developing and sustaining school networks—structures and relationships 

appear to be critical. Consequently, researchers have begun to pay more 

attention to the structural and social network roots of interschool networks.  

   Informing part of this move towards examining the structural aspects of 

networks is the observation that staff members may occupy multiple networks 

simultaneously, informal and formal, which may interact with one another 

(Hadfield & Jopling, 2012). To capture the structural aspects of networks, 

researchers approach the phenomenon in three ways—first, at the individuals’ 

cognitive level, by recording their perceptions, beliefs and observations about 

their networks; second, is by focusing on the spatial measurements of centrality, 

density, and connectedness of networks; third, by exploring the external 

contextual elements of a network. Hadfield and Jopling (2012; 2012a) recognise 

this variation of approaches to researching interschool networks and advocate a 

more pluralistic perspective—structural-pluralism. In specific reference to school 

leadership networks, they express the need to develop a more coherent network 

construct for interpreting school-based networks, outlining the need for: 

• Inclusive, structurally pluralist accounts that encompass a range of interactions 
amongst and between different forms of networks based on a more sophisticated 
understanding of the factors that shape, or structure, such interactions; 

• More robust models of individual practitioners' agency in multiple networks; 
• Dynamic analyses of the process of networking and network building as a means of 

understanding the collaborative or 'networked' nature of key processes. 
                  (Hadfield & Jopling, 2012: 521) 
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It follows that a structural-pluralist perspective offers a position capable of 

recognising the multiplexity of a leaders' network, whilst acknowledging the need 

to incorporate a more nuanced view of structural influences. This ‘structurally 

pluralistic’ approach is said to consolidate conventional approaches of 

understanding the characteristics of networks and offers a platform for a more 

developed network theory (Hadfield & Jopling, 2012a). 

   It is the opinion of the researcher that applying a theoretical framework 

that permits a more incisive interpretation of the structures that underpin 

interschool networks could facilitate our understanding of teacher collaboration 

and partnership activity within Shared Education. For that reason, we will 

consider the contribution of social network theory. However, without appreciating 

how networks are material to the model of Shared Education, this discussion 

would be largely inconsequential. 

 

3.3 Characterising Shared Education Networks 

A key operational imperative for sharing education is that schools collaborate in 

partnerships to strengthen and develop cooperative interdependencies between 

separate institutions. As these cooperative interdependencies between partner 

schools mature, along with relationships amongst staff members, there is 

justification to begin considering them as a system of interconnected units, or as 

a network—a comparison that has been made analogously in the discourse of 

Shared Education (see Gallagher et al, 2010 and Hughes et al, 2010 for 

examples). As a mechanism for change, school networks are considered by 

Chapman and Aspin (2003) to provide opportunities to ‘re-culture' an education 

system in ways that are more cooperative, interconnected and multiagency. Each 

distinct Shared Education network presents a locally tailored solution to the 

issues of separation in their immediate area, with the broader purpose of having 

a system-wide impact and change. Thus, Shared Education can be thought of as 

conceptually situated within the network paradigm. 

   The Shared Education model was originally informed by three relational 

hypotheses (Gallagher et al, 2010)—that providing opportunities for contact 

between participants would move to reduce intergroup prejudice (Allport, 1954), 

that establishing intercommunal links between schools representing different 
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community interests would mitigate ethnic tensions (Varshney, 2001; 2003) and 

the consideration that weak ties might provide a more effective basis for access 

to new information, and learning across the school sectors (Granovetter, 1973). 

Appending this notion of knowledge sharing and organisational learning, the 

communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) concept also informed ideas about the 

formation of Shared Education networks. The main point taken from this work 

was that communities of practice, as social learning systems, are capable of 

creating porous boundaries and bridging processes (Wenger, 2000) that support 

development of conditions in which schools can collaborate, share expertise, 

resources and create new knowledge, as described by Duffy and Gallagher 

(2015). In this manner, the premise of Shared Education networks, in part, 

reflects the work of Spillane (2015) who argues that changes in infrastructure are 

crucial to create collaboration between teachers in a school. Thus, network 

formations are facilitated by Shared Education at two levels—between 

participating schools and their staff members, respectively. The staff interactions 

observed to enact schools' sharing—resource exchanges and information flows, 

amongst others—constitute a relational basis for networks between the partner 

schools.  

  The knowledge base reviewed thus far provides a theoretical standpoint 

for interpreting interschool networks, however, some critics have lamented that 

these notions of educational networks are seldom informed by any clear network 

thinking (McCormick et al, 2011: 38)— 

'Most of this work focused on collaboration but did little to examine the 
relationships within or between schools in any detail.' (McCormick et al, 2011: 
38) 

This expressed limitation is similar to that observed within the wider body of 

Shared Education research. The team behind Shared Education evidently knew 

something about networks in education, having made metaphorical references to 

the concept—they also question the efficacy of the model in establishing cross-

sectoral networks that are educationally effective and promote reconciliation 

(Gallagher et al, 2010). Yet, thus far, little evidence has been presented on the 

relational structures of these networks or how these might support sharing. 

Networks are simply perceived as a context in which the participating schools can 

collaborate and share. Similar to McCormick and colleagues (2011), Lima (2010) 

presents an argument for shedding the normative use of the term 'network' in 
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education research, and the importance of moving to a strictly descriptive and 

analytical usage. They claim that the term 'network' is often applied to advocate 

what organisations must become, as opposed to describing what they are (Lima, 

2010b: 3). Therefore, when we attempt to address the critical issues raised with 

Shared Education networks—such as the extent of cross-sectoral links between 

schools, the nature of interschool relationships, and the sustainability of 

partnerships—we must consider focusing our efforts on connecting our 

interpretations to some key network ideas. 

 

3.4 Incorporating a Social Network Perspective  

The social network paradigm encompasses a broad range of applications across 

many different fields of study, with its use in education becoming popular 

relatively recently. In view of its diverse application, a useful way to communicate 

what is meant by the term ‘social network’ has been to reduce and simplify its 

definition—‘a social network is a set of socially relevant nodes connected by one 

or more relations’ (Marin & Wellman, 2011: 11). Nodes are the elemental basis of 

a network and typically represent individuals or organisations, but in principle 

they can be any unit of analysis that connects to another—such as departments, 

schools, districts, or even countries. Relations can be characterised as the 

possible ways in which these particular units or nodes are connected 

(Wasserman & Faust, 1994). Borgatti and colleagues (2009) have identified four 

broad categories that can help us understand the types of relations that might 

exist in a network—similarities, social relations, interactions and flows. It is the 

observed pattern and configuration of these types of relations that forms the 

basis of how researchers examine and explore networks, in that they contribute 

to network structures that either support or constrain opportunities for the nodes 

embedded within them (Marin & Wellman, 2011).  

3.4.1  Social Networks as a Lens for Teacher Collaboration 

To argue why a social network perspective facilitates our understanding of 

teacher collaboration, Moolenaar (2012) reasons that research on the topic has 

been pursued in a very broad sense—resulting in widespread and heterogeneous 

discourses that offer fragmented contributions to concepts of educational change, 

school effectiveness, improvement, and teacher professionalisation. To capture 
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teacher collaboration in a more straightforward way, Moolenaar (2012) advocates 

taking a social network perspective, by 'focusing on the patterns of social 

relationships among teachers that result from their interactions in practice' 

(Moolenaar, 2012: 8). These patterns of interactions between staff members and 

their social relationships are understood to constitute the social fabric of schools 

(Moolenaar, 2010; Moolenaar et al, 2012).  

   The logic of how social networks function is rooted in social capital 

theory, which refers to the potential of relationships and social structure for 

leveraging resources to facilitate collective action and achieve organisational 

goals (Lin, 2001). By way of explanation— 

'The network tie serves as a bond that aligns and coordinates action, enabling 
groups of nodes to act as a single node, often with greater capabilities.' 
(Borgatti & Halgin, 2011: 1174) 

Through exploring and analysing certain patterns of social structure, ergo the 

quality and density of schools' social fabric (Moolenaar et al, 2012), social 

network theory seeks to illuminate and comprehend the tangible mechanisms 

responsible for social capital outcomes (Burt, 2000). In doing so, social network 

theory lends itself to interpretations of various concepts within education that are 

perceived to involve the mobilisation of social capital such as leadership, teacher 

collaboration, and education reform, amongst others.  

   The contribution of a social network perspective for understanding 

teacher collaboration, according to Moolenaar (2012), is twofold. First, the 

'powerful analytical framework' of social network theory, with its measures and 

mechanisms, is considered useful for visualising and evaluating the specific 

nature of teacher relationships in schools (Moolenaar, 2012: 9). Second, social 

network studies benefit from advanced methodological developments that allow 

researchers to examine variables at different levels of analysis, including at the 

relational level (Borgatti & Foster, 2003). In this manner, it accounts for the 

nested structure of data— 

‘By embedding teachers’ individual behaviours in the pattern of their 
interpersonal relationships, social network analysis can capture the multilevel 
nature of teacher collaboration to an extent that conventional methods and 
measures cannot’. (Moolenaar, 2012: 9) 
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Thus, incorporating a social network perspective offers a way of capturing the 

specific nature of staff relationships and to concentrate on the forms that their 

structures take in Shared Education. The thoughts of Moolenaar (2012) appear to 

resonate and follow on from comments made by Lima (2004: 30), who called for 

the application of a social network perspective to regain focus on the 'important 

structural features of work cultures that escape teachers' discourse, as captured 

exclusively on the basis of their narratives and interview accounts' and to add 

substance to the amorphous concept of 'collegiality'.  

3.4.2  Outlining the Principles of Social Network Theory 

Social Network Theory is characterised by certain principles and underlying 

assumptions about an individual's embeddedness within social structure (Barnes, 

1972; Degenne & Forzé, 1999; Marin & Wellman, 2011). This will be further 

elaborated upon from a methodological angle in section 4.3.1.1, but it is important 

to acknowledge these guiding principles before we focus on how networks are 

applied to education research.  

   The first is that a social network perspective emphasises the 

significance of relationships and views them as conduits through which resources 

such as information, knowledge, and assets are exchanged and flow, as a 

consequence of interactions. In education, these flows and exchanges between 

teachers may involve advice, support or instructional materials that improve 

practice or resolve issues (Moolenaar, 2012). The second principle, is that a 

relationship between two individuals can only be interpreted accurately when 

viewed in the relational context of the larger patterns of relations within a network 

(Barnes, 1972). In other words, individuals are perceived to be interdependent as 

a consequence of being embedded in social structure (Degenne & Forzé, 1999). 

Appending this, the third principle is that individuals are not considered to be 

embedded within discretely bounded groups. Instead, there is an emphasis on 

different levels of group membership, multiple group memberships, and cross-

cutting ties between groups. Thus, groups as well as individuals are perceived to 

be embedded within larger network structures, within which their boundaries 

overlap and connect.  

   As Moolenaar (2012: 11) explains, the principles and assumptions of the 

social network perspective are applicable to education because the 
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embeddedness of teachers within schools is evident across multiple levels—they 

are often embedded in dyadic relations with colleagues, which are then set within 

larger subgroups such as departmental teams, which are then located within 

much larger structures such as schools. This is presumably the case within 

Shared Education, except the dyadic relations with colleagues will span across 

the boundaries of separate schools, and these will be set within larger 

partnership structures, yet to be identified empirically. The principle of the social 

network perspective that appeals to the study of Shared Education, is that 

interpersonal interdependence at multiple levels can explain how school networks 

are underpinned, facilitated and supported by the staff members' networks. 

Changes made to networks at the staff level can have consequences for higher-

order network levels between the partner schools (Burt, 2000; Moolenaar, 2012: 

11).   

   To further connect the conceptual basis for sharing education to the 

network paradigm, it is argued that it might be useful to consider and examine 

Shared Education as a network intervention.  

3.4.3  Shared Education as a Network Intervention 

In a report published between SEP1 and SEP2, it was suggested that ‘the nature 

of the intervention model needs further interrogation’ (Knox, 2010: 53). This was 

in consideration of the fact that some schools had a stronger emphasis on 

educational outcomes whilst others focused on reconciliation. Subsequent 

examinations of the model shifted conceptually to explore how these educational 

outcomes occur (Duffy & Gallagher, 2012; 2014; 2015). However, it is the opinion 

of the researcher that Shared Education could also be explored as a network 

intervention.  

   Network interventions are conceptually attributable to Valente (2012) 

and founded upon the diffusion of innovations theory, which demonstrates how 

practice, behaviours and ideas can spread within and between communities 

(Valente, 1995; Rogers, 2010). In settings that include health disciplines and 

management fields, networks have been used as a means to accelerate 

behaviour change with regards to smoking cessation (Valente et al, 2003) and 

adoption of products (Aral & Walker, 2011), to highlight but a few. Valente (2012: 

49) contends that whilst diffusion and other mechanisms of social influence 
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explain the process of change, they do not offer a manual for accelerating it. Four 

strategies are offered as a means of harnessing the power of networks to 

intervene in contexts comparable to Shared Education. These include targeting 

individuals based on a specific network property such as acting as a leader, 

segmentation in which specific network subgroups are targeted, induction such 

that the links in a network are activated through excitation, and alteration which 

entails adding / removing actors from a network, adding / removing links from a 

network, or rewiring existing links (for full descriptions see Valente, 2012). In the 

case of Shared Education, which attempts to address a perceived lack of cross-

sectoral links and interaction between schools that represent different 

communities, it could be argued that a combination of these approaches have 

been applied—a consideration that is supported by the SEP collaborative model 

(Hughes et al, 2010: 62). However, in order to effectively implement a network 

intervention, social network data is required—  

Selecting the appropriate network intervention depends on the availability 
and character of network data, perceived characteristics of the behaviour, its 
existing prevalence, and the social context of the program. (Valente, 2012: 49) 

This presents an issue in conceptualising the Shared Education model as a 

network intervention, as the approach requires antecedent network data from 

which interpositions can be made. To the knowledge of the researcher, at the 

time of the current study no other network data has been collected pertaining to 

Shared Education and as such represents a gap in the research. Even so, 

Shared Education is modelled incidentally as a network intervention regardless of 

whether or not it made incisive, targeted, data-driven changes to school social 

network architecture.  

   There is also an additional obligation when attempting network 

interventions that we should be mindful of when studying Shared Education, 

which is to recognise the role of those within the network—  

The interventionist should not only use the network as a delivery vehicle but 
also be prepared to use network information to learn from the community 
and to better serve community needs (Valente, 2012: 49). 

To paraphrase and connect Valente’s (2012) thoughts to the model of Shared 

Education—it must not be limited to inculcating conventions of interschool 

collaboration and norms of sharing between pupils, it must also consider the 
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participating staff members, to learn and serve the needs of those who enact the 

intervention.  

   The researcher considers it important to critically engage with the idea 

that networks were a founding concept of, and emerged from, Shared Education. 

This was highlighted as a potential research activity towards the end of SEP1, but 

was neither advanced nor empirically investigated—  

A key part of the reason for the Sharing Education project was to test 
whether or not it was possible to establish cross-sectoral networks that were 
educationally effective and promoted reconciliation. (Gallagher et al, 2010: 
73) 

Gallagher and colleagues make an explicit reference to the aims of the resultant 

SEP networks—that they were to be cross-sectoral, educationally effective and 

promoted reconciliation. However, little is known about the pervasiveness of 

these cross-sectoral ties, nor the network structures that emerged as a 

consequence of links between partner schools. Even though Shared Education 

might not have been preconceived as a network intervention per se, its 

anticipated school network structures certainly have the potential to be utilised in 

such a targeted manner. 

    

3.5 Social Networks as a Theoretical Lens for Sharing Education 

Lima (2010b) suggests that it is important to move beyond the analogous use of 

the term 'network' within education and study them in a more systematic manner. 

This proposition has implications for Shared Education research as it highlights a 

need for investigations to connect the substance of the network concept to the 

model of Shared Education. To that end, the following section considers the 

aspects of Shared Education that have received no attention by way of network 

measures—network structure and staff relationships. These dimensions of 

Shared Education networks are by no means intended to be exhaustive—they 

simply highlight a few areas in which the network perspective might complement 

existing research. But first it is important to explain how social network research 

in education is described so that we might locate the current study within the 

knowledge base. 
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3.5.1  Parallel Strands of Network Research in Education 

Network research in education can be regarded as progressing in two 

corresponding directions, distinguished broadly as interrogating the processes of 

networks that are ‘across’ and 'within' schools or districts (McCormick et al, 2011; 

Moolenaar, 2012)—both of which may intersect. In both traditions, the unit of 

analysis typically in focus is the teacher and their ties or relationships with other 

members of a school’s faculty. This differs in approach from the interpretation of 

educational network theory discussed in section 3.2.1, as researchers from that 

tradition generally focus on the institution as an elevated unit of analysis and how 

this interacts with other institutions (Muijs et al, 2011; Chapman & Hadfield, 2010). 

Although admittedly, this is often from the perspective of the staff members that 

constitute the institution’s faculty. There is a notable tension in the broad 

distinction of ‘within’ and ‘across’ school network research, in that it could be 

problematic to ‘fit’ the current study into one thread. However, the researcher 

suggests that Shared Education is a case in which these two approaches 

intersect, such that we might consider both threads as informing our 

understanding of the network phenomena.  

3.5.1.1  Social Networks within Schools 

The ‘within’ school thread of network research in education is, in part, driven by 

an understanding that networks amongst a school’s faculty may influence the 

exchange of information and resources that can be accessed and leveraged to 

achieve a school’s goals (Moolenaar, Daly, & Sleegers, 2012). It is this strand of 

research that is pursued most frequently and has generated a number of 

observations about the patterns of staff relationships within schools (Moolenaar, 

2012). As such, most of the networks that are studied in education are defined by 

formal boundaries and as Moolenaar points out, in this sense ‘they reflect 

purposive interaction among educators in a bounded group, such as grade levels, 

subject matter departments, or schools’ (2012: 12). This permits researchers to 

examine how patterns of teacher relationships within schools affects curriculum 

implementation.  

   While this thread may not reflect the impetus of the current study—

interschool networks—it is understood that certain aspects of internal school 

networks may have a direct influence on staff and school’s interactions within 
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larger network structures. For example, internal support networks are considered 

important for the implementation and commitment to partnership working and 

collaboration that relies on whole-school involvement (Chapman & Hadfield, 

2010). Chapman and Hadfield explain this observation by suggesting that 

interschool networks 'require structures that interact with, and between, the 

internal school structures that organise what happens within individual schools' 

(2010: 311). These structures, such as departmental meetings, classroom 

observations, and so on, offer opportunities through which colleagues can 

interact to form ties that constitute internal support networks. Additionally, Penuel 

and colleagues (2009) find that analysing the internal network structures of 

partner schools within a professional community is necessary to account for how 

staff access resources and expertise across the whole community—they also 

partially linked the distribution of valued resources to the level of change within 

these structures. Therefore, the maintenance and configuration of a school’s 

internal network may impact how the school engages with external institutions.  

   Moolenaar (2012: 12-15) usefully identifies five key subcategories that 

consolidate the findings on the structural aspects of internal collaborative 

networks. These are useful in understanding how distinct schools involved in 

Shared Education partnerships might contribute structurally as a component of 

their larger partnership network. They indicate that:  

• Network structure differs across schools;  
• Overall structure is often fragmented resulting in subgroups; 
• Network structure often deviates from formal hierarchical structure; 
• Networks serve multiple purposes and are structured accordingly; and  
• Networks are shaped by various individual and school characteristics.  

        (Moolenaar, 2012). 

In light of this nuanced view of schools’ internal network structures, it is prudent 

that any examination of a Shared Education partnership take a dissected view of 

the observed networks and pay closer attention to the constituent schools.  

3.5.1.2  Social Networks across Schools 

The 'across’ schools thread of network research typically pursues collaboration 

and networks that occur across the boundaries of schools or districts. This may 

involve partnerships of two or more schools who are bonded in pursuit of shared 

goals and collaborate accordingly (Muijs, West, & Ainscow, 2010).Therefore, the 
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'across' perspective reflects the locus of the current study, in which Shared 

Education networks are considered to have the dual aspect of connecting two or 

more previously separate schools by supporting tie formations amongst their 

teachers. However, network studies in education may also examine ‘across’ 

school networks that are not necessarily defined a priori (Moolenaar, 2012: 11). 

In some instances 'across' school network studies have investigated how 

educators interact and utilise connections for professional development and 

support (Veugelers & Zijlstra, 2002; Anderson, 2010). Such 'across' school 

networks may be comprised of practitioners from multiple schools and their 

governing bodies (Finnigan & Daly, 2010). Social networks that occur ‘across’ 

school boundaries are considered to receive much less attention in the literature 

base (Moolenaar, 2012: 12), thus representing a potential research gap. 

3.5.2  Key Dimensions of Networks in Education 

To systematically examine Shared Education partnerships in a way that connects 

to the network concept more analytically, Lima (2010) offers a useful guide for the 

current discussion by deconstructing educational networks, both at the intra- and 

inter-organisational level, into a number of key dimensions. These include a 

network's genesis, composition, structure, substance, effectiveness, and 

dynamics. It is suggested that our knowledge of these dimensions is still 

underdeveloped and in need of further attention (Lima, 2010b). Furthermore, in 

the pursuit of understanding Shared Education networks, we cannot ignore the 

actual interactional aspects as stressed by Lima who states that ‘we need to 

know much more about how actors interact in different kinds of networks and 

what their actual experiences are’ (Lima, 2010b: 10). Thus management and 

leadership, participation, learning, interpersonal relations and trust are all 

highlighted as dimensions that require further attention in a more descriptive and 

analytical manner. Each of these will contribute to our framework for exploring 

Shared Education networks. However, we will turn our focus to the dimensions of 

structure and interpersonal relations as recurrent themes in the literature base 

and as aspects of Shared Education that have been highlighted as in need of 

attention (section 2.5).  
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3.5.3  Interschool Network Structure  

The social structures that underpin interschool networks are seldom the focus of 

empirical research. When structure is discussed it is normally conflated with 

infrastructure, which is identified by the educational research community as being 

an important dimension of interschool collaboration (Hadfield & Chapman, 2009; 

Chapman & Hadfield, 2010). The rationale for this is that all school networks 

must have some form of infrastructure to provide organisation for the links 

between partners and their opportunities for interaction (Chapman & Hadfield, 

2010). For example, physical separation of departments can create obstacles to 

collaboration internally (Siskin, 1994) and influence relationships as the 

fundamental infrastructure of teacher collegiality (Lima, 2004: 37).  In the current 

study, we must therefore be careful in our usage of the term. 

   In an attempt to conceptualise the structural aspects of interschool 

networks, Chapman and Hadfield (2010) find it useful to differentiate social and 

professional interaction, claiming that the processes of both types are important. 

To describe how the structure of an interschool network facilitates these 

processes, they borrow a fisherman's net analogy (Church et al, 2002). The 

metaphor conceived by Church and colleagues (2002) illustrates the interplay 

between the 'soft' and 'hard' elements of a network. The softer aspects of network 

structure are perceived to be the relationships, communications, and other social 

constructs that 'thread' individuals together. The harder aspects are those 

activities which create interactional opportunities to bring individuals together 

professionally such as meetings or events, and function as 'knots'. Whilst this 

'net' metaphor offers an intuitive example of how schools and staff come together 

to form network structures, it importantly illustrates that the soft and hard parts 

are mutually-reinforcing and give the network its strength. This notion has value 

when attempting to understand the social structures of Shared Education 

networks. It is plausible that implementing shared classes and establishing 

infrastructure (knots) alone will not lead to effective partnership working—there 

must also be opportunities for interpersonal engagement (threads) and the 

development of informal social relationships between staff members (Hughes et 

al, 2010).      

   In some respects, researchers in Shared Education have already begun 

to consider the fisherman's net that develops between participating schools. 
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Duffy and Gallagher (2015) examine how partnerships evolve and also assess 

one in particular as a collaborative enterprise. However, it remains that the 

underlying social structures have received insufficient attention. They found that 

the participating schools had created various elements of a governing 

infrastructure—both hard and soft network components—that supported multi-

level partnership activity. This included interschool planning meetings, a finance 

committee, a strategic principals' group that would meet quarterly to review 

performance and potential, and a professional network of teachers involved in 

delivering shared lessons (Duffy & Gallagher, 2015: 16). In their discussion, they 

contend that the partnership's infrastructure contributes to a clear sense of 

collective identity and collaborative effectiveness. This finding resonates with 

other studies in which networks structures have a role in the formation of 

professional identities (Chapman & Hadfield, 2010) and the potential to create 

new identities that are closely related to a network's purpose (Hadfield & Jopling, 

2012a: 115). These observations may inform a supporting argument for 

reconfiguring school structures with the aim of promoting social cohesion in 

Northern Ireland. Within education more generally, using collaboration and 

networks as a method of reconfiguring social structures within and between 

schools is commonly discussed in terms of improvement strategies (Hadfield et 

al, 2005) and educational change (Daly, 2010). Additionally, the restructuring of 

schools is also considered to offer teachers opportunities for professional 

development and mechanisms for critical interpretation of reforms (Imants, 2002). 

Thus, examining structure, both 'hard' and 'soft', in Shared Education has 

significant research potential. 

   Watts (2003) suggests that the structure of relationships between a 

network's components 'is important principally because it affects either their 

individual behaviour or the behaviour of the system of a whole' (Watts, 2003: 

28).Therein lies the potential for investigating staff relationships and structure 

within Shared Education. In keeping with this statement of structural influence, 

some reviews of NLCs (Stott et al, 2006) have made attempts to clarify how 

individuals within a school network are arranged to enact their partnership, citing 

earlier research into network formations that offers a typology (Hadfield, Kubiak, 

& O’Leary, 2005). The models highlighted—wheel and hub, network of sub-

networks, integrated themes, and concentric circles—begin to provide insight into 

the nodes and connections that together make up the network. Rather than 
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describe all four models, it is sufficient to explain that each moves the discussion 

from 'individuals and individual roles to consideration of individuals' place within 

the wider network arrangement and the relationships between different people 

and network groups' (Stott et al, 2006: 16).  

   Lima (2010: 5) explains that questions of network structure may be 

located within two broad categories—properties that relate to a whole-system and 

those that relate to individual members' structural locations. Since the latter are 

more concerned with egocentric approaches and focusing on specific actors, it 

serves no advantage to the current study. In consideration of the aim to further 

comprehend the structural aspects of Shared Education partnerships, the 

researcher will outline some of the network properties relevant to teacher 

networks—these include density, centrality and fragmentation.  

Density 

Network density describes the portion of the potential connections in a network 

that have been realised and are actual connections. Networks with high degrees 

of density imply strong levels of actor cohesiveness and integration across the 

network, whilst those that exhibit low degrees of density tend to suggest sparser 

forms of relational patterns (Lima, 2010b: 5). Therefore, it is suggested that the 

denser the relations between schools in a network, the more integrated it may be. 

In this vein of thought, density can be used as a measure of teacher collegiality 

(Lima, 2004).  

   Lima (2010: 5) explains that networks may vary in their degree of 

integration and borrows the work of Baker (1992), which distinguishes between 

'thick' and 'thin' network organisations. 'Thick' networks are those that are 

integrated across their formal organisational boundaries by many types of 

'socially important' relations, whilst 'thin' networks exhibit little by way of 'cross-

sector integration over multiple types of relations' (Lima, 2010b: 5). This 

explanation of 'thin' networks draws striking similarity to what we might consider 

the state of affairs between Northern Ireland schools, prior to Shared Education. 

By promoting increases in the level of interaction across the boundaries of 

separate schools and extensive sharing of information and resources—the model 

of Shared Education incidentally advocates a dense, 'thick' pattern of interaction. 
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Lima (2010) stresses the need to demonstrate network density empirically, rather 

than assuming this measure in network descriptions.  

   It may appear that having denser Shared Education networks are 

desirable—in terms of 'deepening collaboration and maximising opportunities for 

collaborative learning and cultural change' (Muijs, West, & Ainscow, 2011: 140). 

However, this view is contested as higher network density can also increase the 

complexity of management tasks (Muijs, West & Ainscow, 2011: 140). Appending 

this contestation, Atkinson and colleagues (2007)—who reviewed various forms 

of interschool partnerships—found that collaboration involving larger number of 

schools can limit the extent and nature of collaboration, making it difficult for a 

whole-school approach. Therefore, in our analysis it is important to question the 

effect of density on institutional links. 

Centralisation 

Once a network becomes denser, it is said to evolve into a core-periphery model 

in which the core actors drive its activity and others are connected peripherally to 

it (Muijs, West, & Ainscow, 2011). As such, we might begin to consider the 

network's degree of centralisation as high. A network's degree of centralisation 

'describes the extent to which relations and communications patterns within it are 

centred around one or only a few particularly prominent actors or subgroups' 

(Lima, 2010b: 6)—a measure of networks in education that is often neglected. 

This can be useful for locating power and its distribution within school networks 

(Lima, 2010b), whilst also enhancing the visibility of peripheral or isolated 

members of staff (Lima, 2004). Therefore, this measure may provide insight into 

the most influential actors within Shared Education networks and how they 

operate. 

Connectedness and Fragmentation 

To capture the global coherence or integration of a network as a relational 

system, the correlates of connectedness and fragmentation can be measured. In 

education, both measures are usually explained by describing the nuances of 

fragmentation and its impact on schools. This is when the 'network is partitioned 

into sub-sets of actors where internal cohesion is much greater than their 

members' links to the wider network' (Lima, 2010b: 7). By this thinking, we may 

see fragmentation within Shared Education networks if the density of each 
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distinct school far surpasses that of the overall partnership structure. 

Connectedness, conversely, describes the overall coherence of a network. It is 

useful to note, without elaborating into great detail, that there are several 

approaches and concepts for identifying network fragments, such as components 

and cliques etc. 

   As network measures, connectedness and fragmentation provide an 

effective means of investigating concepts of teacher collegiality such as 

'balkanisation' (Hargreaves, 1994). Lima (2010b) also explains the effect of 

fragmentation on interschool networks in reference to the work of Busher and 

Hodgkinson (1996), highlighting that: 

• Some of the participant organisations might resist moves towards collective action 
and are keen to preserve their autonomy; 

• Others are seduced by other networks, or see additional advantages in joining them; 
• Still others believe that the cost of membership and participation is too high to afford. 

        (Lima, 2010b: 7) 

As such, Lima (2010b: 7) sees these 'centrifugal' forces as threatening to prevail 

over those considered 'centripetal', over time—this can potentially result in the 

disintegration of interschool network structures. Such measures may therefore be 

considered useful for examining sustainability in Shared Education.  

   In the aforementioned network measures we possess a way to explore 

the structural aspects of Shared Education—such as the extent of cross-sectoral 

links—that require further attention (section 2.5). They also have the potential to 

illuminate the underpinning social structures that are imperceptible as captured 

by existing approaches, and in doing so provide a way of examining the efficacy 

of the Shared Education model.  

3.5.4  Network Relationships 

The current body of Shared Education research offers insufficient data and detail 

on staff members and their relationships. It has been reasoned thus far that the 

social structures that underpin shared activity may have a significant bearing on a 

partnership's trajectory and efficacy. Consequently, the patterns of interpersonal 

relations that facilitate and support Shared Education will receive closer 

examination within the current study. This will also address some basic 

unanswered questions about the relational side of teacher cultures within school, 

as highlighted by Lima (2004), who raises two fundamental questions that require 
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further exploration: (1) what is the range, the frequency, the intensity, the nature, 

the regularity, and the breadth of teachers' professional relations in their schools? 

And (2) how do they develop these relations outside of these buildings?'  (Lima, 

2004: 30). Similar questions could be asked about interschool networks and 

Shared Education.  

   Within an interschool network, whenever staff members come together, 

some form of interaction ensues—which may be regarded as the social fabric 

(Moolenaar et al, 2012). This social fabric may be composed of multiple different 

social networks that are determined by their content and consequently differ in 

configuration (Moolenaar et al, 2012: 355-356). Networks in schools can form 

around multiple interactions such as exchanging resources; seeking professional 

knowledge (Daly & Finnegan, 2010); discussing personal matters (Cole & Weiss, 

2009); and meeting informally in social settings (Kochan & Teddlie, 2005). Thus, 

examining multiple relationships simultaneously is often advocated (Chapman & 

Hadfield, 2010; Pustejovsky & Spillane, 2009; Moolenaar et al, 2012).  

   Chapman and Hadfield (2010)  state that 'a network of schools will have 

within it not only the kinds of interactions one might find in a social network but 

also specifically designed learning and co-ordinating processes' (Chapman & 

Hadfield, 2010: 312). This suggests that interactions will range from seemingly 

inconsequential amicable conversations around shared interests, to professional 

interactions that in contrast are typically more limited and occur as a 

consequence of set parameters and processes to facilitate network activity. It has 

also been suggested by Stott and colleagues (2006) that to achieve certain 

learning goals within interschool networks, staff members must form 'learning 

relationships' by forging ties that overlap social and professional forms of 

interaction. This requires an emphasis on informal personal connections; building 

trusting relationships; and establishing norms of reflective practice and shared 

decision-making (Stott et al, 2006: 21). This observation is similar to social 

network studies that differentiate between expressive and instrumental networks 

(Ibarra, 1993; 1995) in teacher collaboration—except, it is appended by the 

added dimension of mutual in(ter)dependence (Moolenaar et al, 2012)—in which 

relationships 'can be categorized by the extent to which educators are mutually 

dependent in achieving desired goals' (Moolenaar, 2010: 48). Therefore, we must 
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consider how staff members interact during Shared Education and the different 

networks that may develop as a consequence.  

   It is a common perception that the strength and intensity of relations is 

important for the outcomes of a network. Stronger attachments with an affective 

component (Krackhardt, 1992), such as friendship ties, have been perceived to 

support organisations in dealing with change and uncertainty (Krackhardt & 

Stern, 1998). However, as highlighted by Lima (2010) ties that are too strong can 

stifle and become redundant, which in turn can have negative implications for the 

potential of a network. Related to tie strength, 'trust' is considered to be a critical 

relational variable, and has been referred to as 'the glue that holds partnerships 

together' (Day & Hadfield, 2004: 583). In Shared Education, prior trust of 

collaborative partners is an enabling factor of partnership working (Hughes et al, 

2010) and mechanisms or opportunities for building trust are said to be equally 

important (Duffy & Gallagher, 2014). However, there is little by way of explanation 

for how trust is developed between teachers, nor the limits of this trust as 

conceived by Lima (2010b), despite the attention the variable receives in 

research on pupil contact.  

   Alongside the intensity of ties, the patterns of relationships amongst 

teachers is also dependent upon their demographics and characteristics, such as 

gender, experience and formal position (Moolenaar, 2010). Penuel and Riel 

(2007: 612) claimed that staff members collaborating within a single school have 

limited time to interact with one another. Consequently, they suggest that who 

teachers interact with is more important than the quantity of collaborators. During 

their research a significant part of the teachers’ day was spent interacting with 

their colleagues in a transient manner. For that reason, they deduced that 

teachers do not interact with everyone in a school, but instead tend to interact 

regularly with select few individuals with whom they had common professional 

attributes, such as teaching the same year group. Within Shared Education, time 

has often been stated to be in limited supply, therefore it is likely that those staff 

members involved in collaboration will only be able to work with a select few.  

Currently, there is a lack of data pertaining to the demographics of staff members 

involved in Shared Education partnerships and as such an exploration of staff 

demographics, along with the trust and strength of staff relationships, should be 
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considered within the current study. In doing so, the nature of staff relationships 

in the context of Shared Education will become more clear. 

 

3.6 Identified Areas for Further Investigation 

By way of summarising chapter three, this section will review the discussion thus 

far and identify the areas of Shared Education that are in need of further 

investigation.  

   Within the current body of Shared Education literature staff members 

are given a peripheral regard, which is reflected in the existing theoretical 

frameworks applied to research. None of the existing theoretical frameworks 

used to examine Shared Education have adequately captured the importance of 

staff relationships nor the extent of cross-sectoral links in any meaningful way. 

Consequently, the current study follows a recent theoretical direction that 

attempted to explore collaborative effectiveness as interpreted through a lens of 

educational network theory (Duffy & Gallagher, 2015). This theoretical matrix, 

however, is emerging and as a result remains vague and underdeveloped in 

parts, as suggested by Croft, (2015). Critics claim that this interpretation of 

network theory is applied normatively to describe interschool networks and 

instead requires a more analytical approach (Lima, 2010b). It was reasoned that 

social network theory and its related set of tools and measures can add this 

desired analytical detail (Moolenaar, 2012). Thus, the researcher has identified 

an imperative to empirically research the social network structures that have 

evolved during Shared Education and further connect the model of Shared 

Education to the substance of the network concept. The identified aims of this 

study are as follows (see also section 1.2):  

 The first proposition of this study is to substantiate existing evidence that 

direct involvement in Shared Education can enhance the institutional links 

and staff relationships between Catholic and Protestant schools.  

 The second proposition is to connect the model of Shared Education to the 

substance of the network concept and move beyond the analogous use of 

the term 'network'. This study will examine Shared Education networks in a 

more systematic and analytical manner. 
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It should be recognised that no prior studies directly focus on Shared Education 

networks and embedded staff members. As such a broad conceptual exploration 

is required to establish a base knowledge of network structures and staff 

members in Shared Education before focusing our efforts. In the process, many 

questions have been raised that in the researcher's opinion would be better 

answered by reducing the many lines of enquiry into distinct themes. These 

themes are structure, relationships, and profile of staff members. 

   In describing the current threads of social network research in 

education, questions were raised of the schools' internal social network 

structures and how these affect the overall Shared Education partnership? The 

role of infrastructure in school networks was also discussed, and we ask the 

question of how it might affect a Shared Education partnership? To provide a 

means of addressing these questions, selected network measures of density, 

degree of centralisation, connectedness and fragmentation were discussed. 

Consequently we ask, how does network density affect a Shared Education 

partnership? And what does this tell us about staff relationships and collegiality? 

To what degree of centralisation is a Shared Education network structured? How 

cohesive is a Shared Education partnership? Are individuals isolated or 

peripheral? Is there a difference between those involved in shared activity and 

those who are not?  

   In line with the aims of the current study, Lima (2010) also advocates a 

closer look at how staff members interact with one another and their experiences 

of school networks. From the subsequent discussion questions emerged of the 

types of relations and interactions that might be influential in a Shared Education 

partnership. How intense or strong are these ties? How does trust develop 

between staff members and what is its limits?    

   There currently exists a gap in our understanding of the characteristics 

of staff members involved in Shared Education. It is expected that the current 

study will reduce this gap. The demographics and characteristics of educators 

are understood to affect network formations and therefore we ask, what are the 

characteristics of staff members directly involved in Shared Education and those 

who are not?  
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   Overall, it is anticipated that the themes of investigation—structure, 

relationships, and the profile of staff members—will address the criticisms of 

Shared Education pertaining to the extent of cross-sectoral links, sustainability, 

and the nature of staff relationships. In doing so, we will examine the efficacy of 

the Shared Education model.  
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4 METHODOLOGY 

Chapter Four: 
 

Methodology 
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This chapter seeks to explain the design and the body of methods used in the 

exploration of a Shared Education network—otherwise described as a 

methodology. To remind the reader of the issues that directed the study, a 

restatement of the research problem and the identified themes of investigation 

will be reiterated. Following this, an explanation is offered for the methodological 

framework selected—that of mixed methods, social network analysis—which 

includes the guiding principles of the approach and its associated tools of 

enquiry. Details of how research participants were selected and accessed 

follows, appended by a description of how data was collected and analysed. The 

final sections of the chapter focus on a brief overview of the ethical 

considerations attended to in this study, before clarifying the analysis procedures 

and an introduction to the consequent results chapters.   

 

4.1 Restatement of the Problem 

Shared Education is a model of collaboration intended to encourage schools, 

representing the different management sectors of education in Northern Ireland, 

to work together on a regular basis and overcome perceived sectoral isolation 

through participation within interschool network formations. In pursuit of these 

networked solutions, opportunities are created for ongoing exchanges and 

collaboration amongst educators. However, much of the existing research has 

been pupil-centric, reflecting the focal role that pupils had in the Sharing 

Education Programme (SEP). In comparison, the impact of the Shared Education 

model on the interactions amongst staff members has been given less attention. 

This is not to say that staff members have been excluded from the academic 

consciousness. A study of collaborative effectiveness presents the perceptions of 

school leaders and senior staff (Duffy & Gallagher, 2014), whilst other research 

has considered teachers' identities in a context of interschool collaboration 

(Donnelly, 2012). Yet, the influence and control exerted by staff members over 

network activities, and the ensuing pupil contact, has often been overlooked. The 

interactions between teachers and the patterns of staff relationships are therefore 

expected to affect how Shared Education is organised and delivered. The 

research problem, however, is twofold. 
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   To effectively examine Shared Education—which is based on the idea of 

promoting an interweave of relations between people—it is important to look at 

staff relationships more closely to test the efficacy of the model and determine if it 

supports network formations and interschool links amongst a partnership's 

faculty, as intended. The second proposition of this study is to move from the 

analogous use of the term 'network' and address the paucity of research on the 

social structures that underpin interschool collaboration, by illuminating the staff 

members' social networks that have evolved in a context of Shared Education.  

 

4.2 Themes of Investigation 

In the absence of focused empirical research on the staff members involved in 

Shared Education and the social structures or networks in which they are 

embedded, this study will adopt an exploratory approach. Accordingly, this thesis 

will not follow the parameters of conventional research questions but will instead 

explore themes of investigation. The broad themes for further investigation derive 

from the literature reviewed in chapter 3 and are as follows:       

• The network structure of a Shared Education partnership 

This theme will attend to the mechanics and social structures of the networks 

between participating Shared Education schools and their staff members.  

• The profile of staff members in a Shared Education partnership 

To further comprehend the teachers that constitute a Shared Education network, 

its content and membership will be explored. 

• Staff relationships in Shared Education 

As discussed in chapter 3, relationships are consistently perceived as critical to 

school networks. This theme will explore the structural and relational aspects of 

the staff members' community and collegiality. 
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4.3 Research Design 

Both quantitative and qualitative techniques are employed in a mixed methods 

design—regarded technically as an explanatory sequential approach—to 

effectively illuminate the structure and processes of a Shared Education 

partnership. The techniques used in the research are framed by an exploratory 

case study approach. The following sections will provide an overview of the 

arguments that have informed this mixed methods design. To support this 

methodological approach it is important to comprehend the common debates 

regarding network research. A schematic rather than an exhaustive analysis of 

these arguments will be provided, examining the perspectives and arguments 

relevant to this study.  

4.3.1  Social Network Perspective 

One of the key debates concerning social network analysis (SNA), as highlighted 

by Ann Mische (2011), is whether it constitutes a theory or a method. It is often 

associated with a unique set of mathematical techniques derived from graph 

theory used to analyse social structure, whilst equally being regarded as a 

conceptual framework or theoretical orientation. Marin and Wellman (2011) 

contend that SNA should not be viewed as a method or theory, but as a 

perspective. They use the term 'social network perspective' as a way of 

expressing how the theory and methods of SNA have evolved into one. This 

critique comes more than two decades after Wellman declared that: 

Structural analysis does not derive its power from the partial application of 
this concept or that measure. It is a comprehensive paradigmatic way of 
taking social structure seriously by studying how patterns of ties allocate 
resources in a social system. (Wellman, 1988: 20)  

Extending upon this declaration Wellman added that relations rather than 

attributes, categories, individuals or groups, constituted the fundamental unit of 

social analysis. This point was later rearticulated by Emirbayer and Goodwin 

(1994) who suggested that network analysis had introduced an 'anti-categorical 

imperative'. This aspect of the social network perspective is fundamentally 

different from standard research methods used in education. It considers the 

characteristics of social units a consequence of relational or structural processes, 

and reasons that causation does not come from within the individual, but is an 

effect of an individual's embedded position within a social structure. This 
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assertion has implications for the type of data used in SNA, and in order to 

comprehend why network research emphasises the importance of relations, an 

overview of the perspective's guiding principles and philosophical foundations 

follow. 

4.3.1.1  Guiding Principles of the Social Network Perspective 

To understand why the social network perspective describes social phenomena 

of interest in terms of relations, it is important to consider the set of assumptions 

that constitutes its conceptual framework and the philosophy that underpins 

them. This section will outline the guiding principles of SNA and discuss their 

philosophical foundations.    

   Central to the premise of the social network perspective is the 

assumption that the relationships amongst interacting units of analysis are 

important. This is articulated in a frequently stated generic assertion that an 

actor's embedded position within a network determines, in part, the opportunities 

and constraints they will encounter. Similarly, at group level the structure of 

connections amongst actors is thought to determine the opportunities and 

constraints for that group. The second principle is that analysts do not consider 

actors as embedded within discretely bounded groups. Instead, there is an 

emphasis on different levels of group membership, multiple group memberships, 

and cross-cutting ties between groups. Thus, groups are perceived to be 

embedded within larger network structures, within which their boundaries overlap 

and connect. The third foundational principle, is that a tie between two actors 

cannot be interpreted accurately when removed from the larger patterns of 

relations within a network (Barnes, 1972). That is, relations must be examined 

within their relational context. Marin and Wellman (2011) capture the essence of 

the social network perspective in a précis of these principles:  

Network explanations do not assume that environments, attributes, or 
circumstances affect actors independently. Moreover, they do not assume the 
existence of uniformly cohesive and discretely bounded groups. Finally, 
network analysis takes context so seriously that relations themselves are 
often analysed in the context of other relations. (2011: 12)   

These principles contribute to the distinctive orientation of the social network 

perspective, which focuses on social structures, their impact, and their evolution 
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(Wasserman & Faust, 1994: 10). The perspective's inherent focus on social 

structure emanates from its traditional philosophical position of structuralism.    

   Structuralist approaches to network research are usually concerned with 

how patterns of relations can enhance understanding of substantive topics (Marin 

& Wellman, 2011). However, the traditional structuralist position has been 

criticised because of its perceived inability to incorporate culture and agency into 

research (Emirbayer and Goodwin, 1994). Furthermore, Knox, Savage and 

Harvey (2006: 121) contend that certain aspects of operationalising structuralist 

network presuppositions are 'logically inconsistent' with network ideas 

themselves. As an alternative, some analysts such as Mische (2003), have 

developed a cultural approach to social networks that emphasises the 

communicative interaction between actors. This sociocultural approach adopts a 

philosophical position more akin to relational realism (transactionalism), in which 

transactions, along with interactions, social ties, and conversations are seen to 

constitute the elemental basis of social life (Tilly, 2008). Cultural network analysts 

comprehend social structure as arising from cultural framing processes, and 

therefore consider actors' stories and narratives to be central in the construction 

and development of networks. This study adopts a similar position to 

transactionalism, as the cultural approach represents a more holistic framework 

for investigating Shared Education.  

   The social network perspective's emphasis on relations requires a 

different methodological approach to standard-practice social research. 

Moreover, the cultural approach to network research emphasises the importance 

of communicative interaction and narratives in the construction and evolution of 

networks. Consequently, the type of data collected for network research requires 

further discussion. An overview of the paradigm's approaches to data collection 

follows.   

4.3.2  Network Methods 

The tradition of network research is often thought of as 'scientific'. It has been 

primarily applied using quantitative methodologies across a range of disciplines, 

owing to mathematical developments and advances in computer software that 

enable visualisation and measurement of networks. Heath and colleagues (2009) 

note that: 
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SNA has largely developed into a quantitatively-orientated approach with a 
language, toolkit, and methodology which often seem alienating to more 
qualitatively-orientated researchers. (Heath et al, 2009: 646) 

The dominance of such an approach prompted critics to call for an increase in the 

use of qualitative techniques, which were deemed to have been neglected 

(Emirbayer & Goodwin, 1994; Mische & White, 1998; Knox, Savage, & Harvey, 

2006; Jack, 2010). The subsequent uptake in qualitative research has added to 

the depth and variation of network studies, but some researchers argue that a 

combination of both approaches would best serve the discipline (Crossley, 2010). 

According to Crossley, both quantitative and qualitative approaches have 

complementary strengths that would compensate for each of their weaknesses, 

and would be better used in conjunction with one another (2010: 1). 

   Coviello (2005) contends that a 'bifocal' approach combining both 

quantitative and qualitative techniques allows the researcher to situate a network 

in its social context, address a system or organisation as a whole, capture the 

dynamism of the network, and incorporate both interactional and structural 

network dimensions. Jack (2010) explicates the concerns associated with 

network research in the subject of entrepreneurship. They highlight a lack of 

conceptual clarity, the difficulties of using the network concept as a practical 

analytical tool, and that entrepreneurial research has been limited by a 

preference to quantitative over qualitative techniques. They offer a critique of 

network methods using an analogy of Ptolemaic and Copernican perspectives to 

explain how networks can be perceived. They regard a Ptolemaic view as that of 

an insider's network perspective, whilst a Copernican view provides the 

perspective of an outsider. By bringing these perspectives together in a mixed 

methods approach, they claim that other aspects of networks are revealed.  

   The argument for mixed methods does not dismiss the separate use of 

either technique, but simply critiques how the discipline can progress by using all 

the tools available. Analysts such as Crossley (2010) and Edwards (2010) 

appreciate that combining both approaches can enrich network analysis, but they 

also convey the benefits of both quantitative and qualitative techniques. 

Exclusively quantitative approaches are credited with enabling the researcher to 

visualise and describe large amounts of relational data in a way that would not be 

possible or practical with qualitative tools (Crossley, 2010; Edwards, 2010). 

Crossley elaborates, stating that a quantitative approach offers a perspective and 
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means to examine social phenomena, by taking the 'hurly burly' of social life and 

from it, creating maps that are formal, ordered, and structured (2010: 2). In other 

words, it abstracts relationships in a way that provides a coherent and 

comprehensible representation of social life. Abstracting relationships in this 

manner is considered to enable the researcher to conduct a structural analysis 

that combines multiple perspectives simultaneously, not just that of an individual 

(Scott, 2000). However, this abstraction of relationships also constitutes a 

perceived failing of quantitative SNA. Some analysts criticise the technique for 

over-abstracting relationships and representing them as either present or absent, 

treating human phenomena in exclusively mathematical terms. As Crossley 

noted, ‘it is not always sufficient to record a tie as existing or not. Ties have 

meaning and content' (2010: 10). Quantitative techniques are also considered to 

fail in capturing the temporal characteristics of networks, in that social ties have 

histories, change over time, and are not all active simultaneously as a 

quantitative snapshot would suggest (Crossley, 2010). Despite recent 

developments in longitudinal quantitative techniques to account for this 

temporality, Edwards (2010) and Crossley (2010) advocate a mixed approach to 

account for the construction, variability, and dynamism of social ties. Qualitative 

techniques used in network studies offer a means of exploring the narrative, 

observational and visual aspects of social networks; situating the network in its 

social context that quantitative techniques do not. In summary, Edwards (2010: 

18) claims that combining quantitative and qualitative methods adds value to 

network research by contributing to an awareness of context, permitting the 

researcher to have both an 'outsider's' view of network structure and an 'insider's' 

view of network perceptions, and allowing for the evolution of network structure 

over time.   

   A mixed methods approach in this study allowed for richer data that 

included the teacher's voice and illuminated the contextual aspects of interschool 

collaboration in Northern Ireland.  

4.3.3  Case Study Approach 

This research follows the protocol of an exploratory case study; permitting the 

researcher to explore phenomena characterised by a lack of detailed preliminary 

research (Streb, 2010), to discover its nuances. The purpose of this study was to 
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address the paucity of research on staff relationships in the context of Shared 

Education, thus an exploration of the topic was required.  

   The nature of case study research has often been contested (Hamilton 

& Corbett-Whittier, 2013). This study adopts the perspective of Hamilton and 

Corbett-Whittier (2013) by considering it an 'approach' to research that functions 

as a way of framing a particularity. A case study approach allows for in depth 

research of a complex issue in its real-life setting and entails a detailed and 

intensive analysis of a single case (Bryman, 2012). Typically, the term 'case' 

refers to a bounded unit such as a community or organisation (Cohen, Manion, & 

Morrison, 2002). In this study, the case is a partnership of primary schools that 

have been actively collaborating with one another to deliver a programme of 

Shared Education. The unique aspect of this particular Shared Education 

partnership was that its delivery had been designed to address specific themes 

that impacted on pupils and the community, within an area of contested space.  

   A case study approach is considered most applicable when the 

phenomenon of interest requires multiple techniques and sources of data to 

understand its complexity (Yin, 2014). Given the role of contested space in this 

partnership's activity, it presents a much more complex environment for 

interschool collaboration than in other Northern Irish contexts. A mixed methods 

design was implemented to capture these nuances, using multiple sources of 

data to capture the participants' experience. As a consequence, a case study 

was deemed an appropriate apparatus to facilitate the application of mixed 

methodological techniques.  

4.3.4  Mixed Methods Design 

A mixed methods design was implemented using both quantitative and qualitative 

methodologies (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). This enabled the researcher to 

combine both types of data sources to explore the themes highlighted for 

investigation (section 4.2). The initial stage of the research entailed a network 

questionnaire followed up by a series of semi-structured interviews—a design 

technically labelled as 'explanatory sequential' as the quantitative element 

precedes the qualitative (Creswell, 2003). The rationale for applying an 

explanatory sequential design was to use the initial quantitative data to identify 

appropriate interview participants and then use their qualitative data to follow-up 
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and explain the network data. Furthermore, it is a design considered to lend itself 

to emergent approaches as the qualitative stage can be guided by the 

quantitative findings (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011: 83). This offered an ideal 

approach for exploring the patterns of staff relationships, as the typology of a 

Shared Education network was unknown prior to the research. The researcher 

was therefore given the flexibility to pursue new ideas as they emerged from the 

social network graphs. It is important to clarify that this investigation should still 

be considered a descriptive exploration of the identified Shared Education 

partnership, despite the design label of an 'explanatory sequential' mixed method 

study—this is simply the technical term for the sequence of data collection and 

analysis. An overview of the explanatory sequential design is provided in Table 

4.1. 



   

85 

 

 

 

Table 4.1 Mixed Methods Explanatory Sequential Design 

Research Stage Procedure Product 

First Stage   

Quantitative Data Collection 
• Paper-based questionnaire 

(n=97) 

• Categorical Data 

• Relational Data 

Quantitative Data Analysis 
• Social Network Analysis 

• Descriptive Quantitative Analysis 

• Multiplex Matrices 

• Social Network Graphs 

• Network Measures 

• Frequency Counts and 

Distributions 

Second Stage Sampling 

• Purposive selection of 

questionnaire participants 

according to their network 

position and properties 

• Interview Participants    (n=16) 

Second Stage   

Qualitative Data Collection 

• Semi-structured Interviews 

(n=16) 

• Transcription 

 

• Narrative Data 

• Transcripts 

Qualitative Data Analysis 
• Coding 

• Thematic Analysis 

• Themes 

• Narrative Summary 

Connecting Stage   

Building On Discrete 

Results 

• Interpretation and explanation of 

quantitative and qualitative 

results 

• Triangulation  

• Corroborative logic 

• Findings 

• Discussion 

• Implications  
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4.4 The Foyle Contested Space Partnership 

When undertaking a network study, it is important to consider the environment or 

setting in which the system under examination is rooted. By situating a network in 

its context, its ties are reinforced with content and meaning (Crossley, 2010). 

Without understanding the exogenous factors that might influence participants, 

the process of network analysis is considered less robust. Some researchers 

argue that, 'by looking at the network out of context it is looked at in abstract: the 

patterns can be seen but it is difficult to identify links, understand network 

interaction processes or how the network actually operates' (Jack, 2010: 131). In 

addition to the contextual implications for network analysis, researchers with an 

interest in school collaboration assert that the body of collaborative literature 

'underplays the significance of local context' (Howes & Ainscow, 2006: 105). 

Therefore, it is important to consider any relevant background information to this 

study. 

   This study was conducted during a period of transition for Shared 

Education in Northern Ireland (section 2.3). What emerged during this period, 

was a variation of the Shared Education model that offered more operational 

control to the schools' leadership—the Foyle Contested Spaces programme. The 

composition of the Contested Space partnership emanated from separate 

antecedent SEP partnerships, and included 8 urban schools: 3 post-primary and 

5 primary. This study focuses on the constituent primary schools within the 

partnership. At the time of this study, the Contested Space primary schools 

served 1,918 pupils. Approximately half of these pupils (50.6%) received free 

school meals (DENI, 2013d).    

   A common curriculum was designed by school leaders in deliberation 

with local services, to support their collaborative activity. Their programme 

focused on key themes of social need that reflected the local context, with the 

intention of having an impact on both pupils and the community (Duffy & 

Gallagher, 2015). These themes were addressed by delivering sustained, shared 

classes as a collaborative solution, using the PDMU curriculum at Key Stage two 

(KS2). Some of the issues addressed included internet safety, the impact of 

social media, making informed choices, the divided city, and adopting pro-social 

lifestyles. The partnership also ran a parallel activity that included the post-

primary schools called the 'Divided City' production (see table 5.1).  
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   The Foyle Contested Space model of Shared Education was situated 

within the city of Derry / Londonderry, and financially supported by the Office of 

the First Minister and Deputy First Minister (OFMDFM) and Atlantic 

Philanthropies (AP). The project was affiliated to a wider community interface 

initiative that aimed to improve relations across disadvantaged interface areas in 

Northern Ireland, by targeting the communities situated within the 20% most 

deprived wards in the country (OFMDFM, 2012b). The city in which the Foyle 

Contested Space project was located, is also associated with high levels of 

separation and division between its resident communities. According to census 

data (NISRA, 2011), the city accommodates 107,877 people, 74.83% of whom 

have been brought up in a Catholic religion, with 24.34% having been brought up 

as Protestant, or another Christian religion. Of this population, 55.03% had self-

disclosed as having an Irish identity, whilst 23.69% considered themselves as 

British and 24.59% as Northern Irish. Historically, the city has been one of the 

most contested spaces in the country and within recent years it has experienced 

high levels of sectarian motivated crime, second only to Belfast (PSNI, 2014). 

This recent period has also witnessed an escalation in the activity of dissident 

Republican groups from the city.  

   The separation between communities within the city is a consequence of 

patterns of settlement, manipulation of public housing for electoral benefit, and 

the perceived need for safety within one's own community amidst political 

violence (Duffy & Gallagher, 2014: 9). This division is compounded by the 

distinctive geography of the city, in that much of its population and communities 

are separated by the river Foyle. During the 'Troubles' the minority population of 

Protestants, either left the city altogether or relocated to the east side of the river. 

This area has come to be known as the 'Waterside', and accommodates a mixed 

demographic whilst remaining predominantly Protestant. The majority of 

Catholics in the city reside in the 'Cityside' and 'Bogside' areas on the west 

shores of the river. In a series of interviews with school leaders from the city, 

Duffy and Gallagher (2014: 9) observed how residents used these labels to 

distinguish between the distinct areas of the city, concluding that they evidenced 

the ramifications of 'bounded contentment'—a concept borrowed from Roche 

(2009). This term describes a scenario of limited exposure to the 'other 

community', which develops into fears about transgressing the boundaries of 

'other community' areas, resulting in restricted movement of individuals across 
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and within contested spaces. Thereby, contributing to an increase in inter-

community isolation. Duffy and Gallagher (2014: 10) highlighted that the 

behaviours of parents and pupils from the city reflected this concept prior to the 

Contested Space programme and suggested that the collaborative engagement 

between schools seemed to be facilitating more liberal movement into 'other 

community' areas.  

   The addition of a 'Peace' foot bridge to the cityscape in 2011 was 

intended to support more progressive movements of individuals between 

communities and link both sides of the river. Its construction was also anticipated 

to encourage more economic development on the 'Waterside' of the city, as the 

area's central business district is located on the 'Cityside'. This development, in 

addition to a range of cultural celebrations organised as a consequence of the 

city becoming the designated 'City of Culture 2013', reflects aspirations to 

establish a more positive future for the city. Yet, some of the participants 

interviewed by Duffy and Gallagher (2014: 10) argued that bringing the 

communities together requires more than the symbolic building of bridges. They 

asserted that contact between the city's communities needs to be normalised, 

and that shared learning between pupils provides a platform from which parents 

can become accustomed to moving through contested space.  

 

4.5 The Partnership’s Population and Sampling 

As this study adheres to a mixed methodology that includes a questionnaire and 

semi-structured interviews, the identification and selection of participants for both 

techniques occurred in two separate stages. The following section will outline this 

procedure. 

4.5.1  Partnership Selection 

The selection of the Contested Space partnership for this study was purposive. 

Its inclusion was based on it fulfilling criteria that focused on its composition and 

the extent of its collaborative activity. The desired partnership required three or 

more constituent schools, all of which had to have been collaborating with one 

another over a sustained period of time, allowing sufficient opportunity for the 

development of interschool links. As this study aims to explore the extent of staff 
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relationships within a Shared Education model, it was important that a substantial 

proportion of the faculty had the opportunity to participate in a form of 

collaboration. Consequently, the criteria for inclusion also incorporated the 

pervasiveness of joint staff activity and events.  

   In consultation with administrative and academic staff from the SEP, the 

Contested Space partnership was identified as meeting the required criteria. The 

selection was also one of convenience (Patton, 1990) as the conclusion of the 

school year was imminent, at which point school staff members would be 

departing for the summer. Access was facilitated by the SEP staff as they had 

already established a good rapport with the schools and in consideration of the 

time limitations, this provided a necessary advantage.      

   In its sum, the Contested Space partnership included schools from both 

primary and post-primary levels of education. This study was confined to the 

primary schools' activity, as collaboration was considered to be more prevalent 

between their staff members and it offered a more diverse range of schools in 

terms of size and composition. Additionally, the collaborative activity between the 

primary and post-primary schools was negligible at the time of this study. There 

also remained a paucity of research focusing on the primary strand of activity.  

4.5.2  Boundary Specification 

Once the Contested Space partnership had been identified, the inclusion of all 

five constituent primary schools was determined by a whole-network approach, 

sometimes referred to as a sociocentric approach (Chung, Hossain, & Davis, 

2005). This involves collecting data from an entire population within a tightly 

defined social boundary (Hanneman & Riddle, 2005). It was important to clearly 

define this boundary to avoid the 'boundary specification problem' (Laumann, 

Marsden, & Prensky, 1983) in which key nodes are inadvertently excluded from 

the network. Within the Contested Space partnership a strong, intrinsic boundary 

existed prior to the research as a consequence of the five primary schools' 

participation in, and membership of, the partnership itself. Laumann, Marsden 

and Prensky (1983) suggest also applying criterion based on node attributes, 

relations, and participation in activities or events in order to delimit the component 

nodes of a network. In this case, the criterion was based on a combination of 

these approaches to completely enumerate the partnership.  
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   The resultant boundary encompassed all members of the teaching staff 

from the five schools. This included those who had been involved in the 

Contested Space programme, as well as the teaching staff who had no direct 

involvement. Participants were also given the opportunity to verify, or augment, 

this specified boundary during the questionnaire stage in a variant of expanding 

selection (Doreian & Woodward, 1992). This approach gave participants the 

opportunity to identify actors who may have been inadvertently omitted from the 

initial boundary and include them retroactively. The process offered the 

participants more influence and ownership over the delineation of their network, 

and enabled them to apply their insider's perspective. By exposing the process of 

boundary specification to these further iterations, it was anticipated that the range 

and depth of interschool links throughout the partnership would be captured more 

accurately. Furthermore, delineating such an inclusive boundary was motivated 

by the expectation that the Contested Space staff network would exceed those 

directly involved in collaboration, and include all teaching staff. The population of 

staff members who were captured within the specified boundary will now be 

presented. 

4.5.3  Population 

According to official statistics there were 93 members of the teaching staff 

employed within the five primary schools (DENI, 2013e). This figure excluded 

those on maternity leave, teachers covering sickness, and those who work with 

pupils on a 1-to-1 basis. For the purpose of establishing an accurate boundary for 

the network, the school principals were asked to verify the official statistic by 

providing details of their staff members. The figure from the schools indicated that 

there were 96 members of the professional community within the Contested 

Space partnership during the 2013/14 academic year, including the principals. Of 

these 96 staff members, 5 were from School A, 10 from School B, 28 from 

School C, 33 from School D, and 20 from School E. The final figure for the 

population was 97 with the inclusion of one key actor who occupied the role of 

the partnership's central coordinator, referred to under the category of Admin F. 

   Forty-three staff members were employed within the Catholic 
Maintained sector whilst 53 represented Controlled Protestant schools. The 

central coordinator was an autonomous figure within the partnership and 

therefore was omitted from statistics that describe school management type. 
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These statistics indicate a balanced number of staff members from Catholic and 

Protestant schools. However, this should not be assumed to reflect the staff 

members' community background, as this characteristic was neither requested 

from the participating schools, nor from the staff members who participated.  

   Of the 97 members of the Contested Space professional community, 

82% (80) were categorised as female whilst 18% (17) were male. This is a 

noticeable female majority within the partnership and is representative of 

teachers' gender more widely in Northern Ireland. According to official statistics 

published for the academic year 2013/14, 84.7% of all teachers in Northern Irish 

grant-aided primary and preparatory schools were female, whilst 15.3% were 

male (DENI, 2013f).       

   Staff members assumed different roles within the partnership's 

professional community. These roles included teaching a year group from P1 to 

P7, occupying senior management positions, and fulfilling the duties of a 

curriculum coordinator, e.g. literacy coordinator. The roles are presented within 

five separate categories: 

- Foundation (P1 + P2 [Ages 4 – 6]);  
- Key Stage 1 (P3 + P4 [Ages 6 – 8]);  
- Key Stage 2 (P5 - P7 [Ages 8 – 11]); 
- Leadership (vice principal, principal, and central coordinator); and  
- Other (curriculum coordinators and cover teachers).  

 

There were 22 who delivered the foundation phase of primary education, 21 at 

Key Stage one (KS1), 32 at Key Stage two (KS2), 8 occupying leadership 

positions, and 14 regarded as fulfilling other positions. Table 4.2 illustrates the 

aforementioned characteristics of the Contested Space partnership's population. 
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Table 4.2 Population Statistics for the Contested Space Partnership for 2013-14 Academic Year 

 

Characteristic Number 

Partnership Size 

Pupil population 1,918 

Staff population n=97* 

Male 17 

Female 80 

Staff Roles  

Foundation 22 

Key Stage one (KS1) 21 

Key Stage two (KS2) 32 

Leadership 8 

Other 14 

Sector (Staff numbers)  

Catholic Maintained 43 

Controlled 53 

Integrated 0 

 *Number includes the partnership's Central Coordinator 
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4.5.4  Network Sampling Procedures 

Sampling procedures for whole-network studies differ from the approaches 

normally followed in Education research. Valente (2010: 6) contends that ‘random 

sampling is not enough’. He expands on this assertion, stating that traditional 

approaches to sampling in the social and behavioural sciences are not adequate 

for measuring network concepts, as they remove individuals from social context 

that may influence behaviour. Due to the methodological focus on the relations 

between actors, the actors cannot be sampled independently. If one actor is 

selected then the researcher must also include all other actors tied to this ego. In 

preference over random sampling, network analysts studying whole-networks 

typically exhaust all possible sources of data in a census of a defined population, 

seeking a complete enumeration (Marsden, 1990: 440). Sampling techniques are 

usually employed in circumstances that prevent a clear definition of an actor set 

boundary (Wasserman & Faust, 1994: 33). They are also employed when it is 

unrealistic to collect data from a large number of participants (Bryman, 2012: 

186). As the professional community of the Contested Space partnership 

included 97 members, a census was considered manageable for the quantitative 

stage of the sequential mixed methods design. However, it was not feasible to 

interview all members for the qualitative stage. Accordingly, there were two 

separate stages of sampling. 

4.5.5  Questionnaire Sampling Procedures 

The initial stage of the mixed methods design involved a network questionnaire of 

a pre-targeted population of interest, namely the professional community within 

the primary strand of the Contested Space partnership. Having adopted a realist 

approach to network sampling (Laumann, Marsden, & Prensky, 1983), the 

principals were asked to provide a list of individuals from their school whom they 

considered to be members of the professional teaching community. This list was 

used to verify the official teaching staff numbers provided by DENI. The 

aggregation of the five lists revealed that there were n=97 members of the 

Contested Space staff who were eligible to complete the questionnaire including 

the principals and central coordinator. During this stage of the design it was 

necessary to include all eligible staff members, as exhaustiveness is an essential 

aspect of SNA data collection. When examining a whole network, certain SNA 

measures are vulnerable to missing data (Stork & Richards, 1992; Borgatti, 
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Carley, & Krackhardt, 2006; Kossinets, 2006; Penuel et al, 2006; Lima, 2010a). 

Consequently, a high response rate is required, otherwise the reliability of the 

network measures will be low (Borgatti & Ofem, 2010). To increase the 

probability of achieving a high response rate, the specified network boundary 

deliberately omitted the post-primary staff members from the Contested Space 

partnership, ensuring that the sample size would be manageable.      

4.5.6  Interview Sampling Procedures 

Participants were sampled for semi-structured interviews following the completion 

of the questionnaire and an initial analysis of the elicited data. They were 

selected purposively according to their embedded positions within the network 

structure. This process was informed by literature regarding social network theory 

and took into account participant centrality and network roles. In total, 16 

members of the Contested Space professional community were purposively 

sampled for interview—15 staff members who completed the network 

questionnaire and the central coordinator. This constituted 3 staff members from 

each of the 5 participant schools: the principal, one teacher who disclosed direct 

involvement in the Contested Space programme of collaboration, and one 

teacher who had disclosed no direct involvement in the Contested Space 

programme of collaboration.  

 

4.6 Instrumentation 

Using a mixed methods sequential, explanatory design, this study relied on a 

questionnaire, social network graphs, and semi-structured interviews as the 

sources of data. The network questionnaire was used to gather quantitative data 

and to generate the social network graphs. The social network graphs were used 

to identify structural properties and participants' embedded positions. A semi-

structured interview template was used to collect narrative data from participants.   

4.6.1  Staff Network Questionnaire  

The network questionnaire used in this study was a paper-based instrument, 

designed specifically for eliciting data from staff members within the Contested 

Space partnership. Its design was guided by existing empirical approaches to 

gathering whole-network data, by extracting sufficient information to assign value 
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to each of the relationships between all pairs of actors in the network (Marsden, 

2011). This was done by administering a variant of a sociometric test that asked 

each actor (ego) within the network boundary to identify and nominate his or her 

'alters' from an accompanying roster. An original template was designed, as the 

paucity of empirical research on Shared Education teacher networks provided no 

suitable templates that could be appropriated. The questionnaire used in this 

study can be found in appendix 5.  

   The overall design of the questionnaire was intended to be simple as it 

was unlikely that participants would have completed a sociometric instrument 

previously. For that reason, the instrument was kept brief, with 13 questions 

structured into two sections: Section 'A' and Section 'B'. The layout of the overall 

questionnaire was important, as the order of network questions in a sociometric 

instrument is considered to provoke effects that influence how participants 

respond (Pustejovsky & Spillane, 2009). To offset these question-order effects, 

careful consideration was given to the use of prompts, explanatory notes, page 

formatting, and partitioning of sections. The first section of the questionnaire 

asked participants to provide information about their professional experience and 

details of participation in collaborative activity. The second section elicited 

responses about the staff members' professional and personal interactions with 

colleagues. 

   The first two items on the cover page of the questionnaire asked 

participants to disclose their unique ID number and School ID, both of which 

could be found on an accompanying staff roster. These items enabled the 

researcher to consolidate existing demographic data received from the schools at 

the time of verifying staff numbers, with participants' questionnaire responses. 

The data provided by the schools included the staff members' professional roles, 

their gender, and their full names. This information was only provided by 

principals once each school had been fully informed about the research and 

consented to participate.  

   Section 'A' of the questionnaire was intended to elicit attribute data from 

participants that could be incorporated into the network graphs using UCINET 

(Borgatti, Everett, & Freeman, 2002). This attribute information included the 

participants' years of teaching experience, duration of employment at their 

current school, level of education, and their involvement in Shared Education 
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work. This enabled the researcher to make inferences about the staff members' 

embeddedness within the network structure. It also permitted the researcher to 

distinguish between those who had been directly involved in Shared Education 

and staff members on the periphery or omitted from the collaborative activity.  

   Upon completion of Section 'A', participants progressed to a partition 

page. The primary function of this page was to interrupt the respondents' 

advance from the first section in preparation for a new format of question. It also 

had the added purpose of explaining the accompanying roster, and informing 

participants about the format of the subsequent network questions. These 

instructions were considered pertinent given the supposed lack of familiarity with 

sociometric instruments in general. The network questions in Section 'B' were 

presented in a multigrid format, making the survey appear shorter and reducing 

the number of pages in the paper-based questionnaire (Borgatti et al, 2013: 50). 

For each network question, participants were permitted to list an upper limit of 15 

alters in a limited choice design (Hennig et al, 2012: 77). This reduced the 

response burden placed on participants (Marsden, 2011: 373). The 

accompanying roster was also intended to offer assisted recall for participants 

when considering their 15 nominations for each question. It was anticipated that 

this would ensure participants took into account their interactions with colleagues 

in partner schools.  

   Asking participants to rate their nominations was preferred over a 

ranking technique (Wasserman & Faust, 1994: 48). Respondents were asked to 

assign values to each tie through a series of supplementary questions (name 

interpreters) measured by Likert-type scales. These questions elicited data on 

trust and tie strength. Tie strength is considered to be a multidimensional concept 

with multiple indicators (Marsden & Campbell, 2012). In this study, measures of 

the duration and frequency of interactions between the ego and alter were taken 

as indicators of ties strength. Duration and frequency also play a significant role 

in the operation of intergroup contact within organisations, and were selected 

accordingly (Nelson, 1989). Respondents were asked to disclose the number of 

years they had known the nominated colleague, and how frequently they 

interacted with them—Daily, Weekly, Monthly, Once or twice a year. To validate 

these responses, participants were also asked to unambiguously rate the 

perceived strength of each nominated tie—Low, Medium, High. To offer a cursory 
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measure of trust between participants, they were asked to indicate the level of 

trust they had in each of their disclosed relationships—Low, Medium, High. The 

researcher understands that this is a rudimentary scale and that trust is a much 

more complex construct (Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 1999). However, the 

conventional scale for measuring trust in schools includes 26 items (Hoy & 

Tschannen-Moran, 2003), which was considered too long and cumbersome for 

the format of questioning used in this study. Nevertheless, the 3-point Likert-type 

scale was included to offer an additional perspective on the staff relationships 

and to explore how trust manifests across the whole network. This decision was 

informed by research indicating that trust is a facilitator of collaboration 

(Tschannen-Moran, 2001), a binding element in partnership working (Dhillon, 

2005), and has a mediating role in the transfer of tacit knowledge between weak 

ties (Levin & Cross, 2004).  

   The primary function of Section 'B' of the questionnaire was to elicit 

multiplex data on the different types of ties that existed between staff members in 

the Contested Space partnership. The questions asked participants to nominate 

the colleagues that they most often: 

- Exchanged resources with (Hughes et al, 2010);  
- Sought professional knowledge from (Daly & Finnegan, 2010);  
- Discussed personal matters with (Cole & Weiss, 2009); and 
- Met in informal social settings (Kochan & Teddlie, 2005).  

 

These particular interactions were chosen in reference to the interlocking benefits 

and outcomes of the Shared Education model of collaboration—Educational, 

Economic, and Social—whilst also focusing on two of the four dyadic phenomena 

identified and categorised by Borgatti and colleagues (2009) as relational 

events—interactions and flows. The network questions posed were intended to 

reveal ties motivated by typical, everyday interactions that reflect the activity 

indicators for the Shared Education model of collaboration.  

4.6.2  Network ID Roster 

A network ID roster was compiled to accompany the questionnaire instrument. Its 

application was intended to enhance participant confidentiality by providing ID 

numbers that were used to respond to the network questions. This provided an 

alternative to disclosing the full names of participants' nominations, and their own 
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ego identity. Its implementation was also intended to limit measurement error or 

lack of participant recall as a consequence of forgetting associates (Brewer, 

2000). Using a roster is considered to increase the probability that participants 

will report more of their actual ties, and also weaker ties, in comparison to free-

recall techniques (Hlebec & Ferligoj, 2002).  

   To compile the roster, each of the participating principals provided a list 

of their staff whom they considered to be members of the professional teaching 

community in their respective schools. Along with the staff members' full names, 

they provided their primary roles within the school and the staff members' email 

addresses. It should be noted that the staff members' email addresses were used 

for the sole purpose of recruiting interview participants, and were not disclosed to 

other participants at any stage of the research. The final roster was formatted into 

an optimal order. As with question-order effects in network name generators, 

Pustejovsky and Spillane (2009: 228) indicate that response effects such as 

fatigue and satisficing, might arise as a result of the order in which alters are 

listed. However, their observations were based on participants having to report 

on all the actors on a given roster. In this study, each network question limited 

participant responses to 15 nominations, inviting use of the roster as an 

instrument to prompt participant recall. Nevertheless, careful consideration was 

given to its arrangement. Staff member names and their corresponding ID 

numbers were initially ordered according to the school in which they were 

employed. Within these school groupings, alters were listed in order of role, from 

Leadership to P7 teacher. This permitted participants to locate a colleague’s ID 

number by identifying which school they worked in, and their roles within that 

school. It was anticipated that this layout would reduce the duration that 

participants took to find their colleagues, whilst also enumerating all the potential 

alters for nomination. 

   If an actor had inadvertently been omitted from the roster despite 

previous efforts for complete enumeration, the participants were given the 

opportunity to add them during the questionnaire. Participants were instructed to 

provide this alter's information in a designated section of the roster, and given a 

temporary ID number. This permitted participants to verify the roster of actors and 

enhance the accuracy of the network boundary.     
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4.6.3  Social Network Graphs 

The nominations elicited from the questionnaire stage of this study were used to 

generate social network graphs. These graphs were rendered using NetDraw 

(Borgatti, 2002) and formatted according to the researcher’s interpretation of 

guidelines made by Krempel (2011) and Hennig and colleagues (2012: 149). The 

subsequent visualisations were used by the researcher to qualitatively interpret 

the participants' networks and schematically identify network characteristics. 

Moreover, the graphs were used during the interview process as a tool to elicit 

the participants' perceptions of their network.  

4.6.4  Semi-structured interviews 

To enrich and supplement the quantitative aspects of the research, this study 

employed qualitative techniques to reveal the content and meaning of ties, as 

advocated by Crossley (2010) and Edwards (2010). The preferred qualitative 

approach involved a series of semi-structured interviews with staff members from 

the partnership.    

   The aim of an interview is to reveal beliefs held by the interviewee 

through exposing the conceptual structures that reside inside them (Hallden, 

Haglund, & Strömdahl, 2007). A qualitative approach tends to move away from 

the pre-structured, standardised interview form towards an open ended or semi-

structured style (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2002). Semi-structured interviews 

allow for expression and more elaborate responses—permitting interviewees to 

pursue topics of particular interest, whilst retaining a focus on direction 

throughout the investigation (Bryman, 2012). In this study, a semi-structured 

format was chosen to maintain consistency of enquiry across all 16 interviews 

whilst permitting interviewees to explore important aspects of the Contested 

Space network from their own perspective. This proved useful as no prior 

knowledge of the network structure was available and this format offered the 

flexibility necessary to pursue new ideas as they emerged from the discussion. 

To facilitate this format an interview guide was drafted, which provided a list of 

themes and issues to be addressed during the interview (Bryman, 2012: 472). 

This guide included an introductory script, warm-up questions, and six main 

themes to discuss with participants.          
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4.6.5  Interview Guide 

An interview guide was used to initiate and conduct the semi-structured interview 

process. This template can be found in appendix 6. The guide included a script 

outlining the key points of consideration for candidates, procedures for the 

session, confidentiality terms, warm-up questions to ease the participants into 

conversation, and the key themes to be discussed during the interview. The focus 

of the interviews was on interschool collaboration and the candidates' views on 

the operation of the collaborative partnership. 

   The key topics discussed in the interview were derived from the 

identified themes for investigation (section 4.2) and section 'B' of the network 

questionnaire along with others of interest to the researcher. Topics included: 

interschool collaboration, sharing resources, professional knowledge, staff 

relationships, network perceptions, and sustainability. In accordance with the 

flexible nature of semi-structured interviews, the topics were ordered arbitrarily. 

This allowed the researcher to respond to new ideas and conversation as they 

emerged during each interview.   

   Interviewees were also given the opportunity to reflect upon their 

partnership's network by reviewing four distinct network graphs—figure 5.2, figure 

5.3, figure 5.4, and figure 5.10—in an arbitrary order. This provided the 

opportunity to further explain the structural patterns that emerged from the 

quantitative data, and functioned as a way of bringing the data sources together. 

In this regard, the interviews were used as a way of assessing the accuracy of 

the researcher's interpretation of the network graphs by eliciting an 'insider's' 

perception. 

 

4.7 Data Collection 

Data collection for this study was conducted during the concluding stages of the 

Contested Space programme, in its original format. The schools had recently 

celebrated their participation with an evening event for staff members and had 

begun to consider future iterations of the partnership.  

   The collection of data was scheduled following a series of face-to-face 

meetings with the principals of each primary school, facilitated by members of the 
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SEP academic and administrative team. This interactive context helped establish 

a personal rapport with the principals to assist accessing the staff population. 

Principals were fully informed of the purpose and design of the study during these 

meetings, at which point they provided written consent for their respective 

schools to participate. A suitable date for implementing the questionnaire was 

agreed with the principals, whilst a schedule for interviews was arranged at the 

discretion of the researcher, upon completion of the quantitative stage. All staff 

members were provided with information booklets detailing the purpose; logistics; 

methodology; and confidentiality terms of the research, according to 

requirements for informed consent specified by the ethics committee at QUB 

(further details in section 4.8). The information booklet for teachers can be found 

in appendix 8. The following section outlines the procedure for implementing the 

questionnaire instrument and conducting the semi-structured interviews.        

4.7.1  Questionnaire 

The questionnaire was a paper-based instrument implemented by the researcher 

in person to establish rapport with respondents. A more interactive context is 

considered to enable the researcher to improve respondent recall through various 

probing techniques (Borgatti et al, 2013: 55). It was also anticipated that a paper-

based instrument would be more pragmatic in attempts to achieve 

exhaustiveness and administer a complete census of the participants.    

   Participants in all five schools completed the questionnaire within an 

observed time frame of one school week (5 days) in June, 2014. Each school 

arranged for its staff members to congregate for one hour on a predesignated 

day, during which all participants in that school would complete and return their 

questionnaire. This window of completion was strictly imposed in consideration of 

the dynamism and changeability of network ties over time. If data collection from 

each of the schools had been separated by longer time intervals, it is possible 

that the context in which alter nominations were made could change, potentially 

rendering dyads inaccurate and obsolete. 

   Respondents were provided with a copy of the questionnaire, a roster 

that compiled the ID numbers of all members of the Contested Space 

professional community, and an additional copy of the information booklet. The 

session began with an introduction to remind participants of the nature and 
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purpose of the research, as well as the risks, benefits and confidentiality terms of 

the study. It was emphasised that participation was voluntary and that they could 

withdraw from the session at any stage without providing a reason. Furthermore, 

the process of consent was reiterated, reminding staff members that completion 

of the questionnaire would imply consent for their data to be used. Instructions 

were then given on how to complete the questionnaire. A majority of the staff 

members across all five schools indicated that they had never seen a sociometric 

instrument. This caused initial confusion that subsided once the instructions had 

been conveyed and participants began to address the network questions. On 

average, it took participants 25 minutes to complete the instrument. During the 

questionnaire sessions the researcher observed that the staff networks became 

perceptible as participants approached colleagues for advice on how to complete 

certain aspects of the instrument.   

   Upon completion of the sessions all the questionnaires were collected 

along with any accompanying rosters, to maintain confidentiality. It was important 

that no rosters were permitted to be kept by participants, as the device would 

provide a key to identifying alters in the final social network graphs. Any 

absentees were recorded by the researcher and followed up at a later point within 

the week, if possible.  

4.7.2  Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were used to elicit narrative data from participants. In 

total, 16 interviews were conducted on a 1-to-1 basis by the researcher over a 

two week period in September, 2014. The interview candidates included the 5 

principals of the participating primary schools, 5 teachers who had been directly 

involved in the delivery of the Contested Space programme, 5 teachers who had 

disclosed no involvement in the programme, and the central coordinator. The 5 

principals and central coordinator were recruited purposively, along with 10 other 

candidates selected according to their embedded positions within the network. 

   Once the interview candidates had been identified an approach was 

made to recruit them directly by the researcher. This was intended to maintain 

confidentiality by removing intermediaries from the process. The candidates were 

contacted via the email addresses that had been provided by the Principals at an 

earlier stage in the research. Attached to the covering email explaining the 
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interview stage, was a consent form to be completed by the participant and 

returned to the researcher at the beginning of their interview. The consent form 

reiterated the confidentiality terms of the research, that the interview would be 

audio recorded, and offered the opportunity for candidates to request alternative 

arrangements to accommodate their attendance. Participants were offered a 

neutral location or wherever was most convenient and comfortable for them, 

provided there was minimal background noise that might disrupt the interview—in 

all cases this was a location within their school.   

   At the beginning of each interview session an introduction was made by 

the researcher to establish a rapport with the interviewee. It was anticipated that 

this would put the candidate at ease and encourage them to provide more 

nuanced responses. The researcher then followed a script outlined in the semi-

structured interview guide (appendix 6). Interviewees were reminded that 

participation was voluntary and that they had the right to withdraw at any point. 

The risks and benefits of taking part were also restated alongside the instructions 

for the session. At this point the participant was informed that audio recording 

would begin and subsequently given time to become accustomed to the device. 

The interview then continued to follow the stipulated guide by asking participants 

a number of questions about their experiences and the themes extracted from the 

questionnaire. The time allocated for each interview was 60 minutes, but the 

actual time taken varied depending on the participant—with the minimum taking 

just 20 minutes and the maximum 1 hour 10 minutes (at the discretion of the 

participant).  

 

4.8 Ethical Considerations 

This study was approved prior to data collection by the School of Education 

ethics committee at QUB. Approval was subject to a review of the research 

design and the measures taken to protect participants from harm.  

4.8.1  Identifiability of Participants 

It is important for network analysts to fully consider the implications of their work, 

as the method presents different challenges from standard-practice social 

science research. One of the main concerns that analysts have to contend with is 
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the protection of participants' identities. In most circumstances SNA methods 

require each respondent to identify themselves, the implication being that 

anonymity cannot be guaranteed. Moreover, respondents are asked to disclose 

the individuals with whom they are tied. This presents complications, especially if 

a nominated individual is also a non-respondent (Borgatti, Everett, & Johnson, 

2013: 40). By proxy, they are included in the network, without having given 

explicit consent. To address this issue the researcher could remove all ties and 

data relating to the non-respondent. But, this may compromise the quality and 

reliability of certain network measures (Borgatti & Ofem, 2010). For that reason, 

the researcher elected to retain the nominations made by consenting participants 

of non-respondents, but minimise the risk to these actors. Consent was also 

elicited from the schools' principals prior to the research, so that all the staff alters 

could be included in the partnership's roster (section 4.6.2)—no information 

deemed sensitive was included for any staff member. To mitigate the risk of 

potentially compromising participants' identities, this study emphasised the 

voluntary nature of participation; disclosed how participant data would be used; 

and provided ID numbers for all alters to ensure that participants were 

unidentifiable.  

   The implications of using SNA techniques have also become apparent 

to education researchers. An investigation into the potential of SNA to appraise 

programmes that target school improvement through collaboration found that 

school staff members had concerns about sharing social network data with their 

schools (Penuel et al, 2006). More specifically, they were concerned about 

revealing information about isolated teachers; their data being used as an 

accountability tool; their data having a negative effect on staff friendships; 

teachers comparing themselves to others leading to negative competition; and 

fears that expectations of themselves would not be matched by the data. 

Consequently, using SNA in schools is a tricky endeavour that requires a 

rigorous ethical approach.  

   In this study, participants were fully informed about the research and 

provided an information booklet outlining the ethical concerns prior to data 

collection. They were notified that consent for the quantitative stage would be 

implied by submitting a completed questionnaire, and that they had the right to 

withdraw at any point without providing a reason. A total of 15 staff members did 
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not provide questionnaire responses. At the time of the study these staff 

members were identified by the principals as being long term absences, but were 

still considered part of the Contested Space network. It was determined that 

these actors could not be identified within the network graphs and that no 

sensitive information was being used. Only one of these 15 non-respondents 

requested that they be removed from the roster, and they were subsequently 

omitted. For the qualitative stage, it was made clear that explicit consent would 

be pursued prior to the interview session. Recruitment of interview candidates 

was done without the use of intermediaries by contacting them directly via their 

professional email addresses, thereby enhancing confidentiality. It was also 

emphasised that no names or identifiers would be published in the final thesis. 

  Within the partnership being studied, a unique ethical concern emerged 

as the schools employed a central coordinator, who operated independently. By 

definition and their embedded position within the network it was likely that they 

would be more at risk in terms of their identifiability. Prior to the study, the 

researcher emphasised to this actor that maintaining their confidentiality would be 

difficult. They were also provided with information about how their data would be 

used and the risks involved with SNA. In spite of this, the central coordinator 

gave their expressed permission for the researcher to use their data, To address 

any issues of confidentiality the researcher removed all instances of this actor's 

name and redacted, or omitted any data, or responses that may cause them 

harm. It was acknowledged that the central coordinator's identity would likely be 

more obvious to those familiar with the partnership. Consequently, they were 

given more authority of the use of their data and were offered the opportunity to 

review and redact their interview transcripts—this step was also taken with the 

schools' principals.      

4.8.2  Identifiability of Schools 

Each school was made aware during the consent process that the partnership 

and city would be identifiable. Nevertheless, to reduce their identifiability to the 

reader, each school was assigned a letter to replace their name. This was 

intended to limit the identifiability of participants in instances that key actors were 

discussed. Each of the schools' principals were informed that complete 

anonymity of their institution could not be provided, a point that was also 

conveyed to the participants—each principal provided a signed consent form for 
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their school to be included in the study. It is acknowledged that school  

identifiability may have had an influence on the data elicited from participants, 

particularly the interviewed key actors, who may have wished to portray their 

institution and themselves favourably. Further steps were taken after data 

analysis to reduce the identification of schools by removing instances that may 

have revealed their locations - such as maps. However, the general locations of 

the schools within this study and the local context in which the partnership was 

embedded were considered to influence how they collaborated, an observation 

considered previously by Duffy and Gallagher (2014 & 2015). As such, some 

discussions of the partnership's local context remain having taken steps to 

reduce features that directly identify the schools. 

 

4.9 Analysis Strategy 

The analysis of the data was conducted over three stages—by implication of the 

study’s explanatory sequential mixed methodological approach. The quantitative 

and qualitative data were analysed consecutively, followed by connecting their 

results. A summary of the three stages is presented in table 4.3. A disclosure of 

the steps taken during each stage will now clarify the sequential process of the 

analyses and assist with any replication of the study.  

Table 4.3 Summary of Stages of Analysis Strategy 

 

Stage Dataset Analysis Type Output 

1 Quantitative 
Social Network Analysis 

Descriptive Statistics 

Matrices 

Sociograms 

Frequency Counts 

Central Tendencies 

2 Qualitative Thematic  
Codes 

Themes 

3 Connected 
Triangulation 

Corroborative Logic 

Narrative Summary 

Findings 
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4.9.1  Quantitative Analysis 

In total, 82 members from the Contested Space professional community 

completed a questionnaire. This equated to 85% of the pre-targeted population, 

of 97 staff members. It should be noted that although 82 staff members 

responded to the questionnaire, all 97 partnership staff members were included 

in the network analysis, as the 15 non-respondents were nominated by 

colleagues. Their paper-based responses were individually entered by the 

researcher into an Excel spreadsheet (Microsoft, 2013). In this format the data 

could be manipulated easily, which facilitated a process of data preparation—

namely, cleaning and coding. A coding frame was predetermined to assist in 

maintaining consistency and accuracy throughout the coding procedure. At this 

point the data was in a flexible format appropriate for any statistical analysis. The 

coding was checked for consistency before the prepared data was divergently 

manipulated for two parallel purposes—the SNA and descriptive statistics.  

   The researcher conducted the SNA first to reveal the structural 

characteristics of the Contested Space network, determine the structural features 

that shaped collaborative practice and to illuminate the extent of links between 

the constituent schools. Section B of the staff questionnaire, in which the staff 

members nominated colleagues, provided the relational data used to perform this 

analysis. These name generator responses were used to produced one-mode 

social network graphs pertaining to (a) the exchange of resources, (b) seeking 

professional knowledge (c) personal discussion, and (d) informal socialising. To 

do this, the relational data was arranged into an Edgelist1 format (Borgatti, 

Everett, & Freeman, 2002), using Excel. Once formatted into the aforementioned 

lists, the data was subsequently uploaded to UCINET (Borgatti, Everett, & 

Freeman, 2002) via the DL Editor which converted the lists into adjacency 

matrices to which graph theory was applied, resulting in statistical measurements 

of the social relations defined in the network. Each nomination made by 

respondents formed a dyad that recorded the content, direction and value of the 

disclosed relationship. It should be noted that the question regarding meeting 

colleagues socially was interpreted as a logically symmetrical relationship (i.e. 

reciprocated) whilst the others were asymmetrical in nature, such as advice 

seeking relationships (Moolenaar, 2012: 21). For that reason, its matrix operation 

included forced symmetry.   
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   Each discrete matrix was saved as a UCINET datafile and subject to 

multiple cohesion network measures (table 4.4) to examine the structural 

properties of the Contested Space partnership. All four matrices were then 

combined into a multiplex format that overlapped all the predetermined 

collaborative interactions into one consolidated network (Hanneman & Riddle, 

2011: 338). The average degree for participants was 9.948, thereby validating the 

length of the sociometric instrument—15 maximum nominations were not 

exceeded. A reduction method was preferred to combine the information about 

multiple staff interactions into a single relation that indexed the quantity of their 

ties (Hanneman & Riddle, 2005). This approach facilitated an overview of the 

partnership’s network observed at staff level and institutional level between the 

five partner schools. The whole network approach in which this study's 

methodology is anchored, offered a cross-sectional snapshot of the Contested 

Space partnership’s structure.   

 

Table 4.4 Description of Relevant Multiple Cohesion Measures 

Measure Description 

Average Degree 
The degree of a node is the number of edges connected to it. An average is 

taken of all node degrees in an underlying graph.  

Density 
The density of a binary network is the total number of ties divided by the total 

number of possible ties. 

Centrality  

Freeman (1979) 

On occasion, the degree centrality of a network was taken. This indicates how 

evenly distributed power and influence is within the network.  In the context of 

collaboration or friendship, in-degree is often interpreted as a form of 

popularity. 

Components 
A subgraph in which any two vertices are connected to each other by paths, 

and which is connected to no additional vertices in the meta-structure. 

Connectedness 1 minus the fragmentation (see below). 

Fragmentation Proportion of pairs of vertices that cannot reach each other. 

Reciprocity 
A tie is reciprocated if whenever a tie is connected from actor A to actor B then 

there is a tie from actor B to actor A. 

*This table was compiled using information from UCINET (Borgatti, Everett, & Freeman, 2002). 
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  The background variables had the dual purpose of providing an attribute 

list for the network graphs and offering statistics to enrich the demographic profile 

of the staff members. In the latter regard, a series of basic statistical procedures 

were applied to the data, which produced frequencies, averages and central 

tendencies. The variables subject to this analysis included the respondents’ 

gender, experience, qualifications, and participation in Shared Education. Only 

the data from those who responded (82) to the questionnaire were used in any 

descriptive statistics presented in the results chapters. It is conceded that whilst 

the researcher elicited background data to determine the quality of the staff 

members’ ties—namely tie strength, duration, frequency of contact, and trust—

these were reluctantly omitted from the analysis. This was much deliberated and 

there were a number of reasons for the omission, one being the time limitations 

of the study. It was also reasoned that dichotomised data, i.e., either 0 or 1, for 

the networks was more appropriate than valued data for the purpose of exploring 

the partnership’s structures. Moreover, given the mixed methods design of this 

study there was a limit to the amount of both quantitative and qualitative data 

analysis that could be achieved in the time frame available. However, it is 

acknowledged that tie quality was considered in the questionnaire design. To 

clarify, the claims made by this study will not include inferences regarding the 

quality of the network ties, just that some form of interaction has or has not 

occurred. This is prompted by a cross-sectional analysis of the network data in 

order to address our research themes of investigation (as given in section 4.2).  

4.9.2  Qualitative Analysis 

Once the initial quantitative analysis had been completed, the schools were 

revisited for stage two of data collection—the semi-structured interviews of which 

there were 16. These Interviews were conducted to elicit narrative data that 

would enrich and add context to the identified structural characteristics.  

   Each participant’s interview had been recorded for the purposes of 

transcribing their data and to improve the accuracy of the researcher’s 

recollection. These recordings were listened to several times to gain greater 

familiarity with the data before undertaking a lengthy process of transcription. The 

transcriptions were subject to a thematic analysis that established the patterns of 

themes emerging from the participants' accounts of interschool collaboration. To 

do this, each transcription was uploaded to MAXQDA, version 11, at which point 
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an initial round of coding was conducted. This produced a considerable list of 

preliminary codes, which were printed, trimmed into separate threads of paper 

and thematised by hand using the practical utensil of a theme board (see 

appendix 9 for images). The researcher felt that this approach permitted greater 

immersion in the data and assisted in deliberating each code's significance. Upon 

conclusion of the initial round of thematising, the list of codes was revisited in 

MAXQDA and a process of reduction was applied to identify the core narratives 

and omit those that were less recurrent. The resultant condensed list of codes 

was reorganised into sub-themes, again using a theme board, under the 

headings of the pre-established themes of investigation (section 4.2). These 

subthemes and groups of codes were reviewed by peers for verification and to 

enhance their validity. The final subthemes were as follows: 

 

• Antecedents of Network 

Formation 

• Multiplexity 

• Governance 

• School Variations 

• School Size 

• Institutional Relationships 

• Impediments to Institutional 

Links 

• Network Asymmetry 

• Network stability 

• Attributes & Demographics 

• Roles 

• Participation in Shared 

Education 

• Identity 

• Teacher Development 

• Collaborative Intelligence 

• Trust 

• Staff Solidarity 

• Relational Behaviours 

• Communication 

• Leadership 

• Modes of Interaction 

• Strength of Staff Ties 

• Perspectives on Shared 

Education 

• Discourses of Participation 

• Collaborative Commodities 

• Pedagogy of Sharing 
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  This concluded the discrete data analyses from which network 

measurements, descriptive statistics, narrative themes and codes were 

produced. At this point, both separate outputs were synthesised and consolidated 

to triangulate the results. 

4.9.3  Connecting the Analyses 

The integration of the analyses is a critical phase of a mixed methods design and 

is contested as having many potential barriers (Bryman, 2007). In the current 

study, a sequential design was chosen in which the data was building or 

extending upon first stage data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). In this way, the 

two distinct types of data were connected with one another rather than 

converged. In doing so, the data analysis is much simpler than in concurrent data 

collection designs. This entailed revisiting quantitative results to explore and build 

on them with the narrative data and themes. The primary means of tangibly 

connecting the two datasets was the selection of interview participants according 

to their quantitative data and pre-established criteria. Second, these participants 

commented on the network graphs rendered from the quantitative analysis, which 

was intended to connect their personal insights with the analysed quantitative 

data. Corroborative logic (as discussed by Mason, 2006) was also applied, in 

which the two forms of data and method were used to triangulate and 

substantiate each other. To support this, time was spent in consultation with 

peers who had carried out research in similar areas within social network analysis 

and Shared Education to obtain a check on the theoretical insights that the 

researcher believed to connect the datasets.  

4.9.4  Graph Visualisation 

Upon completion of the network measures, the UCINET datafiles were exported 

to the visualisation software, NetDraw (Borgatti, 2002), to render a range of 

sociograms that offered supplementary qualitative interpretations. Both the 

relational data and attribute data were combined to generate these network 

graphs that visually represented the structure of the Contested Space partnership 

and the participants' embedded positions. The process of visualisation followed 

the parameters and conventions as discussed by Krempel (2011). It was also 

acknowledged that multiplex graphs are sometimes problematic because they 
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can lose information about which ties connect which actors. Therefore, where 

appropriate, the graphs were presented in simplex form.  

   Throughout the presentation of results, a consistent key was applied 

when representing the nodes (figure 4.1). To maintain confidentiality the nodes 

were not labelled in any graph. This was also in line with the scope of the study to 

explore the larger structures of a Shared Education partnership as opposed to its 

egonets. On some occasions, nodes were highlighted for the purpose of 

supporting the argument. This was achieved by amending node size according to 

their centrality—the bigger the node, the more central the actor. The position of 

nodes in each graph—except when stated—was a consequence of a spring 

embedding layout, which uses an iterative fitting algorithm (Hanneman & Riddle, 

2005). This entails the relocation of each node according to geodesic distances 

and a badness fit measurement. This is systematically repeated 100 times by the 

algorithm to produce the resultant graph. The procedure also incorporated node 

repulsion and equal edge length to ensure that no nodes were obscured. In the 

event that a graph did not adhere to the conventions, the accompanying text 

describes the nuanced aspects of the rendering for the reader. All of these 

graphs are presented within the subsequent results chapters. 

 

Figure 4.1 Graph Visualisation Key 
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4.10 Limitations 

4.10.1  Issues of Validity and Reliability 

When implementing a mixed methods design, it is important that the researcher 

considers the validity and reliability of both quantitative and qualitative elements 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011: 210). However, this can be challenging when the 

quantitative procedures involve social network analysis. The reliability of network 

measures and the accuracy of participants' responses have often been 

questioned when reviewing social network methods, such as the issues raised by 

Marsden (1990; 2011). To date, these issues remain a concern for social network 

analysts as they attempt to differentiate between the 'true structure' of participant 

networks and the 'observed structure' of these networks, according to the 

participants' recall and perceptions (see Holland & Leinhardt, 1973, for original 

discussion). In the current study, the researcher acknowledges that the network 

questions faced no specific test for validity—whether or not the four network 

questions were meaningful indicators of sharing education. However, the 

questions were taken from earlier studies on Shared Education and collaboration, 

both quantitative and qualitative in their approaches (see section 4.6.1) and were 

therefore considered to be reliable, to an extent. To test this, participants were 

asked during the interviews to report on the network graphs constructed from the 

elicited network data, in a face validity exercise (see end of section 4.6.5). The 

results from this exercise were positive, with all the interview participants 

exhibiting familiarity with their networks and were able to identify themselves, 

their school, and some unprompted aspects of their networks.  

  In terms of the qualitative stages of mixed methods research, Creswell 

and Plano Clark (2011: 211) claim that checking for qualitative validity means 

assessing whether the information obtained through data collection is accurate. 

The use of interviews should be considered as posing a risk to the validity and 

reliability of findings and interpretations, as the setting in which this data is 

gathered may not be naturalistic. Consequently, 'meaning' may be constructed 

within the research environment due to the participant interacting with the 

researcher (Seidman, 1998). This was acknowledged during the current study in 

order to minimise distortion of the data. However, it is also accepted that 

research with human participants relies, to an extent, on the joint construction of 

meaning between the participant and investigator.  
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  Several strategies were adopted to obtain a sufficient level of accuracy 

and ensure minimal researcher bias. Triangulation of the data from multiple 

sources, during the analysis stage, was employed to take into account alternative 

explanations and perspectives. Additionally, multiple, independent pieces of 

information relating to the partnership in focus, including previously reported 

insights from key stakeholders, were considered in order to gain a more 

comprehensive understanding of the partnership's development. Face validity 

was also applied through the widespread use of direct quotations from the 

research participants (see Guest, MacQueen & Namey, 2011). During the 

analysis stage, evidence for each code was accrued from multiple sources and 

the codes that could not be substantiated were carefully considered and omitted 

from the final round of coding. Additionally, peers and colleagues who were 

familiar with the research site, but not affiliated to the present study, were asked 

to review the database and qualitative results using their own criteria (Creswell, 

2007).         

4.10.2  Generalisability 

The findings from this study should not be considered generalisable across a 

range of Shared Education partnerships. They are specific to the partnership 

under investigation and no comparisons have been drawn with other cases. 

Thus, the researcher urges caution when borrowing from the present study to 

describe another network of Shared Education schools. Networks are dynamic 

and it is also understood that no two networks are the same—they are often 

shaped by their context (Friemel, 2008). For that reason, we might expect Shared 

Education networks to vary according to a range of variables including a 

partnership’s purpose, size, duration, and local context.   

4.10.3  Role of the Researcher 

It is acknowledged and accepted that the researcher may have also brought their 

personal experiences and personal assessments of the meanings of findings, as 

highlighted as a potential research concern by Creswell and Plano Clark (2011: 

210). Furthermore, for the purpose of transparency, it should be reiterated that 

the researcher was funded by Atlantic Philanthropies through Shared Education. 

The expectation is that this may have been problematic for the researcher and 

participants, whose partnership was also funded through associated channels.  
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4.11 Introduction to Results 

The results chapters presented subsequently are inherently discursive in style as 

a product of both quantitative and qualitative analyses, and connection of these 

data sources. The title and content of each chapter were derived from the broad 

themes of investigation (section 4.2), developed from the literature base. 

Accordingly, the results from the network analysis and corresponding narrative 

summary are presented in relation to each theme.  

   Lima (2010a: 13) contends that emergent relationships between 

teachers can comprise 'hidden' networks, which are just as important for 

understanding organisations. This notion also corresponds to discussions of 

network ecology in which 'networks of networks can emerge, often cross-cutting 

one another and forming interlocking structures’ (Lima, 2010b: 14). This, in part, 

formed the theoretical grounding from which the current exploratory study 

departs. Within this partnership's meta-network, the staff members were 

considered to be embedded within at least two identified substructures—the 

school in which they practiced and direct involvement in Shared Education, or no 

involvement.   

   The first results chapter will explore the observed network structures of 

the Contested Space partnership, how this network structure came to exist, the 

configuration of staff ties, and the stability of the observed network structure. This 

chapter will then be followed by a presentation of results pertaining to the content 

and membership of the partnership. It will explore the profile of staff members 

who constitute the network and attempt to capture the structural facets of their 

participation. It will also incorporate a closer examination of the relationships 

between the schools' leaders and the networked learning processes observed 

during the study. The third results chapter attends to certain aspects of how the 

staff members developed their relationships, and adds quality and collegial 

aspects to their ties. 
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5 THE NETWORK STRUCTURE OF A SHARED EDUCATION PARTNERSHIP 

Chapter Five: 
 

The Network Structure of a Shared 
Education Partnership 
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This first results chapter will explore the observed social network structures of the 

Contested Space partnership that have emerged as a consequence of the 

relationships between staff members. Before this exploration of the Contested 

Space network, it was important to understand how the partnership came to be 

and how it evolved into its current state. To do this an initial investigation of the 

antecedents of network formation was conducted. 

 

5.1 Antecedents of Network Formation 

The schools’ partnership timeline did not begin at the inception of the Foyle 

Contested Space project (see section 4.4). Interview participants acknowledged 

that they had opportunities to engage with their partner schools and peers 

through participation in a range of precursory initiatives. The foremost, albeit 

marginal, involvement that the schools had with one another was through the 

Sharing Education Programme (SEP), which afforded them prior experience of 

collaboration with one another: 

...we had been in the old Sharing Education, y'know the old S E P? Sharing 
Education Programme, so I've really been in this for six or seven years. Then 
that programme dwindled a little bit and then this new project came in, 
Contested Space. Participant 68 School E 

However, there was nothing in this statement to suggest that the staff 

relationships and ties from the SEP were maintained and utilised during the 

Contested Space project—new individuals may have been inducted into 

collaborative activities thus requiring new tie formations. In fact, the testimony of 

some interviewees corroborated existing knowledge about the partnership that 

not all the schools had the experience of participating in the SEP: 

Some of the other schools had come out of the S E P programme and we 
hadn't been involved in that so I knew nothing about it, and I was sitting at 
that meeting left way behind trying to catch up. Listening to what was going 
on, trying to catch up. Participant 86 School C 

For the schools not involved, staff members were required to quickly establish a 

basic knowledge of Shared Education and ‘catch up’. This could be perceived 

both negatively and positively—no prior experience of sharing might place a 

burden upon both the newly initiated school and its partners, as an imbalance of 

knowledge and practice potentially exists. On the other hand, the veteran schools 
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might hasten the learning process and offer ways to avoid or resolve challenges 

that they have already encountered—as observed by Chapman (2008) in a 

context of English education. Either way, the SEP had a critical role in the 

inception of the current partnership. Other participant recollections indicated that 

the local post-primary schools had been influential during the SEP and were a 

major driver of the early attempts at collaboration between the primary schools: 

…we would've always gone to [redacted maintained post-primary school] 
that's where everything was facilitated when the programme started but it 
was led by the principal there now, she was a big driver of this and she 
would've been nearly facilitating the whole project for us, at that early stage. 
Participant 68 School E 

The initial aspiration for the Foyle Contested Space project was that the local 

post-primary schools would work more closely with their primary counterparts in a 

much larger model of collaboration. However, the support from the post-primary 

schools inferred by participant 68 subsequently fell away, effectively resulting in 

two distinct partnerships. A variety of reasons were suggested as to why the 

post-primary schools decided to cluster together, but the general consensus from 

the primary schools’ leadership was that the post-primary schools had different 

needs to address, which made cross-phase collaboration superfluous. Despite 

the perceived negativity surrounding this withdrawal, the interview participants 

acknowledged that their post-primary counterparts contributed to other 

partnership projects including a joint stage production entitled ‘The Divided City’.  

   Participant accounts of the partnership’s inception revealed the 

multiplexity of their professional relationships and that a range of latent social 

network structures existed beyond that of the Foyle Contested Space 

partnership. As one of the partnership’s leaders remarked, ‘…there are other 

things going on sometimes between schools’ (participant 85). These other 

professional engagements provided opportunities for staff members to intersect 

with their counterparts from other schools without the banner of Shared 

Education:  

We're working on projects with [redacted maintained post-primary], 
[redacted nursery school], I would be on the management committee of 
[redacted community centre], I'm on the steering group for the Foyle Nursery-
Primary Area Learning Community, Shared Education—so collaborations 
would be good and important, relationships would be important both 
externally and internally. Participant 88 School D 
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In this instance it was a principal who disclosed their professional commitments, 

most of which were consistent with their role as the highest authority within the 

school and its foremost representative. They also alluded to the importance of 

maintaining connections to professional network structures beyond their school 

gates. In the majority of the reported cases of links to other professional 

networks, membership was often driven by administrative authorities and library 

boards who by proxy extended the latent social structures. For example, some 

staff members highlighted school clustering to deliver an extended schools 

programme as an antecedent opportunity to establish ties with other Contested 

Space schools:  

…there are nine schools in the cluster, in the Triax area [neighbourhood 
renewal scheme] and it just happens to be, that like [school B] and [school D] 
are two of the schools that we worked with, and they're in the same. So, it 
would mean yes, we would have a lot of contact with them. Participant 67 
School A 

In some respects the participants’ descriptions of activities conducted by their 

cluster group resembled the activity of the Contested Space partnership—‘we 

share there, we collaborate there, funding is shared between us, and we try to 

build resources between us’ (Participant 61). However, in participant 67’s account 

the schools were from the same area of the city, which gave a slight indication of 

how the extension of any latent social structures through administrative education 

bodies had been limited in Northern Ireland—there was no incentive for cross-

sectoral collaboration. In the example of school clustering, the schools were 

within close geographic proximity to one another, or at least the same city, and 

shared a similar management type. A further example of how the intersection of 

professional relations outside Contested Space had been limited to schools of a 

similar ethos was the reported membership of some of the schools’ leaders to a 

Catholic Principals’ Group in the city:  

…within the city we have a Catholic primary, C C M S primary schools group, 
and that kind of was just Catholic principals meeting. What this is done and 
what we have as a relationship, as I say, that we're very, very strong across, 
which is brilliant. Participant 87 School B 

Whilst revealing another opportunity to meet some principals in advance of the 

Contested Space project, this account also revealed the exclusivity of certain 

administrative initiatives. The principal highlighted the importance of Shared 

Education as a medium through which school leaders could engage cross-
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sectorally and concluded that the model of collaboration promoted strong 

relationships between these stakeholders. Even though initiatives from the 

administrative education bodies had not typically incentivised cross-sectoral 

collaboration, the interviewees did report a variety of antecedent and concomitant 

engagements with their Contested Space partners on a cross-sectoral basis—

these projects are summarised in table 5.1. Discussion of each of these 

engagements was considered surplus to the narrative. However, a short 

description of each is presented along with testimony from the interviews to 

evidence the schools’ involvement. In comparison to the Foyle Contested Space 

project these opportunities were largely transient, but it highlighted the fact that 

staff members from the partnership had opportunities to form cross-sectoral ties 

prior to involvement in Shared Education.  
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  Table 5.1 Other Projects Between Contested Space Schools 

Project Title Description Evidence 

Education for Mutual 

Understanding (EMU) 

Early cross-community programme. 
…even before Contested Space, I'm our P D M U coordinator, so I would've had the joys of EMU in the good old days. 
Ehm, so, there's always been -- I've always been used to that sort of collaboration, because it was when I was P five it 
was [redacted maintained primary school] across town that I was with. Participant 3 School E 

Faces and Spaces Early Years programme also funded by Interfaces/Contested 

Spaces Programme, promotes a culture of respect for 

difference in terms of race, religion, disability and ethnicity. 

…in terms of collaboration it opened up a channel of communication with us and [redacted maintained primary school], 
it was another school to talk about because [redacted name] who would be my link there. Participant 3 School E 

The Shared Choir Partnership side project. The choir has performed publically 

and meets regularly during term time to rehearse. 
...one of the other things I didn't say and I should've was about the lovely wee [sic] shared choir that we have, that was 
borne out of all this as well. Participant 88 School D 

Belfast Summer Relief 

Programme (BSRP) 

Residential programme in Buffalo, NY, designed to provide 

children with a summer away from the political tension and 

enable them to gain an entirely new perspective. 

Before this project I knew two of them. One of them quite well, [participant 85] down in [school E], and I knew 
[participant 87] because our two schools, [school B] and ourselves had been involved in a project were every two years 
we took a number of children to America over the summer. Participant 86 

…it was called the Belfast Buffalo Relief Programme...The children from [school C] and [school B] got the opportunity to 
go to Buffalo in New York for six weeks. I was out three times as the chaperone for that. Participant 30 School B 

REACH programme A cross community youth organisation for young people in 

the North-West Region of Northern Ireland funded by DEL. 
We would've been involved in wee programmes like REACH or the odd programme that would've promoted a bit of 
cross-community relations work and things like that; certainly not on the scale of Contested Space. Participant 88 
School D 

Sports Competitive engagement with other city schools. The 

leagues are organised around school size. 

…the only other time that I'm out with teachers is for the football. That would be every school in the city plays in a 
league, so we would meet every Tuesday to play…we’ve got [school E] and [school C], so we would just play against 
them'uns. Participant 42 School B 

The ‘Divided City’ Show Dramatisation of a novel about sectarianism in Glasgow by 

Theresa Breslin. (Breslin, 2011) 

The pupils themselves then, they really enjoyed the whole activity. Should that have been dancing or they had an actual 
role to play or whether they were singing. For me it was one of the best activities we could've done in Shared Education 
because they really were gelling together and working together and getting to know each other, more than anything 
else. Participant 64 School D 



 

 

 

5.1.1  Initiating the Partnership 

Reports from interview participants suggested that some of the staff members 

and schools already had longstanding relationships through the SEP, or 

involvement in transient community relations programmes and ongoing district 

commitments. Aside from the SEP, the majority of these engagements did not 

incentivise collaboration between different management types and sectors. 

Nevertheless, the foundational connections necessary to initiate the Contested 

Space partnership had been established. Some school leaders gave accounts of 

the impetus that led to the operationalisation of these antecedent links and the 

formation of the partnership: 

…this all started remember around the time of ESAGS or ‘Every School a Good 
School’ that's suite of policies on school improvement—Count Read Succeed, 
The Way Forward: Special Needs and Inclusion—within those policies there is 
a need expressed for collaboration so the two kind of married if you know 
what I mean and move forward together. Participant 88, School D 

For this principal the opportunity to participate in the Contested Space project 

presented itself at a time when their school had to extend its capacity to meet 

policy obligations. This motivated the expansion of their school’s network 

boundary to permit ties to form with other schools. Other principals referred to the 

processes by which collaboration with the partner schools were initiated. In some 

cases the first step was perceived to be the development of relationships 

between their schools’ staff members: 

I think it stemmed from first of all the relationships that the principals 
established…I think the initial positivity within those that were looking to 
start it up and then getting the teachers together, selling it to the teachers 
first of all and then getting together, and how the teachers had very quickly 
built up relationships and had time for them and took it onboard. I think it 
was just the relationships were built up through the positive feeling that 
came from the whole project. That sort of gave it a good start. Participant 86 
School C 

Here, the principal alluded to the positivity associated with involvement in the new 

initiative and the speed with which the ties were formed. If we take this reported 

speed of formation literally, then it is possible that the prior engagements 

between staff members acted as a catalyst. In other interviews the respondents 

suggested that the process of establishing staff relationships was in fact 

secondary to consensus between the principals and designing the programme: 
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This was a new venture for our schools. So it began, [participant 86] and I, 
after much discussion really decided we'd begin with our year fives. The first 
thing we did as I say was meet as principals to look at a viable programme 
that would fit in with the broad based curriculum that we have to offer to the 
children…So that was really the first thing we set about doing, was 
developing the programme. Participant 88 School D 

This account was consistent with existing literature on initiating collaborative 

partnerships—that its core activities are the focal points around which tie 

formation occurs (Church et al, 2002; Hadfield & Chapman, 2009). Participant 88 

also inferred an element of control in the development of their programme of 

collaboration, which for participant 87 was a key aspect of the project’s appeal:  

The Contested Space particularly motivated me because the primary schools 
were going to have more control and more say over what we were doing. 
Participant 87, School B 

They had an explicit desire for a less prescriptive approach to collaboration and 

freedom for the schools to explore their own way of collaborating. An aspiration 

that could have emerged as a product of sitting on the periphery of the 

antecedent SEP partnership as feeder schools to the post-primary contingent and 

the shift towards having an explicit primary element in Contested Space. They 

also conveyed a sense of determination and self-efficacy in the expressed pursuit 

of ownership and empowerment (see section 7.2.7), which correlates with the 

development of collaborative cultures in a school context (Fullan and Hargreaves, 

1992). Another principal reported that the only way they would accept such a 

collaborative alliance was if their school’s involvement was equitable:  

I need to know that my beliefs and what I'm getting my children involved in is 
shared by everybody and it's not another school or someone saying "oh, I'll 
get a few iMacs out of this let's just go along with it." That there is a genuine 
concern for what we are doing there, a genuine y’know, people genuinely 
want to be involved in this. And that if decisions are taken as a group that 
they will be followed through by everybody it's not going to fall back on me. 
Participant 86, School C 

In this case, the principal required guarantees that the other schools would be as 

invested in the partnership. We can infer from their participation in the project that 

these fears of provincialism were allayed, but it offers an insight into the stages of 

trust building between the schools. Having had no prior experiences of sharing 

education with the partner schools, the concern and vulnerability of this school 
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principal was evident; it also alluded to the importance of shared and common 

goals from the outset of the partnership (West & Muijs, 2006).      

   The initial concept for the project was formulated by representatives 

from the School of Education at QUB, who then approached the partner schools 

to submit a joint application to the Interface/Contested Spaces Programme 

funded by OFMDFM and Atlantic Philanthropies. In doing so, they played a 

crucial role in the formation of the network by purposively selecting the partner 

schools and bringing them together. In this regard, we could consider them to be 

the network’s architects and a major antecedent influence on its structure 

(Hadfield & Chapman, 2009: 125). One school principal highlighted the important 

role occupied by QUB throughout the project, to maintain the network: 

I don't think any one school or one principal could take that on because it was 
massive, on that scale. Therefore, to do that we need to either have an 
organisation like Queen's who are overseeing it from above…Really at the 
ground level we just had to ensure that the programmes were in place and 
the children were getting from A to B and so, and all that was going. So, if we 
were to run something of this magnitude there would need to be somebody 
up there organising all that. Participant 86, School C 

For this principal, QUB provided a ‘programmatic umbrella’ that gave participants 

the space to concentrate on the daily delivery of the project. Nevertheless, the 

formation of the partnership was still subject to the approval of the schools’ 

respective Boards of Governors, in order to legitimise their involvement. In some 

cases, the governors actually initiated their schools involvement or sought the 

opportunity: 

It was actually one of our board of Governors who was at another meeting 
and heard about the whole Contested Space thing and it was big schools in 
the town that were being involved, and he asked if there was any more room 
left for us. So, we happened to get involved that way as well. Participant 57 
School A 

This comment highlighted the influence of the governors within the school. There 

were also suggestions of a lack of participatory decision-making, which was 

clearer in the following account from participant 61: 

I suppose it was brought to us a done deal really, to be honest. The principal 
went to whatever initial meetings in the very early days and he became 
involved with [school D]. He brought it back to us a done deal and at that 
point our P fives went into the programme. Participant 61 School C 
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They indicated that the teaching staff had little input into the level of their school’s 

participation within the partnership and had no chance to contribute to the initial 

iteration of the project. This was not surprising considering the urgency with 

which the details were put together: 

We were asked just to try and plan out what we thought it would cost—there 
and then—not having had the chance to think through the programme or 
anything, we all of a sudden had to get our finances in order. Participant 86, 
School C 

It was therefore understandable why staff members were largely omitted from the 

process of deliberating the inception of the partnership—yet there were known to 

be opportunities for staff to influence the structure of the programme in years 2 

and 3.  

   The staff members’ accounts of initiating collaboration and the 

antecedent links between the schools were only suggestive of the actual ties 

between the schools. To illuminate the extent of links across the schools’ 

boundaries the results of the network analysis will be presented.  

 

5.2 Institutional Relationships 

The network data presented in table 5.2 exhibits the extent of ties between the 5 

Contested Space primary schools, based upon the staff members’ nominations 

for the collaborative interactions: exchanging resources, seeking professional 

knowledge, discussing personal matters, and meeting socially (as explained in 

section 4.6.1). The responses have been summarised in order to determine 

whether any form of interaction between staff members has occurred. To do this 

the data from each of the four interactions were amalgamated and dichotomised. 

to give an overall profile of nominations between the schools.  
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Upon a cursory reading of the table, it was evident that all the schools had at 

least one connection to one another. The internal collaborative ties were 

excluded from this part of the analysis such that no tie can traverse from school A 

to school A, from school B to school B, etc., and so the diagonal cells are 

denoted by a dash. The total number of ties to and from each school (148) was 

accumulated in order to reveal the partners who were arguably more involved 

within the partnership across all aspects of collaborative interaction. In terms of 

the nominations made to each school, i.e. in-degree, schools C and D received 

the most nominations of 42 and 41 respectively, whilst school B received the 

fewest nominations (17). The staff members of school C also made the most 

nominations by quite a margin having an out-degree of 52. School A made the 

fewest nominations and so had the lowest out-degree with 16. However, any 

interpretation of how involved a school was within the partnership has to take into 

consideration the number of staff members available to send and receive 

nominations. As school A had the fewest staff members of only 5, it was logical 

that it would have made fewer connections. A possible reason for this is that the 

larger schools were able to devote more staff resources to the partnership and 

 

Table 5.2 Frequency of Directed Ties to and from Each School Level Ties (n=148, Directed) 

 

 To  

School 
A         

(n=5) 
B        

(n=10) 
C        

(n=28) 
D       

(n=33) 
E        

(n=20) 
Out-degree 
(Total) 

Fr
om

 

A - 2 6 1 7 16 

B 4 - 5 7 6 22 

C 7 4 - 30 11 52 

D 1 4 22 - 3 30 

E 9 7 9 3 - 28 

In-degree (Total) 21 17 42 41 27 148 
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given that they had more staff members, they had more opportunities to establish 

links. The most frequent link in the partnership, with 52 directed ties, was 

between schools C and D, the two biggest faculties. Conversely, the least 

amount of directed ties was between schools A and D, with only two connections. 

However, it is once again important to appreciate the differences in the size of the 

faculties when interpreting this statistic. If we assume that the link between 

schools A and D was dyadic, or one teacher in each school, then it would 

account for 20% of school A’s staff capacity. It would be difficult for them to 

commit any additional staff resources to the partnership. Another way to present 

the information contained in table 5.2 was to render network diagrams. The 

extent of the directed boundary spanning ties within the partnership is illustrated 

by figures 5.1 and 5.2, which offer two different perspectives on the relative size 

of each school in terms of staff members.  

 

 

 

Figure 5.1 Extent of Interschool links (n=97, multiplex, circle layout) 
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   In figure 5.1 each school is represented by a node of a different shape 

and colour (see section 4.9.4 for visualisation key). The nodes were arranged in a 

circle to display all staff members in the partnership. The order in which the 

nodes are positioned follows the school in which they were deployed, but the 

geodesic distance between each node is arbitrary. The central coordinator was 

also included and has been circled. This visualisation revealed the extent of links 

between each partner school and exhibits the frequency of internal ties as well as 

interschool links. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.2 Extent of Interschool Links (n=96, multiplex, grouped by school) 
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   In figure 5.2, the nodes are grouped according to their school to 

exaggerate the geodesic distance between the partners and make the boundary 

spanning ties more visible. To that end, the central coordinator and their ties were 

omitted from the visualisation. We can see that the prevalence of boundary 

spanning ties was higher between some partners than others, suggesting that the 

schools had a preference of who they shared with. To develop this observation 

further a rendering of the school level relationships is exhibited by figure 5.3.  

 

   As shown in table 5.2, there were no values of zero, as each school had 

links with all others in the partnership. The network visualised in figure 5.3 was 

therefore considered to be a complete structure, as all links had been realised 

(Wasserman & Faust, 1994: 102). No school was excluded nor isolated. Within 

figure 5.3, the schools are again represented by the same shape and colour of 

node as in figures 5.1 and 5.2. The size of each node represents the quantity of 

staff members at their disposal—the bigger the school’s staff, the larger their 

 

Figure 5.3 Interschool Links between Contested Space Schools  
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node. Each node has been positioned arbitrarily and is not representative of 

closeness or distance. The width of each tie illustrates the frequency of 

nominations between the schools according to in-degree. For example, if we 

return to the partnership’s most active link in table 5.2—between schools C and 

D—we can see that their link is the widest, indicating the highest frequency of 

nominations with 22. Conversely, the aforementioned link between schools A and 

D appears to be the least involved and is correspondingly narrow, with only one 

nomination. Figure 5.3 adds to the interpretation that the schools had a 

preference of partner when it came to sharing, as some dyadic relationships 

happen to be more involved than others. The schools tended to have more 

frequent links to partners of a size similar as themselves. As a consequence the 

partnership appeared to be subdivided into a dyad of schools C and D, which 

was overlapped by a triad of schools A, B and E, thus contributing to an 

asymmetrical network structure. Furthermore, the preference of partners seemed 

to transcend ethos and management type, or at least it did not appear to be 

limited by sectoral distinctions. The dyad of schools C and D—Protestant 

controlled and Catholic maintained, respectively—exemplified this. At odds to this 

observation of similar sized schools, was the patterns of nominations from 

schools B and E. Both schools B and E sent most of their nominations to the 

larger schools within their own sector—school B sent 7 nominations to school D, 

whilst school E sent 9 nominations to school C. Yet, their most involved link was 

with each other, as schools B and E shared 13 directed ties. This resonates with 

the statistical concept of preferential attachment in which nodes of a higher 

degree tend to attract new links (Barabási & Albert, 1999). In this case, the larger 

schools were attracting ties from the smaller schools.  

   A closer examination of the directed boundary spanning ties revealed 

that a total of 88 of these were cross-sectoral—that is, from one institution to 

another with a different ethos and management type. This constituted 59% of the 

total number (148) of directed ties between schools in the partnership—again, 

schools C and D had the most with 34 and 27 respectively, whilst school A had 

the fewest with 3. We can assert that Shared Education incontrovertibly involved 

collaboration between institutions of different sectors—the schools did not simply 

stick to their own. It was more difficult to verify that Shared Education was the 

mediating variable for these cross-sectoral ties and that the schools would not 

have collaborated in the absence of the model. Consequently, it is of particular 
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interest that 41% of the interschool ties were between partners from the same 

sector, and in light of the staff members' reports of concomitant opportunities to 

work with their partners—these were ties that could potentially have existed 

without Shared Education. However, without understanding the function and 

purpose of these ties it was difficult to substantiate this observation. The fact 

remained that network connections were established between staff members 

from different school sectors in a complete network (figure 5.3).  

   As already mentioned, it is important to consider the network’s 

asymmetry and the variations in school size when interpreting the findings. These 

will each be explored and considered in more depth in the following subsections. 

5.2.1  The Network between Schools 

The partnership’s asymmetrical structure was indicative of preferential alliances 

and an analysis of the participant interview responses was carried out to 

corroborate this observation. During the interviews, the staff members responded 

to being shown the network graphs (section 4.6.3) and acknowledged this 

asymmetric dynamic—offering various reasons as to why this was the case:  

I think it was probably because we shared the bus with the children from 
[school A] and then it was [school E] because we were smaller schools they 
shared the one bus…now that I'm thinking, I do think that [school C] and 
[school D] worked together in the Contested Space and us three worked 
together and that would explain that. Participant 30 School B  

Participant 30 made a direct reference to the size of each partner being the 

variable around which they formed collaborative alliances. They also confirmed 

that schools A, B and E tended to work more closely with one another whilst 

schools C and D partnered together. The relationship between schools B and E 

was reported to be much longer in a collaborative sense, as both had been 

involved in the SEP prior to the formation of the Contested Space partnership: 

Well in my mind, obviously [school E] and [school B] always had a relationship 
through the Shared Education, but what Contested Space did was make 
[participant 85] and I more in control of what was happening; and also, build 
a personal relationship now that is really, really strong. Participant 87 School 
B 

The principal of school B also commented on the impact of their participation in 

the Contested Space project, as it functioned to strengthen their antecedent links 
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with school E. Having existing knowledge of one another in a collaborative 

context may have led to the renewal of this link through Contested Space 

because it was familiar—an observation made by Larson (1992) and Uzzi (1997) 

in their respective fields of management and entrepreneurship. In contrast, 

schools C and D were reported to have had no previous links with one another:   

If it wasn't for Contested Space that tie wouldn't be there at all. Because 
that's the only time we've collaborated with [school C] was through 
Contested Space…I do value and I do see that there were bonds made and 
friendships made, and connections made, that's fantastic, and they wouldn't 
have happened without this project. Participant 64 School D 

In this case, the participant made a testament to the value and impact of the 

Contested Space project in that it facilitated the development of new institutional 

links between the schools. From this novel collaboration a purportedly strong 

relationship between schools C and D came to fruition, which correlates with the 

interpretations of figure 5.2. A number of references were made by participants 

suggesting that schools C and D chose to work with one another to balance the 

number of their pupils involved:  

…they would've done most of their collaboration together anyway, just 
because of sheer numbers and trying to get the balance right. Participant 67 
School A 

Developing this further, participants alluded to the practicalities of having equal 

numbers involved, which permitted a smoother collaborative process: 

…there was a year within the project that we worked with [school E], [school 
B], and [school A] all worked together, because numbers were smaller and we 
were able…Logistically that worked for us. Participant 68 School E 

This seems logically aligned to one of the requirements for successful intergroup 

contact, one of the concepts that informs Shared Education, in that the relative 

size of both ingroup and outgroup must be balanced (Allport, 1954). So, to avoid 

any imbalances, the schools aligned according to their size—schools C and D; 

and schools A, B and E:  

…it was to facilitate the three classes ‘carry on’ [sic] even though ours had a 
fourth that had to sit out. That's why we were paired with them [school C]; 
I'm quite sure that is it. I'm quite sure that's why [school B] and [school E] 
again were paired together because they're more or less the same size. 
Participant 64 School D 
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In fact, the reported recruitment of school A to the partnership was to establish a 

balance of pupil numbers across the whole partnership:  

We did our best to try and match up. So if [school E] was slightly bigger than 
[school B] then the third school [A] coming in balanced that. Participant 85 
School E 

This shed some light on why an approach was made directly by school A’s board 

of governors during the inception of the project. It also partially explained the 

much less active link between schools A and D, perceptible in figure 5.2, as 

school A was never anticipated to work directly with school D and they had 

contrasting sizes. This lack of activity between the two schools was discussed by 

participant 88: 

I wouldn't have had a history either with [school A], as I say. The only reason 
we would share there would be—and our classes weren't shared, [school A] 
were involved with the other two schools as I say—the wee [sic] choir 
would've been the only thing. Participant 88 School D 

It is worth noting that this participant had many positive things to say about 

school A and its staff members, the only reason given for the lack of ties with 

them was the sheer difference in capacity. However, the need to balance school 

capacity and pupil numbers was mainly a requirement for sharing classes with 

one another. As participant 88 remarked, they worked with school A during 

concomitant projects such as the stated ‘wee choir’ (see table 4.1). Other 

interview participants acknowledged that on occasions of partnership 

dissemination and celebration the staff members and pupils would in fact 

intersect—‘In the wider scale we worked with some others but not as often’ 

(Participant 61 School C).    
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  In a departure from commentating on the relational aspects of the 

partnership’s asymmetric structure, some participants highlighted the city’s 

topography and school locations as a factor in partner preferences. This 

suggested that proximity at an institutional level impacted on the formation of 

school links within the partnership. For example, the cityscape is distinguished by 

the partitioning feature of the river Foyle. This is symbolic of the historic 

community divisions within the city, as the majority of its Catholic population 

dwelled on one shore and the majority of the Protestant population inhabited the 

other. By extension, the partner schools were also embedded on opposite sides 

of the river within the communities they serviced. This is apparent in figure 5.4, 

which illustrates the partners’ relative locations to one another—please note that 

the map used is of a different city and the pinpointed locations of the schools on 

either side of the river are arbitrary. Steps have been taken throughout the 

following analysis to anonymise data and minimise the identification of schools.  

Each node is coloured according to their sector or management type—blue 

denotes the Catholic maintained schools; the red nodes denote the Protestant 

 

Figure 5.4 Contested Space School Relationships and Proximities (coloured by management type) 

          *Actual locations not depicted within figure, for illustration purposes only.  

Catholic Maintained 

Protestant Controlled 
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controlled schools. Four of the schools were city schools and one, much more 

remote school, was also categorised as urban even though it was located in the 

countryside. It was noticeable that this school appeared to have forged closer 

links with the partners from its own sector, even though they were further away in 

physical location, on the right side of the river. This suggested that proximity at an 

institutional level had less influence within the partnership than first perceived. 

One principal specified that the difference in school A's location was not solely 

defining of its nature and that other features tended to influence its position and 

involvement in the partnership:   

It goes back to location, it's not just the location it's the fact that it's such a 
small school with a fulltime teaching principal and a small number of kids, it 
does change the dynamic and it does change the context big time. Participant 
87 School B 

Again, size became an important element of this participant's critique of school A, 

referring to its capacity in terms of staff members and pupil numbers. However, 

for this remote school's principal, distance appeared to be a factor that they 

considered when engaging in everyday interactions: 

…if I had a problem with something outside of this project, that I really didn't 
know about, I feel that I can lift the phone and say "[participant 88] what 
about such and such," or [participant 87]. More so those two I suppose, 
because they're on the same side of the river as me. Participant 67, School A 

Participant 67's advice seeking behaviour appeared to be influenced by their 

location, and they specifically used the river as a point of reference. Their 

preference was also to approach peers in the Catholic maintained sector, a 

sector different to their own. It is important to note that these interactions 

occurred over telephone, which eliminated distance as a factor from the situation. 

It could be that this principal chose to interact with peers from the same side of 

the city because their pupils might transition to similar schools, but of course this 

is purely speculation. However, what we learnt from this comment was that 

participant 67 was comfortable in approaching peers from a different school 

sector and engaging with them on a professional basis; albeit from the comfort of 

their own office. Hypothetically, this might have been different if they were 

required to travel through the cityscape to the other schools—in some cases, 

participants indicated that the geographic partition often militated against their 

pupils crossing paths in the city:  
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Just because of location. Y'know we're over on this side, and then they're over 
on that side and because [redacted] is in Creggan a lot of the children just go 
to schools in Creggan, and our children weren't goin' there. Participant 68 
School E 

This comment highlighted the avoidance of certain areas in the city and indicated 

that the pupils from the partnership didn't venture into other communities territory, 

an account that aligned with the notion of Roche's (2009) 'bounded contentment' 

as interpreted by Duffy and Gallagher (2014). In Duffy and Gallagher’s 

commentary, fear of boundary transgression led to restricted movement through 

the city space and increased community isolation. In contrast, some participants 

from the current study discussed the Contested Space project as the motivation 

for their school to reverse these isolating trends: 

I think it was because it was Contested Space people were like, right they 
have to get out of their comfort zone and where you felt that why would we 
link ourselves very, very strongly to [school D] when they're only down the 
street? Participant 42 School B 

Here, participant 42 saw no value in aligning with a partner close to their own 

school, which again suggested that proximity was a less critical variable in terms 

of partner selection. Further still, similar to the conclusion made by Duffy and 

Gallagher's (2014) study, the Contested Space project seemed to facilitate more 

liberal movement into 'other community areas'. For some staff members, the 

project encouraged cross-community institutional links. One teacher who had not 

been directly involved in collaborative activity, added, that without the project their 

school would likely resort to mobilising its connections to familiar schools:   

I think if those things weren't there to drive that, you'd naturally just go to the 
schools that you know. Participant 3, School E 

For this participant, the Contested Space project had changed who their school 

chose to engage with. Their insight was evidenced across the whole partnership 

as more than half of all directed ties spanning the boundaries of schools were 

from contrasting management sectors and different areas of the city. These new 

connections were forged on something other than proximity and ethos—in doing 

so the resultant ties had the potential to offer the schools new opportunities. In a 

fitting analogy of how the partnership has extended links across both sides of the 

city, connecting people, participant 88 referred to the city's Peace Bridge:  
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I think it has certainly moved things forward as well for the Town, in terms of 
shaping the future and bridging that divide between the West bank and the 
East bank. Y'know, it has united the City now. You don't so much feel that 
Derry is two isolates that has two isolated areas, I don't anyway, because I 
just think now that bridge has pulled it altogether and the City centre now for 
me is that whole area there right over through [school E] and down. 
Participant 88 School D 

5.2.2  The Networks within Each School 

Participants spoke often about the differences between the partners' capacity and 

size. In consideration of this, an exploration of each school's discrete internal 

structure was carried out. It was anticipated that the internal structural properties 

would contribute to an interpretation of how each school connects externally, as a 

determinant of the overall configuration of staff members in the partnership. It 

was also important to acknowledge that not all the directed ties within the 

partnership were boundary spanning. The staff members also collaborated within 

the boundary of their respective schools. 

   The procedure of illuminating the internal staff network structures of 

each school involved separating the staff data for each partner before running 

five separate analyses in UCINET (2002). This revealed a spectrum of sizes, 

densities, centralisation and levels of cohesion, which are presented in table 5.3. 

 

 

Table 5.3 Comparison of School Structural Properties 

School 

# of 
Staff Density 

Avg. 
Degree 

Degree of 
Centralisation Connectedness Fragmentation 

A  5 1 4 0 1 0 

B 10 0.522 4.7 0.597 1 0 

C 28 0.370 10 0.279 0.964 0.036 

D 33 0.290 9.3 0.356 0.822 0.178 

E 20 0.342 6.5 0.380 0.9 0.100 
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5.2.2.1  School A 

School A had the highest possible density of all the partners, with 100%, which is 

indicative of a school that had exhausted all ties possible, internally. At this point, 

theory suggests that no new information is readily available as all areas of the 

network have been accessed. Therefore, we can posit that school A only stood to 

benefit from forming new ties (Granovetter, 1973) through interschool 

collaboration. With an average degree of 4, it had the fewest ties per staff 

member within the partnership. However, if we consider that there are only 5 staff 

members in this school then it stands to reason that the maximum degree for 

each actor was 4. Which is again why density was 100%, as all connections had 

been realised. The internal structure of school A is illustrated in figure 5.5. A 

notable aspect of this graph is that it has a relationally symmetric structure, in that 

all the staff members' were tied or reachable—its connectedness equalled 1. This 

suggests that it had a very resilient structure—if we remove a single staff 

member, the network is not prone to disintegrate. Each node in figure 5.5 was 

positioned arbitrarily to accentuate this quality. The size of each node in figure 

5.5 denotes the staff member's in-degree within the network—the larger the 

shape, the more 'popular' and central they were within the school. This school 

had a null centralisation, suggesting that no single person in the network 

dominated and that power or influence was spread evenly amongst its actors.  

 

Figure 5.5 School A Staff Multiplex Network 
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5.2.2.2  School B 

In comparison, school B had the highest degree of centralisation of 0.597, 

suggesting that only a select few of the staff members controlled its affairs in a 

hierarchical management structure. This was not necessarily a negative finding, 

but it did suggest that certain staff members had the potential to control the flow 

of information or resources within the school during the Contested Space project. 

The reported density of school B was 52.2%, revealing that roughly half of all 

possible ties within the school's network were exploited. This was less than 

anticipated as the number of staff members in this school was comparatively 

lower than its partners. Its average degree indicated that the staff members 

maintained almost 5 relationships within the school, less than the maximum of 9 

available in the school. The structure of school B is illustrated by figure 5.6— 

again, node size is indicative of in-degree. In visualising school B through an 

iterative fitting algorithm that accounts for geodesic distance, the network 

appears to be configured around the more central staff members of whom there 

are 3. Those actors who were less influential are correspondingly located on the 

periphery of the structure. How this school connected to others within the 

partnership would likely have been dictated or influenced by the more central 

staff members.  

 

Figure 5.6 School B Staff Multiplex Network 
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5.2.2.3  School C  

School C had the second lowest degree of centralisation (0.279) within the 

partnership, presenting a relatively even distribution of influence and control for 

its size. It also had the most ties per staff member, with an average degree of 10. 

In comparison to the number of internal ties within schools B (47) and A (20), 

school C (280) had a much higher quantity. This was explainable by the school 

having more than double the number of staff members available than its smaller 

counterparts; its size also permitted a higher frequency of boundary-spanning ties 

as discussed in section 5.2. It was notable that for a school of its size it had a 

high level of connectedness (0.964), indicating that its internal structure was 

cohesive. This suggested that its staff members communicated and interacted 

regularly with one another. Except from displaying the structural qualities of 

relatively good internal collaboration, there were few remarkable features about 

school C's discrete network—figure 5.7 provides a visual aid in this regard. There 

were no visible isolates, no evident cliques, and no unreachable sections of the 

graph, which was evidenced by a low level of fragmentation (0.036). To be 

critical, there was room to expand its internal collaboration by 62%. But given the 

number of staff members and comparative density of schools B and A, its 

measured frequency of internal ties was not unreasonable.  

 

Figure 5.7 School C Staff Multiplex Network 
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In consideration of an earlier report (section 5.1.1) by participant 86 that the staff 

members from school C appeared to establish their interschool relationships 

rapidly, the researcher postulated that this was in some way influenced by what 

appeared to be an internal structural capacity for collaboration.  

5.2.2.4  School D 

School D offered a closer comparison to school C as it was more similar in size, 

with 33 and 28 staff members respectively. The notable structural difference was 

that school D displayed a much higher level of fragmentation (0.178) than school 

C. This indicated that more areas of its network were unreachable and is evident 

in figure 5.8. One of its staff members (circled middle right) was isolated, 

indicating that they received no nominations nor sent any—upon further 

investigation it was discovered that this actor, identified during composition of the 

roster, was subsequently absent and did not complete a questionnaire. 

Additionally, one actor was tenuously connected to the network and is depicted 

as a pendant (circled top right) having had only one connection and no outward 

nominations. Pendants are essentially dead ends through which information can 

no longer flow progressively in the network. The individuals connecting these 

pendants to the larger network component also control what information they 

receive. These peripheral staff members were either on temporary contracts or 

new to the school. School D was also more centralised than school C, but only 

marginally, 0.356 to 0.279 respectively. From this we assert that like school C, 

power or influence was evenly distributed within its structure. In both graphs 

(figures 5.7 and 5.8) a number of hubs are seen to be located more centrally. 

Information received by one of these hubs would become redirected and 

distributed through their other connections, much like a contagion (Valente, 

2010). One of the benefits of having a network configuration that coalesces 

around hubs is that information can spread quickly (Valente & Davis, 1999). As 

such, network interventions (section 3.4.3) could be useful for schools with a 

large number of staff members that find it difficult to maintain professional contact 

or implement changes in policy and procedures (Valente, 2012). The average 

degree of school D was 9.3, suggesting that the staff members were able to 

maintain an ample number of ties.  

   Structurally, schools C and D are very different when compared to the 

smaller schools A and B. Schools C and D had a much larger number of staff 
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members and average degree; they displayed disparate levels of centralisation in 

comparison to school B and were marginally less cohesive than both. Everything 

suggests that the larger partners were structurally incongruous with their smaller 

counterparts.  

5.2.2.5     School E 

School E on the other hand appeared to bridge this structural disparity in that 

they were the median school in the partnership. The only notable discrepancy 

with this observation is that it had a higher degree of centralisation (0.380) than 

school C and was also less connected than this partner. The centralisation of the 

network is illustrated by figure 5.9, in which one or two staff members stand out 

for having a higher in-degree than their colleagues—both of these have been 

circled.  

 

 

Figure 5.8 School D Staff Multiplex Network 
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   The observation of structural incongruity is consistent with the 

participant reports of partner preference. According to their testimonies, schools 

C and D worked more closely whilst schools A, B and E partnered together more 

often. Participants highlighted the need to balance the numbers of pupils, which 

alluded to the requirement of structural balance. To that end, school E might have 

had a much more important role within the overall configuration of the 

partnership, as they seemed to bridge between the larger schools and those 

smaller than itself. Inital participant reports suggested that school A was recruited 

to balance out the numbers between schools B and E, but without the median 

structural properties of school E there was very little similarity between the two 

pairs of remaining partners. The significance of structural consistency when 

collaborating can be demonstrated by looking more closely at the schools' 

densities in table 5.3. There was an inverse relationship between the size of each 

partner school and their recorded density—as size increased, density 

decreased—which was an expected pattern. School C was the only exception to 

this rule as it displayed a higher density than some of its smaller counterparts. 

This inverse relationship is because the number of potential ties within the 

network increases with each additional person, but an individual's ability to 

maintain additional ties is typically limited to a certain number. Each additional tie 

comes with a burden of maintainance. As a result, the partnership's staff 

 

Figure 5.9 School E Staff Multiplex Network  
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members would have been forced to make a choice of which relationships to 

retain, based on their value—existing ties or new ones.  

5.2.3  School Size 

The analysis of institutional level relationships revealed that each participant 

school had a preferred partner with whom they linked more often and that the ties 

between these five schools were asymmetrically distributed. The schools’ 

selection criterion for a partner was based on their history of collaborating 

together and establishing a structural balance between their institutions in terms 

of pupil numbers and staff capacity. As such, the size of the schools became a 

focal topic of discussion for the interview participants. Multiple references were 

made about the implications of school size for interschool collaboration. One 

such insight was that schools benefited from aligning with similarly sized 

institutions as it was likely that they encountered the same issues:  

…schools of similar size have similar issues. Because that's what we found out 
ourselves…sometimes you can get more from it if you're dealing with 
somebody in a school that is of a similar size and has the same sort of issues 
facing it as you do. Participant 3 School C 

This comment was initially interpreted as the schools learning from one another 

to resolve their issues, but continuing to deal with them discretely. However, 

other interview participants alluded to the interdependent resolution of issues, 

which conveyed a sense of size solidarity: 

…you're going through the same things, what you're finding or coming across 
is similar to what they're coming across and then you can share and help 
each other. Participant 30 School B 

As such, aligning with partners of a similar size was mutually beneficial for the 

schools with regards to organisational learning. It was equally of benefit to the 

schools’ principals who also commented on the advantages of aligning with 

similarly sized partners:   

…the management of people is a massive issue and we're complex beings at 
the end of the day and I think the fewer people you have the fewer things you 
have to manage. So [participant 86] and I would maybe experience similar 
things in terms of leading and managing people. Participant 88 School D 

This principal of a larger school asserted that their smaller partners encountered 

less severe challenges in terms of personnel management. A discussion was 
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subsequently introduced around which size of institution was more advantageous 

for interschool collaboration. In general, the principals shared a sense that 

interschool collaboration was much more disruptive and challenging for the larger 

partners. Yet, this is not to say that the smaller schools found the experience of 

sharing education straightforward. They expressed feelings of reliance on the 

larger schools who they perceived as being able to engage more in the decision-

making process: 

Well the bigger schools sort of just took over the organisation and we just 
sort of went okay...because obviously they have that network within their 
school to talk to and they can discuss it whereas you might be the only one in 
your school that was involved in that particular project so you didn't really 
have any one to talk to here. Participant 30 School B 

In this example the teacher from one of the smaller schools, who had been 

involved in the first year of the Contested Space project, alluded to the benefits of 

having a larger network to draw upon. Their report demonstrated how a structural 

imbalance between partners might in fact isolate the staff members from smaller 

schools who in certain cases might be the solitary Shared Education teacher in 

their school. The control exerted by the larger schools was also commented on 

by the principals: 

…they were taking their lead more from the larger schools. So, y'know, 
anything that was being done or suggested, or organised, would've come 
probably via the larger schools. Although, the five schools involved we more 
or less worked very closely together it wasn't that we said something and the 
others all came onboard, it was more or less decisions were made or 
discussed together. Participant 86 School C 

This principal was in fact from one of the larger partners and their comment 

offered a very candid and unapologetic account of the partnership’s dynamic. An 

account which was indicative of leadership and direction—as opposed to an overt 

dominance and command by the larger schools. According to their statement, the 

smaller schools were encouraged to participate in the decision-making process. It 

is fair to say that the perceptions of staff members might have been somewhat 

subjective, but it is equally reasonable that the smaller schools felt over-run by 

the sheer difference in capacity of the larger schools. In some cases, interview 

participants reported a sense of being intimidated by the size of the larger 

partners: 
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…our lot are just swallowed up by the other school, y'know. When you're 
dealing with someone of a similar size you don't feel swallowed up or looked 
down upon maybe. Participant 30 School B 

However, in contrast to these reports the principal of the smallest school stated 

that they were never made to feel insignificant by their larger counterparts: 

Y'know even though we're a small school, and we would be different from the 
bigger schools obviously, we've never felt like outsiders or anything. We've 
always felt involved in everything that's going on. Participant 67 School A 

In this case, there was an overt appreciation for the structural differences 

between their school and the other partners, but this difference did not result in 

the school having a more peripheral position in the partnership as 'outsiders'. To 

explain why the larger schools were able to exert more control or influence over 

their smaller counterparts, the central coordinator referred to the capital of larger 

schools:  

…the big schools have very much, got very, a lot more resources. You've 
probably seen that straight away. The smaller schools are very limited in their 
resources. When we started the project, for example, [school A] even to this 
minute doesn’t have a projector for their hall. Participant 92 Central 
Coordinator 

This suggested that the smaller schools were reliant, to an extent, on their larger 

partners for resources that assisted in the delivery of Shared Education. It stands 

to reason that they were able to benefit from their larger counterparts in this way 

as it was one of the model's anticipated outcomes—that duplication of facilities 

would be unnecessary and reduced. To that end, the majority of shared classes 

were held in the larger schools as the smaller partners had limited space: 

…the other schools would've come here and we had only our hall and a 
classroom to work with; because we wouldn't have the same facilities as the 
bigger schools. So sometimes that posed problems for teachers. Participant 
67 School A 

However, their limited space was also perceived more positively as having 

contributed to closer proximity between actors, thereby providing opportunities to 

develop relationships (see section 7.2.6). Some participants in the larger schools 

reported difficulties communicating with their peers, resigned to contact largely by 

electronic means: 
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We now have resorted to popping it up on your screen on your computer, and 
that's the same as big business really isn't it. You'll get an email from the 
office and you'll... so it's sad in a way because you losing that personal touch 
but we're becoming more like that. But in a smaller school you can talk to 
each other, exactly. Participant 61 School C 

This suggested that the smaller schools had more intimate environments, 

evidenced by having a higher density (table 5.3). The interview participants also 

acknowledged how this characteristic contributed to the pupils' and staff 

members' school experience: 

Because there only are the four teachers, d'you know what I mean?—in the 
staffroom. You know every child as well. I have taught in bigger schools as 
well but you were lucky to know your year group, realistically. Whereas we 
know them all so well and everybody's brother and sister, it's a very small 
tight knit community here. Participant 57 School A 

It was also deemed more manageable for the smaller schools to organise 

travelling back and forth, with less pupil numbers the logistical operation was less 

complex: 

I think big schools are a completely different animal to small schools really. In 
the sense of trying to organise things, trying to manage numbers, numbers of 
staff and numbers of children, if organising buses they both have the same 
kind of y'know, it's big numbers it's hard to organise in lots of ways. Whereas 
small schools, it's easier for them to get together I suppose. Participant 44 
School D 

As such, the smaller schools were seen as more adaptable within the 

partnership. They were able to mobilise smaller numbers of pupils and staff more 

easily, transport was considered more cost effective, and they could respond to 

changes in the programme more readily. The teachers in the small schools 

commented on how they were well versed in flexibility as their school role was 

reoriented often:  

Because we're a small school we're used to adapting everything all the time 
and changing everything all the time. Whereas sometimes a bigger school is 
more, ehm...you could be the P five teacher for all your life and just be in that 
one classroom all the time, whereas we continually have to change due to our 
numbers. Some year you'll be one-two, the next year you might be two-three, 
you might have a straight three, we're continually changing with everything 
all the time. So, I think we're very adaptable. Participant 57 School A 
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This reported versatility would have been useful during the embryonic stages of 

the partnership, at a time when unanticipated challenges and changes likely 

occurred.  

   In summary, the five partner schools had different internal structural 

properties, which resulted in an asymmetrical relational dynamic during 

interschool collaboration. The schools had a preference of partner based on 

achieving a structural balance in terms of pupil numbers and staff capacity; they 

were also motivated by opportunities for organisational learning. Partners of a 

similar size were able to deal with challenges interdependently having developed 

solidarity through the experience of shared issues. The participants also 

acknowledged that both large and small schools contributed to the partnership in 

different ways. The larger schools carried more influence as a consequence of 

having larger networks to draw upon and had more resources to set aside. In 

contrast, the smaller schools' networks were perceived as having had less 

capital—human and financial—but they were more adaptable and less disrupted 

by the operation of interschool collaboration.  
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5.3 Staff Configuration 

The process of interschool collaboration brought together five separate schools, 

each with its own system of expertise and knowledge for a prolonged period of 

time during the Contested Space project. As a consequence, the connections 

between each of the schools intensified, albeit asymmetrically, to form a meta-

structure of relations between staff members. The resulting shared network had 

different properties from each school independently, the most discernible of 

which was that the size and capacity of the system increased considerably. 

  The reported network boundary of the partnership encompassed 97 staff 

members, as a consequence of the nominations from the 82 respondents. The 

average degree of these staff members was 9.948, as exhibited by table 5.4, 

which was within the limited 15 nominations offered by the questionnaire. There 

was also a perceived low level of centralisation within the network of 0.16, 

suggesting that shared decision-making processes were implemented. Yet, the 

Table 5.4 Contested Space Whole Network, Multiple Cohesion Measures (n=97) 

 

* Column 1 presents data for overall network illustrated in figure 5.10. Columns 2 to 4 present the 
multiple cohesion measures for each separate collaborative interaction. 
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visualisation of the network, given in figure 5.10, exposes a more central group, 

which contradicted this observation. Within figure 5.10 the size of each node in 

the visualisation corresponds to their level of in-degree centrality—larger nodes 

were in receipt of more nominations and can therefore be considered more 

central to the project.  

   In consideration of the much larger size of this network, the degree of 

centralisation may in fact have been higher than first alleged. Without any 

comparative data this is difficult to infer. Nevertheless, the centralisation of the 

network was important to analyse as the staff members who occupied the more 

central positions appeared to bridge the separate schools. This would have 

empowered these staff members with the regulation of knowledge and resources 

between each institution.   

   The density of the network was 0.104 and indicated that a large 

proportion of the ties within the partnership were unrealised. This was expected 

given the large size of the network, the variation of internal school densities, and 

because direct involvement in Shared Education did not extend to all curricular 

stages of the school—Foundation Stage teachers for example had little or no 

opportunity to participate. Furthermore, the connectedness of the network was 

high (0.938), whilst its correlate of fragmentation was low (0.062). This was not 

surprising as the individual schools also had relatively high levels of 

connectedness (table 5.3). It did however support an observation of staff 

inclusion across the partnership. With no isolates and only two pendants on the 

periphery of the network, all the staff members had access to the partnership’s 

system of knowledge in some way. Moreover, one of the former isolates from 

school D (figure 5.8) found a connection within the boundary of this meta-

structure, suggesting that this actor benefited from having access to a wider 

number of peers. Whilst these measures of the meta-structure are useful for 

gaining an insight into the overall patterns of collaboration in the Contested 

Space partnership, it is cautioned that layering the different network interactions 

can inflate measures of density and average degree. Therefore, it is important to 

present these 'layers' separately (table 5.4)—this will be further explored in 

chapter seven.    
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Figure 5.10 Contested Space Staff Meta-Structure (n=97)  
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   The overall configuration of staff members and through whom the 

schools connected was considered to be a consequence of the actors’ embedded 

positions within each school. A subsequent examination of how staff members 

were deployed across the partnership was conducted. 

5.3.1  Deployment of Partnership Staff Members 

The majority of staff members who responded to the questionnaire were teaching 

at Key Stage two (KS2), amounting to 29 practitioners. Figure 5.11 illustrates the 

deployment of these staff members and establishes that the upper stage of 

curriculum delivery, KS2, was a resource priority for the schools.   

It was also indicative of a possible decline in pupil enrolment between KS2 and 

Key Stage one (KS1), with fewer teachers required at this earlier stage. KS1 and 

Foundation stage had 20 respondents, respectively. Interview participant 57 

revealed that the partnership's schools, particularly the smaller ones, responded 

to pupil numbers by revising the structure of classes: 

It's split classes, composites. So, you might. It just depends on the number of 
children coming in each year. They might have a straight class the very odd 

 

Figure 5.11 Deployment of Staff Members in the Contested Space Partnership (n=82) 
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time if it's a big year group that goes through. But generally we've six-seven. 
Participant 57 Teacher School A 

Participant 57 alluded to the variability of annual pupil enrolments and highlighted 

the response of their school, which was to introduce composite formats. This 

presumed fluctuation in enrolment required the deployment of staff members to 

be flexible within an ever-changing organisational structure. For instance, 

Participant 57 also revealed that their employment status involved a job-share 

with another member of the school’s staff. This verified that a reactive model of 

staff deployment was adopted, in which externalities influenced the structural 

configuration.  

   Ultimately, the decisions regarding the deployment of staff members 

were made by each principal and their leadership teams. Only 7 respondents 

across the 5 schools identified themselves as occupying senior leadership 

positions—including the central coordinator (see section 6.2 for discussion of 

school leadership). Multiple interview participants referred to a top-down model of 

decision-making and that it was the responsibility of a small group of principals to 

decide on how each school was formally structured. 

It's very much down to each principal at the end of the day how they organise 
their staffing. I personally believe that teachers need to rotate and need a 
change at least every five years. So since I've come to this school there are 
only two teachers and I've twenty-seven, who have not changed and that's 
with good reason. I've moved people from year seven to year one, P five to P 
two... Participant 88 Principal School D 

This statement was evidence of the principal’s influence over the deployment of 

staff members and by extension how these staff members came to occupy 

certain network positions. In this example, Participant 88 reconfigured the 

existing organisational structures by moving staff members to the opposite ends 

of the school. The rationale for doing this was to reinvigorate the staff and 

progress their professional development by compelling them to experience a 

different stage of the curriculum. If the staff members rotate ‘at least every five 

years’ then it is possible that every teacher in School D will have the opportunity 

to participate in Shared Education at one point or another. This action is likely to 

enhance the collective competence of the school's staff, which is considered to 

support the sustainability of collaboration through the retention of knowledge 

(Boreham, 2004). This action also demonstrated Principal 88’s intent to promote 
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organisational learning within their school. As such, we can consider their 

approach to staff deployment as developmental.  

   The Contested Space schools appeared to adopt a range of approaches 

when internally deploying staff members. In some circumstances they were 

required to be reactive and position staff members to address a need, in other 

situations they attempted to enhance staff competences by applying a 

developmental approach. Ultimately all the schools adhered to a top-down model 

in which teachers were assigned positions by the leadership and those more 

central within the schools’ hierarchical structures. In light of the schools’ 

strategies for redeployment, the constancy of dyadic staff relations was 

questioned and as such the stability of the network was examined. 

 

5.4 Network Stability 

Network stability is typically evaluated according to how resilient or robust a 

network is (Borgatti et al, 2013: 155)—the higher the degree of centralisation 

around a few individuals, the more vulnerable it is to their withdrawal. If an actor 

was removed from the partnership, the network would have been disrupted 

(Moody & White, 2003). As such, the Contested Space network's stability and 

sustainability of collaborative activity was considered to correlate with the 

resilience of its system to disruptions. An initial analysis of the network measures 

evidenced a high level of arc reciprocity (n=0.709)—the number of reciprocal ties 

relative to the number of actual ties in the network, not the ‘possible’ ties 

(Hanneman & Riddle, 2005). This predominance of reciprocated ties over 

asymmetric relations was an indicator of a stable network. Likewise, the 

existence of multiple connections between the schools was evidence of greater 

redundancy, thus the network was less vulnerable to the loss of a staff member 

(Hadfield & Chapman, 2009: 39).     

   Since the schools were attempting to build a long term programme of 

sharing then network stability and staff retention was vital (Inkpen & Tsang, 

2005). This insight was corroborated by the testimony of interview participants. 

Multiple reports asserted that stability within each school was required otherwise 

the dyadic relations between teachers would be disrupted: 
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...it was one of those situations where the three teachers we were involved 
with when we would've gone out, there may only have been two of them 
there because one had to go off on a course, one had to go and do something 
else, a sub was there in their place; that just doesn't work the same. 
Participant 61 School C 

In this instance, the procedural knowledge and utility of supply teachers was 

questioned. The teacher found this a less effective dynamic for delivering shared 

activity. Assuming that the supply teacher was a different actor each time, 

participant 61 would not have been able to anticipate their behaviours and 

responses in a shared scenario, resulting in less efficient and coordinated 

interactions—as found by Cannon-Bowers, Salas, and Converse (1993) in a 

study of decision-making in teams. This point was developed further by a 

principal who highlighted that essential internal staff rotations interrupted the 

processes of interschool collaboration: 

It's difficult in terms of the Shared Education Programme because you've 
maybe built the capacity there and then you've moved the people on. 
Participant 88 School D 

Rotating staff members often would have affected participants’ retrieval of 

specific expertise and information within the partnership. Once they understood 

where to locate specific knowledge or expertise, staff rotation had the adverse 

effect of remapping the system. This would require staff members to recategorise 

the peers who they approach for knowledge by revisiting a process of encoding 

(Wegner, 1986; Rulke & Rau, 2000). However, within the Contested Space 

partnership staff rotation was also perceived as beneficial in terms of building 

capacity:    

...one of the teachers trained is moving to primary four this year and another 
teacher who is trained is moving to primary three this year. So, there will be 
the knowledge now going beyond the P five to seven where the training took 
place over the three year period, there will now be expertise. Participant 86 
School C 

This principal’s comment alluded to the permeation of shared practice and 

knowledge through the redeployment of their staff members. In doing so, they 

anticipated the extension of school-wide capacity for delivering shared classes. 

On two separate occasions interview participants referred to a difference in the 

rotation practices of schools at KS2. According to these participants, schools in 
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the maintained sector stayed with their class for the duration of KS2, whilst their 

controlled counterparts received a new group of pupils at the end of primary six: 

Some schools, ehm, have a P six teacher who takes them on into P seven. 
That's mostly in the maintained sector, but we don't. Ours move every year to 
a fresh teacher. Participant 68 School E 

As such, they identified a sectoral misalignment at KS2 that might disrupt the 

operation of Shared Education. If one staff member in a dyad advances with their 

class and the other does not, a new dyadic relationship would be necessary to 

continue the collaborative activity. Participants also identified the negative impact 

of high staff turnover as an ongoing issue, as it became difficult to retain 

knowledge within the system if an actor exited the network permanently: 

If there is a change of staff it's more likely that it's because your school maybe 
has falling enrolment or something like that there, or it's voluntary 
redundancy or, and that can last for a number of years then suddenly you 
might get a spurt of a number of teachers leaving, and you get a number of 
teachers coming in. Participant 85 School E 

This observation was made during a time of school closures and unstable 

employment within the education sector, thereby demonstrating the wider 

instabilities that the partnership was attempting to overcome. In consideration of 

this uncertainty it was important that the partnership and its staff members 

implemented mechanisms to preserve any acquired knowledge and expertise. 

One of the ways in which the schools did this was to ensure continuity between 

staff members being inducted to the project and those leaving: 

Teachers who had done it previously gave advice to teachers who were 
coming in new and we got our time then to plan what was happening. 
Participant 57 School A 

In doing so, the staff members new to shared activity drew upon the experiences 

of their colleagues to transition smoothly into the project. By communicating 

relevant experiences and acquired knowledge, the incumbent staff members 

contributed to the development of transactive memory (Wegner, 1986). Planning 

together has also been considered to strengthen a transactive memory system as 

the team establishes an understanding of each other’s strengths and 

weaknesses (Liang, Moreland, & Argote, 1995). The central coordinator also 

revealed that the leadership attempted to maintain stability by pairing 

experienced staff members with those new to the project: 
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…I tried to base myself with the new ones [pupils] coming in, and I teamed up 
people who were in last year with new people coming in. So that, you had 
that continuity, they were actually working with somebody who'd already 
been through the programme. And then, were I couldn't manage that I made 
sure I was there. Participant 92 Central Coordinator 

This comment indicated that the coordinator was reluctant to permit new staff 

members to work without any experienced personnel in the classroom. 

Furthermore, the principals also stated that they attempted to maintain stability 

and confidence in their staff members’ abilities to deliver activity by ‘anchoring’ 

certain staff members: 

I have always kept an anchor teacher in each year group, somebody, at least 
one if not two that have been involved in the Shared Education. So I tried not 
to have too much movement within those year groups because I know that 
they were--y'know there was capacity building that went on there and you 
can't just implement something and not give it time to develop or embed so 
I've kind of left them alone. Participant 88 School D 

By ‘anchoring’ staff members they anticipated that the project would develop over 

a prolonged period of interaction, showing an appreciation for the importance of 

time. A component that has been deemed crucial to the development of 

collaborative cultures and the avoidance of contrived collegiality (Fullan & 

Hargreaves, 1992: 77). In these examples, the partnership exhibited evidence of 

strong succession planning, which has been considered an important element of 

sustaining effective school-based networks and preventing staff burnout (Hadfield 

& Chapman, 2009).  

   In consideration of the perceived correlation between transactive 

memory and the stability of the staff network, triplet transitivity was speculated to 

be a more important measure for the partnership’s stability. The assumption 

being that transitive relations amongst three staff members could retain expertise 

better than mere dyadic relations between two staff members. Triplet transitivity 

only refers to the presence of triads with edges and does not include those with 

absent edges—in the Contested Space network triplet transitivity was measured 

as 0.442. This indicated that the network had a considerable number of closed 

triads. A finding of interest, because the facilitation of shared classes was a 

function of dyadic relations between a pair of teachers.  

   The reports made by the interview participants indicated that their meta-

structure of relations and its configuration was affected by network stability and 
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continuity. These were determined by staff deployment strategies adopted by 

each school as well as certain factors that necessitated the internal rotation of 

staff members. Their responses were interpreted as evidence that the 

development of a transactive memory system had contributed to the sustainability 

of the partnership’s collaborative activity through an enhanced capacity to adapt. 

Network measures of arc reciprocity and triplet transitivity indicated that the staff 

members’ knowledge system was reasonably impervious to disruption. To 

examine this perception further, the nature of impediments to interschool 

collaboration and the participants’ experiences of disruption were reviewed. 

 

5.5 Impediments to Interschool Links 

Participants highlighted certain structural factors that militated against the stability 

of staff relationships—such as the logistical issues around school size, discussed 

in section 5.2.3. For instance, it was reported that the smaller schools had 

composite classes, which made it difficult to align year groups between the 

partners:   

I have a split six-seven class, so the previous year we'd followed the year 
seven programme. So, obviously we went with the year six programme so 
that they weren't having the same sort of lessons over again; because the 
programmes are quite different. Participant 57 School A 

This teacher reported the challenge of adhering to a prescribed scheme of work 

for pupil collaboration when they had two distinct year groups in the one class. 

The staff member resolved the issue by delivering a 'year six' programme to year 

seven pupils in the second year of the project, in effect delivering the curriculum 

contrariwise. Despite this obstacle the participants' reports did not directly link 

network stability or configuration to the delivery of curriculum. The closest remark 

to this effect was a reiteration of the importance of establishing parity in terms of 

pupil numbers. It was reported that at one point during the project the balance 

between two partners became disproportional as a class of pupils was withdrawn 

from activity: 

…we had a number parents withdrew their children this year because of the 
literacy, numeracy preparation problem. Participant 86 School C 
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It was explained that the withdrawal of the class had been parent-led because of 

concerns about the pupils' readiness for the post-primary transition examinations. 

According to the principal this issue had extended into the domain of sharing 

education, but was not a direct effect of sharing classes—it was an internal 

matter. This imposed a difficult situation upon their partner school, which was 

unable to provide equal opportunities for all their pupils to participate:  

We had four year six classes and actually this class the whole way through 
was not involved in Contested Space. Because there were three classes in the 
other school but there was four classes here; so one class just didn't do it. 
Participant 64 School D 

In defence of the school's decision to withdraw the class, one staff member 

stressed the need to prioritise other curricular imperatives as a consequence of 

time constraints:  

…so you're really cramming this timetable really tightly and you're losing one 
full afternoon; because by the time you travel to the venue and then came 
back again that was your afternoon gone. Now, a lot of it was wonderful 
don't get me wrong, but you had to mould your timetable around that, you 
did find that some things did start to slip in your curriculum. Participant 61 
School C 

This comment revealed reluctance from the staff member to become too focused 

on Shared Education and revealed a short-term, practical concern for meeting 

prescribed standards of normal teaching—this conveyed hints of bounded 

collaboration (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992). Yet, other studies with staff members 

from the partnership contend that teacher engagement with the project was seen 

as a vehicle for teaching PDMU and other elements of the curriculum (Duffy & 

Gallagher, 2014), as opposed to an add-on as implied by participant 61. 

   Time was a recurrent theme when the participants discussed any 

obstacles to sharing education and network stability. Many of the interview 

participants appreciated the importance of investing time to develop relationships, 

practice, and cultures of collaboration, yet it was the one component that was 

unanimously reported as scarce. As a result, the participants subtly revealed that 

they felt burdened at times by having regular shared activity alongside their other 

obligations:     

…the time factor might have been a negative thing when we were particularly 
busy and had other things on. But apart from that we weren't, they weren't 
too negative about the programme at all. Participant 67 School A 
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For that reason, the collaborative activity was formally confined to KS2. This was 

not interpreted as a failure of Shared Education, but rather an indictment of the 

ongoing resource strains that schools encountered daily: 

The project took up so much time and not that we begrudged any of the 
because it was dealing with certain aspects of the curriculum anyway and it 
was a great project, but it took up so much time and energy that it was 
confined really to key stage two… Participant 86 School C 

The principal's comment suggested that if more time and energy had been 

available, the activity could have extended to other stages of the curriculum in 

their school. However, it became apparent that the ways in which the staff 

members discussed time revealed more about the difficulties they encountered in 

balancing the obligations of the project with their normal duties than the explicit 

availability of time. As such, planning was seen as an important activity that 

enabled the staff members to prepare and adjust for Contested Space activity. 

One principal substantiated this observation claiming that investing in planning 

was important:  

…if you're going to get good quality planning time it means freeing staff up, 
getting them out and that means sub cover at two hundred pounds a day, it 
can be all costly…if staff see that things are done properly then they buy into 
it…you really need to invest in resources and one of them from a staffs point 
of view is time; planning time. Participant 85 School E 

The partnership also opted to employ a central coordinator to support network 

stability and delivery of shared activity. Their involvement was anticipated to 

remove the burden of organisation and project management from the staff 

members. This critical actor is discussed at length in section 6.2.3.  

  Other reported impediments to interschool links included programmatic 

difficulties of organising an extensive and sustained programme of sharing 

amongst 5 schools, which presented logistical obstacles: 

…it was quite demanding. I mean we had in our school two hundred and forty 
children involved, [school D] had about two-fifty involved, and the other three 
schools between them had about two or three hundred involved. So there 
must have been eight hundred primary school pupils involved in that final 
year. It's quite a lot. All coming and going, and working in each other's 
schools. Participant 86 School C  
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There were huge numbers involved, and I keep saying this, when you multiply 
that up by three year groups and it's all happening at basically the one time; 
it's a lot goin' on. Participant 85 School E 

Such a large programme required the management of multiple activity strands—

sustaining this level of activity would be difficult particularly if the network was 

disrupted. One principal asserted that the level of activity was possible because it 

was supported financially:    

It was a huge sum of money, but because of Atlantic Philanthropy and O F M 
D F M, and the Contested Space project as it manifests itself, the money was 
there; we could do all of that. Participant 85 School E 

This substantial monetary incentive and fiscal space permitted the schools to get 

on with sharing without any concerns and supported the sustainability of the 

network and its activity. However, the reality of cuts more generally to school 

budgets was reported by another principal. They reasoned that their school would 

have to prioritise resources for the coming semester: 

Not with budgets being as tight as they are, and schools would prioritise 
different, y'know we've already prioritised for this year different areas. Our 
foundation stage is our main focus this year and next year, that's special 
needs. They're our two, main focus, and special needs will be next year again 
adding to the second year of the school development plan. So, all our 
resources are accounted for. Participant 67 School A 

Without the financial resources provided for the Contested Space project, it was 

unlikely that this school would have been able to participate. Therefore, 

budgetary concerns had the potential to negatively impact the network's stability. 

However, the circumspect concern from this principal was counterintuitive as the 

premise of interschool collaboration was that the partners would ease the 

financial burden by sharing resources and facilities (Gallagher et al, 2010). 

Rather than withdrawing from their relationships, the principal would have 

benefited from strengthening relationships with partners. That said, the principals 

from the larger schools reported that the project in its existing format was 

unsustainable due to the considerable cost of transport:    

I don't believe it's sustainable in its current format. A big part of that will be 
transport. Transport was one of the biggest costs throughout this 
project...schools couldn't afford that, there would need to be some external 
funding to facilitate that. I don't know if that's possible. Participant 86 School 
C 
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In this interview, the principal asserted that the future of the partnership was 

contingent upon external funding, which appeared to validate the concern that the 

network’s stability was entangled with the availability of resources. The 

combination of a time deficit and challenging fiscal context signified that the 

partnership required equilibrium between the cost of maintaining the network 

structure and the affordability of a staff member’s time, energy, and resources. 

This was difficult for the schools in light of their competing priorities and 

demands.    

   The prioritisation of each school’s discrete needs was in some cases 

perceived negatively as an exhibition of provincialism, such as the 

aforementioned withdrawal of a class from shared activity. One principal 

disclosed the importance of independent oversight to prevent the schools 

becoming self-serving and introspective: 

…they won't have someone overseeing the whole project so each school will 
be, although they are trying to work together, they will be out for themselves. 
Each school will be looking out for number one, whereas with ours we were 
able to hand a lot of that over to someone who wasn't involved with any 
particular school…you know with the best will in the world, schools do have to 
look out for themselves for their own resourcing and staffing and so on. 
Participant 86 School C 

In this statement, the principal alluded to the central coordinator as a mechanism 

for preventing provincialism. This corresponds to the work of Hadfield and 

Chapman (2009) who asserted the importance of coordination and facilitation to 

maintain engagement and a common direction. Without a common direction, 

participants reported that the schools would normally have been incompatible: 

…sometimes when two schools are in the same parish they can be quite 
competitive with each other and in the past [school D] and [school B] 
probably had a bit of a competitive relationship with maybe previous 
principals and stuff. But no, [participant 88] and I work very collaboratively 
together and support each other. Participant 87 School B 

While this principal revealed a historically competitive relationship between the 

two maintained schools, they also stated that this dynamic had changed. 

Contested Space was considered by the principal as having mediated the pre-

existing competitive tensions: 
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…it gave us the opportunity to get to know each other so well as a group of 
principals and I think that was important for the staff in the two schools to 
see. Participant 87 School B 

This impact was experienced equally by the partnership’s controlled schools, 

which were also reported as having a historically competitive relationship vying 

for the same pupils. These competitive tensions were personally experienced by 

one teacher as a child, demonstrating how archaic the rivalry was:  

…I remember it as a child! So, it's always, it's just the -- it's because of the 
location I suppose, and we are so close…I would like to think we're starting to 
make in-roads there, as I say, because our foundation stages do link up very 
closely. Participant 3 School E 

Normally, competition between the schools would have impacted negatively upon 

the stability of the network. But Shared Education appeared to initiate the 

emergence of ‘coopetition’—a concept described by Muijs and Rumyantseva 

(2014)—in which the typically adversarial schools collaborated to achieve 

mutually beneficial results. This novel dynamic between the schools was reported 

to strengthen the partnership’s resolve to overcome exogenous shocks. For 

instance, the participants reported that the concomitant stage production of the 

‘Divided City’ occurred during a politically turbulent period in Northern Ireland 

pertaining to the legitimacy of exhibiting flags. To portray the situation accurately 

the extended testimony of one principal was worth presenting: 

That was tough going, and that all happened at the same time as the whole 
flags issue in the North. That was such a project of excellence to be 
disseminated right across the North there, using the Creative Arts and 
Literacy to develop a programme of Shared Education with five primary 
schools and four secondary schools, one hundred and fifty children. We in 
way were frightened; we became afraid ourselves because we thought this 
might grow into something that there could be a whole backlash from…Some 
children had dropped out of the project, some of the Secondary level students 
pulled out in the midst of the flags issues…I would say without a doubt the 
whole flags issue impacted on it tremendously. Participant 88, School D 

The principal conveyed a sense of concern over how the communities might 

respond and this brought with it uncertainty and anxiety. In their words, they were 

expecting ‘a whole backlash’, which might have jeopardised the stability of the 

network and its very existence. Yet, the resultant production was reported as 

having been a success. Even though the schools could not predict the type of 

issues that would arise, they had developed the network structures that could 
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absorb the strain of disruptions—the schools had a common direction and were 

coordinated so that the staff members were engaged (Hadfield & Chapman, 

2009). Most importantly, the partners communicated effectively to ensure that 

they were collectively ready to deal with any impediments to the partnership, 

notably in the case of the ‘Divided City’:    

…there were political issues in the town and we had to decide how much we 
were going to go into the advertising. Four of us sat one day for a few hours 
one evening and went through the script and rewrote bits so that we were 
happy that there would be no come back and that y'know. So the collective 
power certainly made decisions a lot easier for us. Participant 86 School C 

   Many of the reported impediments to establishing links replicated the 

findings of prior Shared Education studies (Hughes et al, 2010; Duffy & 

Gallagher, 2015). However, this study added to their interpretations by 

incorporating a network perspective. The reported obstacles for interschool links 

could be categorised as—structural, programmatic, or exogenous issues—all of 

which had the potential of disrupting the sustainability and stability of the network. 

 

5.6 Chapter Summary  

The findings of this chapter are based upon relational and structural observations 

of note regarding the Foyle Contested Space partnership. It was revealed by staff 

members that the majority of their antecedent engagements did not incentivise 

collaboration between different management types and sectors. Shared 

Education was perceived to be a medium through which schools could engage 

cross-sectorally in a model of collaboration that promoted strong relationships. By 

examining the network structures underpinning their collaborative links, this 

chapter validated assumptions that involvement in Shared Education stimulated 

the formation of cross-sectoral ties.  

   Appending this finding, the schools were seen to have had a preference 

of partner, as some institutional links happened to be more involved than others. 

It was ascertained that this preference was based upon history between the 

partners and finding balance in terms of pupils, staff, and size. The network data 

suggested that the larger partners were structurally incongruous with their smaller 

counterparts, such that aligning with partners of a similar size was mutually 
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beneficial for the schools with regards to organisational learning. Nevertheless, 

the Contested Space project was reported to have changed who the schools 

chose to engage with—new connections were forged on something other than 

proximity and ethos.  

   The resulting shared network exhibited distinct properties from each 

school independently—size and capacity increased considerably. It was revealed 

by staff members that maintaining stability of this structure was problematic 

because of the schools’ internal structural fluctuations, e.g., staff rotations—each 

school would need to be responsive and adaptable to the internal changes and 

variability of their partners. For that reason, the network meta-structure (figure 

5.10) was perceived by the researcher as being hypothetically in a perpetual 

state of flux. To accommodate this, the staff were seen to have developed 

network structures that could absorb the strain of potential disruptions. Continuity 

was emphasised as being material to partnership operations such that building 

capacity and developing a strong transactive memory system (Wegner, 1986) 

assisted the partnership in withstanding internal fluctuation and change. 
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6 A PROFILE OF STAFF MEMBERS IN A SHARED EDUCATION NETWORK 

Chapter Six: 
 

A Profile of Staff Members in a Shared 
Education Network 
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This second results chapter will build upon the overarching network structures 

analysed in chapter five by illuminating the constituent subgroups of staff directly 

involved and subgroup of teachers with no direct involvement, before exploring 

the profile of staff members embedded within them.  

 

6.1 Staff Participation in Shared Education 

To verify the group who were directly involved in the delivery of the Contested 

Space partnership, the 82 staff members who completed the questionnaire 

(appendix 5) were asked to disclose whether or not they had directly participated. 

A total of 44 staff members reported that they were involved in collaboration at 

some point during the three years of Contested Space, whilst 38 respondents 

stated no involvement. This established that almost half of all 97 staff members 

within the partnership’s network boundary participated in Shared Education 

during the lifespan of the partnership. This subgroup of teachers within the 

partnership's relational meta-structure was then isolated from the main network 

component to facilitate an analysis of its configuration. It was anticipated that 

those directly involved in the Contested Space project and Shared Education 

would exhibit a more cohesive network when compared to those who reported 

having had no direct involvement. 

6.1.1  A Network Perspective of Participation 

For the network analysis that follows, the data relates to the 82 staff members 

that could be classified from their responses as directly involved in Contested 

Space or not directly involved in Contested Space. The network data pertaining 

to the 15 non-respondents is excluded from this part of the analysis as their 

membership of Contested Space is unknown and cannot be inferred. Those 

remaining (82) are separated into two subsamples of 44 and 38 respectively, 

which are analysed as two discretely bounded networks—interactions that might 

occur between these subsamples are omitted.     

6.1.1.1  Staff Directly Involved in Contested Space  

The multiple cohesion measures for the network of staff members directly 

involved in Contested Space are presented in table 6.1. The average degree 

within this network was 8.591 with a network density of 0.200, revealing that not 
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all of potential ties were realised. This revealed space to develop interschool 

collaborative links further and was explained by the reported time pressures and 

staff rotation (section 5.5)—it was difficult for staff members to develop ties 

beyond the dyads critical to the delivery of their shared classes. The closure 

measure of triplet transitivity (0.425) supported this perception that the staff relied 

on dyadic relationships, as it indicated that more than half of the observable 

triads in the network were intransitive or vacuous. In terms of stability, there was 

little redundancy within the observed network of staff involved, meaning that the 

removal of fewer nodes would have resulted in greater disruption—a marker of 

weak ties and their corresponding potential for innovation (Granovetter, 1973). 

This was reported by staff members (see section 5.4) who stressed the challenge 

of continuity and the obstructive impact of utilising supply teachers in the absence 

of an embedded actor. The network also displayed a high level of connectedness 

(0.977) and a reasonably low degree of centralisation (0.229) indicating that 

power and influence were distributed amongst actors relatively evenly with no 

staff members excluded, thus contributing to a mixed picture of network stability. 

In a partnership burdened by limited time and somewhat reliant on dyadic 

relations, it would have been necessary for staff members to have knowledge of 

where they could access certain information and how quickly they could access 

it. For that reason, it would seem logical that a network with these properties 

would require a stronger transactive memory system (Wegner, 1986) to 

effectively deliver a programme of interschool collaboration. 
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  The visualisation of the subgraph from the staff members’ meta-

structure is illustrated in figure 6.1. It provided a reminder that the network 

structure emerged from collaboration between five separate schools under 

conditions perceived as challenging—accordingly, it was interpreted with 

moderate expectations. In comparison to the network measures of each schools' 

internal structures (section 5.2.2)—particularly school D, which was of a similar 

size—the results of the subgroup exhibited congruity. In consideration of how 

novel Shared Education was for some of the schools, the staff members 

appeared to embrace the opportunity and formed a discernible network structure 

that pervaded the traditional boundaries of separation. As such, the subgraph 

was perceived by the researcher as a bridging structure. It was the resultant 

structure of participating in Shared Education and in its absence the schools 

would have had considerably less boundary spanning ties. In this network space 

the staff members worked together, thereby pulling five distinct school networks 

closer together. The size of each node was representative of their in-degree 

centrality and revealed the importance of the aptly named central coordinator 

(section 6.2.3). The five schools visually coalesced around this node (brown, 

double triangle). Furthermore, the reported asymmetrical relationships between 

the schools were apparent. The staff members involved from schools A (red 

Table 6.1 Multiple Cohesion Measures, Network of Staff Directly Involved in Contested Space 
(n=44) 
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circle, n=3), B (yellow, square, n=5), and E (pink, down triangle, n=8) overlapped 

whilst school C (green triangle, n=15) and D (blue diamond, n=13) shared a 

similar space within the network, based on geodesic distances. 

 

6.1.1.2  Staff Not Directly Involved in Contested Space   

The impact of Shared Education was apparent when the network measures of 

those directly involved in Contested Space (table 6.1) were compared to the 

results of those who reported no involvement (table 6.2). The size of this 

structure was marginally smaller at 38 than the subgroup of staff members 

involved, but it had a noticeably smaller average degree of 4.789. This revealed 

that staff members not involved in Shared Education maintained fewer relations 

based on the four collaborative interactions—exchanging resources, seeking 

professional knowledge, discussing personal matters, and meeting socially. The 

 

Figure 6.1 Network of Staff Members Directly Involved in Contested Space (n=44, multiplex) 
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density of this structure was also lower at 0.129, supporting the view that Shared 

Education had encouraged tie formation for those directly involved. This could 

simply have been a result of those involved having had more opportunities to 

establish ties or access to a greater number of actors. Alternatively, some 

researchers posit that organisational networks can be influenced by personality 

type (Kilduff & Krackhardt, 2008) and that teacher efficacy is associated with a 

predisposition for extroversion (Rushton, Morgan, & Richard, 2007), thus offering 

a possible explanation for the disparity between the two cohorts' connectivity—

those directly involved were potentially more outgoing. A prominent difference 

between the two subgroups was that the network of those not involved was 

disconnected into multiple weakly connected components (n=5) and therefore 

exhibited a much higher level of fragmentation (0.605). This was obvious from the 

rendered subgraph, figure 6.2.  

 

 

Table 6.2 Multiple Cohesion Measures, Network of Staff Not Involved in Contested Space (n=38) 
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  In comparison to figure 6.1, the subgraph of staff not involved (figure 

6.2) was much less cohesive. Intriguingly, with no Shared Education the staff 

members from the respective controlled Protestant schools were still linked, albeit 

tenuously, whilst the maintained Catholic schools’ staff members appeared to be 

isolated. This is not to say that these staff members did not collaborate externally, 

or that they did not collaborate with the Contested Space partners because the 

above (figure 6.2) only illustrates within group interactions—in other words a 

member of Contested Space could be interacting with a member of non-

Contested Space and vice versa. However, despite this caveat, it was evidence 

that without sharing, the staff members and schools representative of the 

Catholic and Protestant communities may remain largely separate. In this 

structural context, staff members would have lacked novel ties and exhausted all 

opportunities to access new information (Granovetter, 1973). By measuring triplet 

transitivity, a high incidence of triadic closure (Simmel, 1950) amongst these staff 

members was revealed, at 0.617. This suggested a preference for strong ties 

over time, from which cliques are thought to emerge—these are considered to 

 

Figure 6.2 Network of Staff Members Not Directly Involved in Contested Space (n=38) 
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stabilise networks regardless of structural fluctuations (Kossinets & Watts, 2006). 

This was expected of each school as the recent educational landscape of 

austerity and closures demanded evidence of stability and sustainability. Staff not 

directly involved had a marginally higher level of arc reciprocity (0.813) than the 

staff directly involved in sharing education, which supports this notion and was 

assumed to be a consequence of more frequent internal interactions with 

colleagues from the same school. The structure of staff not involved in Contested 

Space was also less hierarchical with a degree of centralisation of 0.149. This 

was explained by two observations—first, the network had multiple components, 

which has the effect of limiting the potential number of nominations from alters; 

and second, the network stability of those directly involved in the Contested 

Space project required a group of more central network leaders to effectively 

negotiate obstacles and have policies in place to deal with unforeseen challenges 

(section 6.2).  

   The network results revealed that Shared Education had an impact on 

the relational structure of staff members directly involved in interschool 

collaboration. This structure exhibited a mixed picture of stability as its resilience 

was questionable, but it also characterised strong levels of connectivity—

effectively bridging a relational void between the partner schools. The data 

suggests that staff members involved in interschool collaboration likely benefited 

from the retention of more ties. In comparison, the relational structure of those 

who did not have the opportunity to participate in Shared Education was more 

stable as a distinct internal school structure, but heavily fragmented within the 

context of the whole network. This was considered to represent potential rather 

than negativity as it suggested the presence of structural holes within the network 

(Burt, 1992; 2005). Evidence of the networked benefits for those involved in 

interschool collaboration led to questions of how they came to access these 

benefits and became drawn into the project. 

6.1.2  Induction to the Contested Space Project 

Examining how the schools internally allocated their staff resources—whether 

reactive, top-down, or developmental (section 5.3.1)—gave some indication of 

how teachers became involved in Shared Education. However, as a constituent 

of a collaborative partnership the schools were obligated to adopt a collective 

approach as they had to combine their human capital to facilitate shared activity. 
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The process of staff becoming implicated in Shared Education was therefore 

subtly different. Interview responses suggested that the induction of teachers into 

the Contested Space project was primarily contingent upon the year group that 

they were teaching.  

…the teachers weren’t selected in any way; just if they were teaching that 
class they became involved. Participant 86 School C 

It wasn’t something that I went looking for; I’ll put it like that. But when it 
arose and I was asked “would you like to be involved?” I was very keen to get 
involved, yeah. But I didn’t go out thinking “is there something there I could 
do?” Participant 68 School E 

Participant 86 confirmed a non-elective approach, in which staff members 

became involved by default, their selection based only on the fact that they had 

been teaching a specific stage of the curriculum. Their remark alluded to 

mandatory participation, in that the process of induction did not seem to include 

any negotiation with staff; their contention was absolute, ‘if it was your class—you 

were involved’. This approach to assigning teachers to the project would be 

easier to maintain across all five partner schools, rather than having unequal 

standards for staff inclusion. However, Participant 68 contradicted this notion as 

they were asked for approval in what appeared to be a more inclusive process of 

recruitment. This was interpreted as being the consequence of different 

leadership styles—in one school you had a more authoritarian approach, whilst in 

another consensus was sought. However, it could equally have been construed 

as a commitment to professionalism and the expectation that staff members 

fulfilled their curricular responsibilities. The latter assertion was supported by the 

remarks of the central coordinator:     

They saw the Contested Space as part of their job, it was part of the laid 
down curriculum, there was no…it kind of wasn’t treated as something 
voluntary. So, because people were teaching the same classes and curriculum, 
they had more in common than they had anything that would separate them. 
Participant 92Central Coordinator 

Participant 92 also referred to a perceived commonality amongst participants who 

were involved. Their observation was indicative of a homophilous effect. They 

contended that those who were involved found a common interest in their 

curriculum and classes. Participant reports also suggested that the perceived 

homophily between participants might have been the result of deliberate actions 

as the leadership strategically positioned actors and paired teachers together: 
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I think [participant 85] was probably particularly careful about who he 
connected as well. We were just saying that, now that we've established 
certain working partnerships that work extremely well like [participant 73] 
and [participant 68] over in his school, we'll make sure that we keep that 
going. Participant 87 School B 

This evidenced a certain level of artificial network formation by the schools' 

principals. They also reported recruiting and involving staff members according to 

their expertise, effectively positioning staff members according to their strengths: 

Different members of staff would've taken to do with different aspects 
depending on their expertise. Participant 86 School C 

In this regard, the leadership were drawing on knowledge from their own schools' 

professional learning community (PLC) to bestow the partnership with the 

necessary expertise to be effective—an action that is considered to redefine 

PLCs as a networked learning community (NLC) (Jackson & Temperley, 2007). 

   The interview participants provided more detail about the stage of 

instruction targeted during the Contested Space project. It was explained that the 

schools opted to deliver shared classes at KS2, thus Shared Education required 

the services of the KS2 teachers. In comparison to Key Stage one (KS1) and 

Foundation—in which there were 20 respondents deployed, respectively—KS2 

was much better resourced in terms of staff. It was difficult to verify that the 

schools’ decision to target a programme of sharing at KS2 was influenced by the 

quantity of staff members available, but having more teachers at their disposal 

would offer greater support and potential for professional engagement:  

…P five to P seven. We decided to run with key stage two, P five to P 
seven...Now it started in the first year with one year group in each 
school...[School D] and I started with primary five and the other three primary 
schools started with primary seven. So they built up, ehm, the detail of the 
project for P seven, we built it up for P five. The following year we moved to P 
six and they used our P five material, and the year after we brought in P 
seven, we were going to use their P seven material and so on. Participant 86 
School C 

Participant 86 drew attention to a systematic approach in which the induction of 

staff coincided with a very deliberate iterative process for implementation of 

shared activity. They stated that each school only offered shared classes to one 

year group during the embryonic stage of collaboration before it was gradually 

augmented each year until all of the KS2 classes were inducted. The rationale for 
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taking this measured approach at the beginning was to avoid any operational 

setbacks. This resonated with the process of innovation discussed within the 

corpus of organisational literature, which describes it as iterative and cyclical, 

developed and refined through social interactions (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). 

Participant 86 also revealed that the schools inducted staff members from 

different year groups in order to develop materials of instruction. This decision 

essentially permitted the partnership to formulate a three year programme in a 

third of the time, demonstrating an efficient use of human capital.  

   Staff members were asked to disclose their stage of instruction during 

the questionnaire. Figure 6.3 verified that those who were directly involved in 

Contested Space were primarily staff members deployed at KS2. However, there 

was a small number of staff members from KS1 (n=3) and Foundation stage (n=3) 

who claimed to have been involved at some point. This was incongruous with the 

evidence that KS2 was the focus of the shared activity. These respondents may 

have been rotated out of KS2 during the project or were occasionally involved to 

support a concomitant or supplementary project (section 5.1).  

 

 

Figure 6.3 Deployment of Staff Members Involved in Contested Space (n=44) 
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  The members of staff deployed at KS2, who were inducted into the 

Contested Space project, found themselves in that position through a combined 

method of strategic positioning to ensure the partnership had the necessary 

expertise and by default of their internal deployment. A decision taken by the 

partnership’s leadership to implement a programme of sharing from primary five 

to primary seven resulted in the mandatory participation of the corresponding 

teachers; yet, internal personnel rotations permitted the leadership to redeploy 

staff advantageously. Imposing involvement could have fostered a situation of 

contrived collegiality if teachers were reluctant, leading to network instability. The 

schools seemed to avoid such an outcome by adhering to a systematic and 

iterative process of implementation. In light of the school leaders’ influence over 

which actors became involved in Shared Education and who benefitted from 

directly participating in the project, the data pertaining to leadership was 

reviewed. 

 

6.2 School Leaders and Shared Education  

Leadership within networked learning communities (NLCs) is regarded as having 

a key part in the active consideration of activity, purpose, structures and people 

(Stott, Jopling, & Kilcher, 2006: 4). The contemporary view of network leadership 

considers it a fluid concept, dispersed throughout the network as leadership 

entities exist outside formal hierarchical structures. However, this part of the 

analysis elected to focus on school leaders in the traditional sense as opposed to 

‘network leaders’ (Hadfield & Chapman, 2009). The Contested Space schools’ 

leaders were pivotal during the inception of the network and the deployment of 

staff members, thus determining its configuration and patterns of relationships. 

Accordingly, an analysis of the leadership and its role within the partnership was 

undertaken. These actors were identified from their questionnaire responses, 

from which 7 disclosed being in their school’s leadership team. A conscious 

decision was taken not to incorporate the network measures of the school 

leaders' subgroup to avoid unintentionally compromising their status within their 

respective schools (Penuel et al, 2006). To that end, only the qualitative interview 

data was analysed to explore their partnership roles. They were however 

highlighted within the subgraph of those directly involved in Contested Space for 

illustrative purposes as depicted in figure 6.4.  
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6.2.1  The School Leaders’ Relationships 

It is well documented that the relational context in which school staff members 

are embedded is correlated with the success and efficacy of reform initiatives and 

their implementation (Daly, 2010; Daly & Finnegan, 2010; Wubbels et al, 2012). 

As the analysis of the partnership and its subgroup of leaders progressed, this 

relational influence on the governance of sharing education became more 

apparent. Preliminary results revealed that the subgroup of principals established 

professional interdependencies with one another for support: 

…it's a very lonely job because regardless of what anybody says the buck 
stops with the principal, and no matter who makes the decisions it's the 
principal's fault, I suppose you might put it…you need to be clear in your own 
mind that you're making the decision for the right reason and then go with it. 
As long as you're happy with that; that's fine, but once you start doubting 
yourself you then make decisions and you're not sure you've made the 
decision for the right reason. You need that someone on the same level to talk 
to you, to collaborate with, to share ideas with; just as a critical friend. 
Participant 88, School D 

 

 

Figure 6.4 School Leaders' Embedded Positions within the Network of Staff Directly Involved (n=44) 

School Leader 

Teacher 
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Participant 88 articulated the difficulties encountered when a principal must work 

in isolation—a scenario common amongst school leaders (Jopling & Crandall, 

2006). They claimed that having structural equivalents or peers to consult with 

provided confidence and vindicated their decisions. In this regard, Shared 

Education offered the principals enhanced access to ‘critical friends’ with whom 

they could share the burden of leadership and overcome their sense of 

professional isolation—similar to observations made by Hadfield and colleagues 

(2005) in the context of collaboration amongst English schools:    

...we lift the phone to each other and we share problems and "what would 
you do if?" or it's got nothing to do with Contested Space. Participant 85, 
School E 

Participant 85’s reference to problem sharing required the leaders to exhibit 

openness and a willingness to expose oneself to the constructive criticism of their 

counterparts—qualities that resonated with the multi-faceted conceptualisation of 

trust (Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 1999). In this instance, disclosing their anxieties 

was conveyed as a mutual undertaking, indicative of reciprocity within the 

subgroup. It also revealed that advice seeking had extended beyond the 

operation of sharing education to general school and curriculum matters, which 

was acknowledged by participant 87: 

…I think we do look out for each other and give the benefit, if it's resources, if 
it's to do with curriculum matters we would do a lot of sharing; whether it's 
even about school development planning, we discuss and share a lot of our 
ideas on that. So yeah, it's anything and everything that's on our mind on any 
given day. Participant 87, School B 

From this comment, it was apparent that the ties developed as a consequence of 

sharing education had enhanced their social capital, as conceived by Lin (1999), 

by providing access to new resources and knowledge. Participant 87 also stated 

that the relationships between the leaders had matured to a point at which they 

‘looked out for each other’—thus substantiating the ostensible reciprocity. It 

implied that the leaders' were concerned and interested in the success of their 

peers, which was interpreted as evidence of personal attachment and group 

cohesion. This observation was also made by staff members outside the 

leadership who commented on the perceived strength of the leaders’ 

relationships: 
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The five principals get on extremely well, within the primary sectors and are 
very good friends, very good as in social friends as well. And that's been lovely 
and a great support to each other at difficult times. Participant 68, School E 

Participant 68—a senior teacher—alleged that the school leaders had become 

'social friends' as a result of collaborating, which suggested a much stronger 

interpersonal bond than a professional association. It also resonated with the 

qualities of a ‘philos’ tie, which is differentiated as a particular type of strong tie 

due to its affective nature—deemed important for facilitating organisational 

change (Krackhardt, 1992). One of the principals explained that working closely 

with one another during the project had enhanced their relationships:  

I think we've all got a similar easy going nature, for one thing. I think we all 
clicked from the word 'go'. We've spent probably a lot more time together 
than the teachers would have in the strategic planning of the whole project 
and getting together and looking at the finances, and looking at the 
programme as a whole. Participant 86 School C 

In this instance, participant 86 highlighted three conditions that supported the 

development of their relationships—similar personal qualities, time, and shared 

purpose. They also claimed that the frequency of their contact contrasted with the 

experience of other staff members.  The resultant relational dynamic between the 

leaders and faculty staff was reported by the central coordinator:  

...People look to them. Then you would have a senior management team. 
They vary depending on size…Schools are quite complex places...But I did 
think that the relationships between the principals was the key to the thing 
moving forward. Participant 92 Central Coordinator 

Participant 92 indicated that the ties between the principals were the driving force 

behind the collaborative effort, claiming that the subgroup had a central role 

within the partnership. In their opinion, other staff members looked to the school 

leaders as an example of collaborative working—modelling their collegiality 

(Little, 1982). In this manner, the leaders’ relationships strengthened the 

partnership and the subgroup’s influence over other staff members. The leaders’ 

apparent trust, the quality of their ties, the benefits from enhanced social capital, 

and influence over other exchanges within the network were reasoned to be 

extensions of the subgroup’s relational embeddedness (Moran, 2005). 
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   The relational embeddedness, or quality of the leaders’ relationships, 

was evidenced by multiple expressions of solidarity. Each leader reported an 

appreciation for the challenges faced by their partners, exhibiting empathy: 

…when there's difficulty in the [redacted area], we don't build in an activity 
which automatically says "well the P S N I will deliver the internet safety talk 
in [school B]." To sit down and plan the programme and put that in, 
automatically puts the principal in [school B] under extreme pressure. 
Because the P S N I are not that welcome, and if you get a problem in the 
Creggan with maybe drugs and shootings and things like that there, 
happening at the same time, the last thing you want to do is to put the school 
and the principal under immense pressure. So why build it in at the very start 
when it can be delivered in a different way? Participant 85, School E 

In this example, the principal of a Protestant controlled school expressed concern 

for the potential pressures faced by their counterpart from a Catholic maintained 

school. As such, participant 85 demonstrated the capacity to look outward 

beyond the network and responded to the context in which the other schools 

were embedded—it is also worth noting that this was an example of solidarity on 

a cross-sectoral basis. A similar example of cross-community regard from 

participant 88 exhibited the leaders’ capacity for compromise: 

…We do a big [St Patrick’s Day] concert every year so I invited them over, the 
children that were in the project, and I asked my own children not to be 
wearing tricolours, which they do. They bring in flags and they bring in all 
sorts and I said "look, go green by all means but please do not be wearing 
tricolours or anything tricoloured. Because, how would you feel if you were 
going into a concert in [school C] and they were all sitting over there in Union 
jacks, you wouldn't like it." That caused more of a stir amongst my staff than 
it did with my children and parents. Participant 88, School D 

This principal comprehended and appreciated the cultural nuances involved in 

the sharing process, demonstrating a willingness to accommodate the needs of 

their partners. More importantly, they evidenced an attempt to transfer this tacit 

knowledge to other staff members and the school's pupils. On multiple occasions 

the principals claimed that this cultural understanding and appreciation of their 

partners' values, beliefs and perceptions derived from overseeing the 

concomitant stage production of 'the Divided City' (see table 5.1)—an example 

worthy of further exposition. 

   A short time prior to 'the Divided City' performance, the political 

landscape grew tense in the wake of incidents involving parades and flags, 

resulting in inter-communal tension and localised disorder. Understandably, the 
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school leaders grew concerned that the contentious theme of the show might 

offend and attract unwanted attention. For that reason, they decided to undertake 

a joint editing process as recalled by participant 85:    

…the idea was to go through the script and almost highlight with an orange 
highlighter or a green highlighter, things we thought might well upset the 
other community {LG}. I think that was actually quite funny, because when we 
met again we all looked at each other, "right who wants to start? Which 
page?" and "aw, I highlighted that because I thought that would offend your 
side of the community." It was amazing being able to say "I don't think that 
would offend our side of the community." Participant 85, School E 

They described a scenario in which the school leaders supported one another 

and stimulated intercultural learning. A convincing demonstration that the 

relational embeddedness of the school leaders was correlated with their learning 

and managerial performance as reported in other fields (Uzzi & Lancaster, 2003).  

Importantly, this process of innovation and knowledge transfer came at an 

embryonic stage of the partnership, a point in its timeline at which relationships 

were still being formed. The leaders highlighted this event as the affective 

singularity that consolidated their interpersonal relationships: 

I think it's because the foundations were laid through 'Divided city'. We sat in 
that room that night and we pulled that script apart baring our souls basically, 
and our thought processes and our beliefs about what was right and what 
was wrong... I just think that just sealed it for us because we know each one 
of us I think is a very strong moral leader and we know what the right thing is, 
and the right thing is for our children. Participant 88 School D 

Participant 88 expressed the vulnerability that the school leaders experienced 

during this occasion, when they exposed their values. As a result, the group 

established an understanding of each other's moral character, which determined 

the choices and collective action of the group in staging the production. Some 

researchers claim that moral sensitivity is an important aspect, if not a 

foundational quality, of transformational leadership (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999). In 

this regard, Participant 88 alluded to the actions of the group of leaders and 

indicated an appreciation for their discrete practices.  

   As a consequence of their participation in the partnership, the principals 

gained enhanced access to ‘critical friends’ with whom they could find solutions to 

their problems, share practice, and socialise. It was discerned that the quality of 

their relationships, emerging from sharing education, had enhanced their social 
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capital and influence over exchanges within the network (Lin, 1999). 

Consequently, the researcher interpreted the school leaders’ relational 

embeddedness as augmenting their capacity to lead collective action and 

mobilise partnership staff (Diani & McAdam, 2003). The following subsection will 

present the qualitative data pertaining to the practices of leadership within the 

partnership and how they mobilised their staff members.   

6.2.2  The School Leaders’ Practice 

Arising from the leaders’ relationships was an appreciation for each other’s 

discrete leadership practices. To manage a combination of schools representing 

distinct sectoral interests, they developed a set of shared leadership practices 

and learnt how to lead in conjunction with others. Participant 86 stated that the 

school leaders made joint decisions together based on an apparent 

interdependency, as a consequence of their partnership:  

… Normally because of this project we make joint decisions, I wouldn't decide 
to do something in my school that [participant 88]'s not doing with [school D], 
y'know, or [participant 85] wouldn't be prepared to do in [school E] and so on. 
So, we would make the joint decisions… Participant 86, School C 

Participant 87 explained their roles in joint leadership, disclosing that each 

principal performed alternative functions:     

One minute it jumped into my head saying [participant 86] because of the 
finance, the next minute I was thinking [participant 88] because of Contested 
Space, but because of the way we work and it would've been [participant 86] 
and [participant 88], [participant 85] and I were always quite happy for 
[participant 86] and [participant 88] to do the stage stuff and the speeches. 
But I think all of us, because of the amount of meetings that we would've had 
during the day or whatever, I wouldn't have said there was one person who 
saw themselves as the leader. I really wouldn't. Participant 87, School B 

This evidenced the sharing of responsibilities between the leaders and also 

alluded to a deliberated delegation of duties as the principals evaluated each 

other’s skill set. An aspect of their practice that was consistent with existing 

theories of shared leadership, in which members assume different leadership 

roles as problems and tasks necessitate (Zhou, Vredenburgh, & Rogoff, 2013). 

Participant 87 maintained that the volume of responsibilities was too much for a 

single principal to handle and so joint leadership became a facilitating mechanism 

in a partnership of its size. In a dynamic and evolving partnership, from which 



   

184 

 

new challenges emerged, the implementation of new structures and processes 

were necessary for the leaders to respond (Chapman et al, 2008: 4). As such, 

sharing education extended the principals’ skilful involvement in the work of 

leadership and stimulated the development of leadership capacity—which has 

also been noted in a context of English school collaboration (Harris & Lambert, 

2003; Hadfield & Chapman, 2009). This observation was appended by principals 

who perceived each school’s internal leadership capacity as an important 

variable for maintaining influence, which was seen as a challenge for leaders of 

the smaller schools: 

…it's such a tiny school, as I say, I just thought it was always so particularly 
challenging for [participant 67] to try and keep on top of everything but she 
certainly did, y'know. And they were a really important part of the group, 
[participant 67] wouldn't have had maybe the opportunities to socialise the 
way we did as well. Y'know, if we were at a meeting we went for lunch 
together or whatever, all those things as we were saying that you don't write 
down, strengthen the relationships that she didn't get the opportunity 
necessarily to do. Participant 87, School B  

In this example, the principal of the smaller school had less time to involve 

themselves in the leaders’ subgroup, which had the unfortunate effect of 

consigning them to the periphery of social interactions. This resonated with the 

observation made by Jones (2009) that external collaboration extends and 

intensifies the burden of leadership for principals in smaller primary schools. 

Accordingly, the subgroup of principals would be less exposed to the practice of 

their smaller school counterparts as their involvement in joint leadership work 

was constrained. For that reason, it was argued that jointly developed leadership 

practices were contingent upon the levels of internal leadership capacity—school 

size influenced the capacity to adopt the shared structures and innovative 

processes. 

   Individually, schools are reported to approach leadership differently 

according to their size (Southworth, 2002). Within the network currently under 

examination it was reasonably assumed that size would influence how the 

leaders applied partnership structures and processes within their respective 

schools. Analysis of the interview data supported this perception and revealed a 

variation of internal leadership approaches during the project. The smaller 

schools adhered to a top-down leadership model, as acknowledged by participant 

87: 
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I mean, it starts with obviously being told by me it's going to happen and then 
after that it's a case of, will it work or not? Participant 87, School B 

In this smaller school, the principal was the instigator of any collective action or 

staff pursuit—they made a decision in an autocratic fashion and their staff 

determined the subsequent outcome. This indicated a narrow degree of 

involvement from their staff members and a lower level of leadership capacity 

(Harris & Lambert, 2003). However, the principal of the smallest school noted that 

their decision-making process was based upon finding consensus:   

…whatever opportunities come along I would say, "Are we in or are we out? 
Give it consideration." So, nine times out of ten they agree with whatever 
projects we do...and hope that they work out. Participant 67, School A 

Within the smaller schools this democratic approach would have been more 

straightforward as they were able to accommodate the views of all staff 

members. It was the perception of the researcher that both of these discernible 

leadership approaches—top-down and consensus-seeking—were impractical for 

the leaders of the larger partners to apply discretely. Instead, they reported 

implementing a combination of approaches within a distributed leadership model, 

which permitted them to retain operational stability and divest some of their 

responsibilities:  

…we've a distributed leadership. We have, obviously a school this size, myself, 
the vice-principal, and below the vice-principal we have three heads of key 
stage plus a head of special needs…regardless of who is making decisions 
everything comes back up the line to me. As far as other staff or parents are 
concerned, if they're unhappy with something, I have made the ultimate 
decision even if it's only to okay a decision made at a level below me. 
Participant 86, School C 

They adhered to a hierarchical structure of authority, within which the 

responsibility for executing decisions was spread across the school. Participant 

86 alluded to their own reliance on a number of staff positions within the school, 

thus highlighting the importance of internal collaboration to effectively build 

leadership capacity (Lambert, 2002). This distributed model was considered to 

grant staff members more agency and control of their collaborative activity, 

contributing to a bottom-up executive process. In this regard, leadership began to 

resemble a more dispersed and pervading quality, consistent with the 

contemporary notion of networked leadership (Stott, Jopling, & Kilcher, 2006; 

Hadfield & Chapman, 2009). Decision-making or influence, at the very least, was 
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administered at the 'chalkface' where the pressures on teachers were truly 

appreciated. This corresponded with the literature on leadership practices, which 

argues that teacher empowerment can lead to school improvement (Muijs & 

Harris, 2006). Participant 88 commented on the importance of conferring this 

power to middle management: 

I definitely think there are far more open channels of communication here, it's 
built on respect and giving people a voice, there's distributed leadership that 
goes on here, middle management has been strengthened and I think 
teachers within the school have much more voice than they would've had 
previously. Participant 88, School D 

It should be noted that school D made changes to their management structure a 

short time prior to the Contested Space project, not as a consequence of Shared 

Education. Nevertheless, it was important for this principal that internally the staff 

members had a 'voice' during the project—suggesting that sharing education 

provided an opportunity to empower staff members and improve their school.  

Participant 88 concluded that teachers were often inaudible in larger schools as 

their opinions were obscured by the school's dynamism and ongoing business. It 

has also been reported that keeping staff informed of the nature and purpose of 

collaboration was important for the effectiveness of Shared Education (Hughes et 

al, 2010; Duffy & Gallagher, 2012; 2015). Therefore, a distributed leadership 

model and building leadership capacity may have been necessary for day-to-day 

activity and keeping staff involved within the decision-making process. To that 

end, the principals disclosed relying on their vice-principals to drive on the ground 

action during the project:   

…your Vice-principal, I find, more and more needs to be the ear for the staff. 
Because they’re nearly always constantly there and therefore the whole idea 
is that they are the main link between you and your staff…they’re the one 
that if there’s anything going on, they’ll come to you and say. Participant 85 
School E 

The empowerment of the vice-principal alluded to the creation of network leaders 

by the principal. In this instance, the vice-principal functioned as an intermediary, 

becoming what could be considered as a bridging actor between the principal 

and teaching staff to facilitate effective intra-collegial communication. In other 

settings ‘network co-leaders’, in a similar capacity to the vice principals in this 

case, have been reported to multiply the network’s capacity to energise and 

engage its members (Stott, Jopling, & Kilcher, 2006: 14). The reliance on vice-
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principals was again reported to correspond with school size—in the smaller 

schools there was less capacity for an active vice-principal during the project. 

This supported the perception that school size determined how the school 

leaders put Shared Education into action. In an asymmetrical partnership that 

required a structural balance to function (section 5.2.3), it was apparent that the 

leaders also needed to balance leadership structures (Hadfield & Chapman, 

2009: 23). It was necessary for them to retain certain elements of their distinct 

internal leadership structures and processes for their school’s efficacy in 

responding to partnership procedures.   

   The principals’ reports of leadership processes evidenced the 

application of both transactional and transformational forms of leadership for 

partnership working. Reports from the school leaders regarding their internal 

practice focused on operational duties including organising timetables, ensuring 

provision of resources and meeting human resource obligations—which were 

indicative of transactional leadership practices. This was expected from the 

principals of the smaller schools—a category of leader that has previously been 

identified as preoccupied with their ‘operational space’ during collaboration 

(Jones, 2009). Providing oversight during the project was a primary example of 

this—maintaining knowledge of the activities within their school and between the 

partners: 

I would pick up all the emails from [participant 92] and disseminate them. 
Now, I know they're perfectly capable of picking up their own emails, but just 
to be sure that there are no 'operational hiccups', that they know exactly 
where they're supposed to be going and what they're supposed to be doing, 
so that I know exactly what is happening as well as them. Participant 67, 
School A 

Participant 67 acknowledged this observation and emphasised the need to avoid 

'operational hiccups'. By force of circumstance, most of the school leaders 

embedded themselves centrally within the partnership's network so they could 

monitor the flow of information. These duties were performed to maintain 

operations and safeguard the immediate stability of the partnership. 

   In a complementary fashion, transformational practices were applied to 

advance collaborative operations and the partnership. As the leaders began to 

discuss the future and longer term activities, they moved to a discourse more 

aligned with transformational leadership. For example, they exhibited concern for 
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the strategic development of their schools and the collaborative project. They 

claimed that one of their main roles was to ensure that their respective schools 

capitalised on involvement in the partnership and that participation aligned with 

their school’s interests: 

…the principals are there just to make sure first of all that the project meets 
with what our vision for the school is in general and the Contested Space. 
Participant 85 School E 

Participant 85's remark suggested that their school's concerns were put ahead of 

the partnership's, but rather than self-interest or provincialism, this was 

interpreted as attempting to maintain a balance between what was beneficial for 

both the school and the partnership. It demonstrated that the role of the school 

leaders also involved deliberating the direction of the partnership as a whole. The 

principals also exhibited the transformational leadership quality of being 

individually considerate of their staff members (Simić, 1998: 52) stressing the 

importance of 'making sure that your teachers are happy' (Participant 85). 

Participant 88, the principal of one of the larger partners, suggested that this was 

not an easy task and that they considered their role as dominated by staff 

concerns: 

…a lot of my time is spent managing relationships and listening to people 
really, to get the best out of them. That’s what takes up a huge amount of my 
time, I find. Participant 88 School D 

In this instance, they claimed that investing time in their staff proved to be more 

effective for getting desired results. This resonated with early leadership studies, 

which argued that motivating staff members through transformational leadership 

was a dyadic effect rather than a group effect (Seltzer & Brass, 1990). To that 

end, participant 88 contributed the majority of their time maintaining dyadic 

relationships. They extended their commentary of personnel management by 

comparing the size of their school to the smaller partners who they perceived as 

having less staff related challenges. Their concluding assertion was that having 

more staff members resulted in having more 'human' issues.  

   Further evidence of transformational leadership practices included a 

focus on motivating the staff members at different levels of the school to 

accomplish change for the better through sharing education. Participant 87 
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demonstrated pragmatism and appreciated that prompting a change in sectarian 

attitudes and perceptions was a slow process and therefore required patience:   

…real change to me is slow. It's not about revolutions, it's about evolution. I 
think that's what Contested Space did. Participant 87, School B 

They highlighted that the Contested Space model of collaboration permitted the 

time for the partnership to evolve, without the expectation of immediate results—

an aspect of network development that has been empirically considered 

(Veugelers & Zijlstra, 1996: 78). Their poetic phrase—‘it’s not about revolution, 

it’s about evolution’—captured the sentiment of all the principals that the project 

was about establishing a solid foundation upon which cross-community relations 

could be improved. Participant 88’s account developed this insight further, 

explaining that motivating staff members required perseverance: 

...the more you chip, chip, chip, and the more people see you walk the talk 
that it becomes then something that they realise is purposeful. Participant 88, 
School D 

In the view of this principal, the school leaders needed to model behaviour for the 

staff to endorse the project—leading by example. They alluded to the need for 

school leaders to inspire and demonstrate the value of the project to engage their 

staff, deemed an important aspect of effective shared leadership (Erkutlu, 2012). 

In this manner, participant 88 perceived the school leaders as agents of change. 
This became more apparent from their reflections on their own leadership 

practice:  

I always think of transformational versus transactional at the end of the day, 
transactional was never a thing for me no matter what I'm involved in. I think 
if you do something then you do it with an open heart and an open mind 
because you have a sense of passion I suppose about it, and energy and 
commitment to it, then you will change peoples' mindsets without a shadow 
of a doubt. Participant 88, School D 

In this leader’s opinion, transformational leadership practices superseded 

transactional leadership practices and by implication that they were employed 

separately. However, the evidence provided by participants suggested that a 

combination of both forms of leadership were employed within the partnership—it 

was not as simplistic as one or the other. An observation similar to studies 

recommending both transactional and transformational forms for more effective 

leadership (Bass, 1999). The leaders appeared to alternate their practices during 
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Contested Space, which motivated them to extend their concerns from the day-

to-day operations of their respective schools to the joint fate of the partnership. In 

doing so, the interests of the respective schools became somewhat entangled.  

   The school leaders’ practice, the quality of their relationships, and the 

internal capacity of their school were all correlated with one another. Their 

relational embeddedness permitted them to respond to the challenges of sharing 

education by developing joint leadership structures and processes. In doing so, 

they augmented their leadership capacity and ability to mobilise staff for collective 

action. However, this was moderated by their internal leadership capacity and 

size. It was concluded that the leaders were required to maintain a balance 

between both network and internal leadership structures to effectively deliver 

shared activity. They facilitated the empowering of leaders outside the formally 

established hierarchies, but to provide stability, they maintained their centrality 

and oversight positions.  

6.2.3  Central Coordinator 

A further consideration for understanding the processes of shared leadership and 

how they responded to partnership operations was the role of the central 

coordinator. The principals reported that their leadership capacity was enhanced 

by the involvement of this actor, whose influence and support became the 

linchpin of interschool collaboration. This central coordinator was an independent 

actor within the network who was employed from outside the partnership for the 

sole purpose of managing and coordinating shared activity. Thus, they were a 

significant example of the principals distributing leadership. Multiple interview 

participants identified the coordinator as critical to the cohesiveness and 

coordination of the Contested Space partnership. 

   The principals and teachers conveyed the extent to which they relied 

upon this person for daily operations and sustaining activity: 

…we had [participant 92] organising the actual physical activity getting about 
and booking the facilitators and booking the buses, booking everything, 
making sure children were wherever they were supposed to be at the right 
time. Now that was a massive job for them; they were sort of the umbrella for 
that. Participant 86 School C 

Participant 86's comment confirmed that the coordinator's role primarily involved 

looking after the operational aspects of the project. In effect, this released the 
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principals from time-intensive and logistical duties to attend to the strategic 

aspects of the partnership. Participant 88 verified claims that the partnership 

would not have been possible without the coordinator: 

It became quite intense having three year groups involved, the whole 
management of it was really too big to be honest—finding the space, finding 
the time, the organisation; only that we had [participant 92] to be honest I 
don’t know that we could’ve managed it on such a level. Participant 88 School 
D 

They contended that the partnership would have been too large to manage 

without them, which was interpreted as a statement of the coordinator's effect on 

leadership capacity—their involvement made it possible to lead a partnership of 

its size. The principals also presented the coordinator as a supportive instrument 

for institutional links and a buttress for partnership operations: 

…they tended to step in when classes came together in the early days and if 
something was said, the project manager was able to step in and I suppose 
give a consistent approach across the schools because they were always there 
whether we met in [School E] or whether it was in [School B].  Participant 85 
School E  

Participant 85’s account indicated that the coordinator enabled a consistent 

approach to sharing, across the schools. In doing so, the coordinator was 

perceived to balance the distinct internal leadership practices of each partner and 

enact a consolidated approach. Reports from the coordinator supported this 

deduction, as they claimed that the school leaders had devolved the 

responsibility for running the partnership to them: 

It [sharing] just became a part of the routine of their week and that’s because 
I was organising the buses, I was involved in the planning, issues and all that. 
I think the principals kind of left it to me so that if there were issues that they 
needed to attend to that I would come to them. Participant 92 Central 
Coordinator 

Furthermore, the coordinator reported that by dealing with the operational issues, 

it helped to embed shared activity within the routine of each school. This removed 

the need for the school leaders to focus on transactional aspects of leadership 

practice.  

   As a consequence of the coordinator's central role in the operation of 

shared activity, the staff members reported having frequent contact with them: 
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They would’ve been a great support for all of us, y’know. They would’ve been 
the first person we would’ve phoned. Like, them and I would’ve been in 
contact every week about things. And if they needed anything done or if they 
needed to talk something out they’d have been over here. They were a great 
positive influence. Participant 68 School E 

This comment suggested that a personal bond had developed between 

participant 68 and the coordinator, as a result of regular planning activities. 

Participant 68 equally portrayed the coordinator as a functional tie and a source 

of information for staff who sought their advice. In this way, the coordinator 

appeared to interact with staff members both personally and professionally to 

achieve their purpose—which resonated with assertions made about mobilising 

social capital (Lin, 2001) and the importance of relational embeddedness for 

explaining innovation-orientated tasks (Moran, 2005). For that reason, there were 

added benefits of employing an experienced coordinator—in response to the 

questionnaire they disclosed having 43 years of teaching experience. This 

lengthy service would have yielded extensive social capital and the knowledge of 

how to effectively engage with the practitioners to resolve a range of contentious 

issues—an advantage for the schools entering into a programme of sharing 

education. As an instrument for realising the intentions of Shared Education, the 

central coordinator was also perceived as maintaining impartiality: 

…we never felt like the poor relations with them. They would’ve been very fair, 
with both sides. Participant 68 School E 

Participant 68's comment gave a sense of the coordinator's neutrality despite 

their previous account of personal attachment to this actor. From a leadership 

perspective this was important, as the school leaders could trust that decisions 

would be implemented objectively.    

   To fully comprehend the central coordinator's structural significance, an 

examination of their network centrality was performed—with their verbal consent. 

It was anticipated that they would exhibit a high degree of centrality, as their title 

suggested. A preliminary analysis of the multiple centrality measures for those 

directly involved in Contested Space confirmed that the coordinator was 

embedded centrally. The measures worthy of further exposition were the less 

complex results of degree centrality. The central coordinator had an out-degree 

centrality of 9 when the nominations of all four collaborative interactions were 

combined. This was much lower than expected for someone in a position of 
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central importance. However, the coordinator explained that they rarely needed 

to approach or seek out staff members for anything; it was more likely that staff 

members would come to them for something. This insight was supported by their 

in-degree centrality measure of 24, which was the highest within the partnership. 

This measure of centrality, whilst basic, highlighted this actor as the most 

important for the operation of collaboration—the actor who was considered most 

likely to have access to applicable resources and knowledge. Figure 6.5 

illustrates that the central coordinator was the most central actor involved in the 

Contested Space project when in-degree was considered. No further network 

measures are presented for the central coordinator, as analysing the staff 

members’ egonets was beyond the scope of the current study. Presenting data 

pertaining to a solitary actor was considered too invasive and was omitted to 

avoid compromising their professional status within the partnership (Penuel et al, 

2006).     

 

 

Figure 6.5 Central Coordinator's Embedded Position within the Multiplex Network of Staff directly 
involved in Contested Space (n=44) 

Central Coordinator 
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  Further analysis of the coordinator’s interview data revealed the extent 

of their structural influence within the partnership and evidenced their role as a 

network architect (Hadfield & Chapman, 2009: 125). From their central position, 

they disclosed influencing relations at a dyadic level: 

I kind of manipulated the situation so that they didn’t work together. 
Participant 92 Central Coordinator 

In this instance, the coordinator used their authority to avoid the combination of 

two actors. This implied that they were privy to tacit knowledge that justified 

keeping the actors apart. Correspondingly, they provided evidence of their 

influence at network level, revealing that they adjusted the programme to 

facilitate and support general tie formation:     

…this year I tried to build in an extra half hour of lunchtime just for people to 
sit and chat, because it’s really important. Participant 92 

Here, they alluded to the importance of communication for developing 

interpersonal relationships. To that end, they created opportunities for contact 

beyond the classroom for staff members—in some respects, the coordinator was 

perceived as moderating the contact between staff members. Expounding their 

structural influence further, the coordinator revealed that they created 

opportunities for the schools to establish new links:  

I was saying to [participant 86] about next year if a project runs, about trying 
to bring in [redacted Controlled primary school]. Participant 92 Central 
Coordinator 

This remark revealed an attempt by the coordinator to form institutional level ties 

and extend the network boundary by recruiting another school. It was assumed 

that the coordinator had previous knowledge of this potential recruit and that they 

had the qualities to enhance the partnership. One of the principals offered an 

alternative example of the coordinator utilising knowledge from beyond the limits 

of the partnership: 

I think it came about because [participant 92] who was our coordinator, they 
had links with the principal down there and they knew them very well…when 
we were looking for somewhere to train us up on the use of iMacs, their 
name was mentioned, [participant 92] said they would look into it and they 
were delighted to take it on. Participant 86 School C 



   

195 

 

This extract described an occasion were the coordinator performed a knowledge 

creator role (Hadfield & Chapman, 2009: 127), finding a solution to a provision 

issue by spanning the boundaries of two separate schools that were assumed to 

have had no previous links. It also demonstrated how the coordinator drew on 

their contacts, utilising their social capital to support the operation of the 

partnership. 

   In this specific partnership, the central coordinator functioned as an 

intermediary for collaborative activity. Their primary role was to support the 

schools in the delivery of shared classes and by occupying their ‘operational 

space’, a term borrowed from Jones (2009), this actor enabled the staff members 

to attend to other aspects of the partnership. Structural authority was conferred to 

the coordinator in the sense that they influenced and utilised the network's 

configuration to effectively deliver the project. Their efficacy in doing so was 

predicated upon mobilising their social capital, which emerged from their role as a 

source of knowledge, connector, and bridge between the staff members. Without 

the central coordinator, reports suggested that the partnership would cease to 

function. This encapsulated their structural importance.  

   To determine the leaders’ roles within the partnership, the results 

presented in this section isolated certain aspects of leadership practice and 

examined the structural nuances of the subgroup of school leaders and central 

coordinator. Their primary concern was to support the smooth delivery of shared 

activity and to ensure that the interests of their schools were represented within 

the partnership. It was argued that the subgroup’s social integration and 

professional interdependencies were pulling these distinct interests closer 

together, as the bedrock of their institutional links. From these relationships, 

novel leadership structures and processes emerged that enhanced the leaders’ 

social capital and capacity to mobilise staff for collective action. As such, sharing 

education encouraged the schools to build leadership capacity from which 

network leaders emerged. A central coordinator was employed to handle the 

partnership’s organisation, ensuring a coherent and objective approach and 

permitting the school leaders to focus on the strategic concerns of the partnership 

as agents of change. It was observed that the leaders attempted to engage their 

staff, through which a more broad and inclusive form of leadership was enacted 

and distributed across the network. However, a balance was required between 
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partnership and internal leadership structures to effectively deliver collaborative 

activity. In sum, the strength and quality of relationships between the subgroup of 

leaders influenced their schools’ experience of sharing and demonstrated its 

value to staff members.   

 

6.3 The Shared Education Teacher 

The results pertaining to how the partnership was managed and the leaders’ 

practice, highlighted attempts to engage with their followership. But the attributes 

and characteristics of the followership remains thus far unexplored. Participants 

revealed that the staff members were inducted into shared activity by the school 

leaders according to their expertise (section 6.1.2), yet very little is known about 

the profile of these teachers more generally (for exceptions see: Nelson, 2013 

and Donnelly, 2012). There is evidence to suggest that staff demographics could 

influence the patterns of interschool relationships and the partnership’s network 

structure (Moolenaar et al, 2014a). Staff relationships are thought to coalesce 

around departmental structures (Lima, 2007), gender and the year group of 

instruction (Moolenaar, 2010; Moolenaar et al, 2014a). This warranted the 

consideration of the teachers’ attributes. For that purpose, the participant 

responses to section A of the questionnaire are presented along with the relevant 

themes emerging from the semi-structured interviews. The analysis focused on 

the teachers from the Contested Space partnership identified as being directly 

involved in sharing education (section 6.1.1.1), including the central coordinator. 

6.3.1  Time Spent on Shared Education Activity 

Multiple reports were made regarding the time pressures experienced by the staff 

members directly involved in Shared Education (section 5.5). The interview 

participants reported that time was generally a scarce resource in school and on 

occasion they were required to prioritise other curricular obligations ahead of the 

Contested Space project. As such, the time contributions made by staff members 

directly involved were examined more closely as illustrated in figure 6.6. The 

enquiry pertaining to 'time spent' was intended by the researcher to include 

planning, organising resources, travelling, and teaching shared classes. 
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   The results revealed that the majority of staff members (72%) committed 

between one and five hours a week to Shared Education. Very few staff 

members reported spending any more time than this, with only 2 participants, 

including the central coordinator, disclosing that they allocated six to ten hours of 

their week to collaborative activity. Only 1 staff member indicated that they spent 

over sixteen hours—a somewhat anomalous result, as they disclosed a 

contribution of 60 hours a week, this was likely a misinterpretation of what 

constituted 'time spent'. No more than 1 staff member failed to provide an 

answer. Interestingly, 9 respondents, which represents 21% of participants, 

disclosed that they committed no time to the Contested Space project despite 

acknowledging their direct involvement. This suggested that they were either no 

longer active in the project or that their participation was irregular, perhaps only 

becoming involved on occasion to provide support.  

  For those directly involved in Contested Space the mean number of 

hours per week spent on Shared Education activities was approximately 3 hours 

20 minutes. This amounted to roughly half a school day during the week 

dedicated to sharing education. How participants spent this time could not be 

extrapolated from the descriptive statistics—limited qualitative data and 

infrequent references to planning, travelling, and delivering shared classes failed 

to offer any substantial evidence. It was reasoned that the employment of the 

 

Figure 6.6 Hours Dedicated to Shared Education per Week by Staff Directly Involved (n=43)—1 
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central coordinator had reduced the time-intensive duties for staff members, 

which explained the relatively low amount of time spent on shared activities each 

week. One may then hypothesise that some of their time would be spent on 

establishing and maintaining relationships. Further exploration would be required 

to capture how exactly time is spent by staff members in a Shared Education 

partnership.  

6.3.2  Gender 

Participants’ gender categories were deducible from the information provided by 

the principals. A label of either male or female was assigned to staff members 

according to their full names. It was noted by the researcher that this process 

involved making an assumption about how each respondent would categorise 

themselves. Nevertheless, the descriptive statistics indicated a significant gender 

imbalance in favour of female actors within the project. There were 30 female 

staff members and in contrast only 14 males as depicted in figure 6.7. This 

though was typical of how under-represented males were within the network as a 

whole (section 4.5.3). However, this characteristic of the staff members’ profile 

was expected and was representative of teacher gender throughout primary level 

education in Northern Ireland (DENI, 2013f). Interestingly, the male staff 

members involved directly in the Contested Space project accounted for 82% of 

all male teachers across the partnership. The reason for this was unclear, but 

one explanation was that the majority of male staff members in the schools were 

deployed at KS2—the target stage of the project. 
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   To illustrate the apparent gender imbalance, the subgraph of staff 

members directly involved in the project was rendered to highlight their gender 

categories as depicted in figure 6.8. The male staff members were denoted by 

green triangles and their female counterparts were represented by purple circles. 

Existing research suggests that the structural configuration of the staff members 

might have been affected by the partnership’s gender imbalance (Moolenaar et 

al, 2014a). This is often attributed to gender homophily, a preference for same 

sex ties over opposite sex ties, which has been observed in education and school 

settings (Mehra, Kilduff, & Brass, 1998; Moolenaar, 2010; Moolenaar et al, 

2014a). Research also advised that the minority gender often has much more 

heterophilous networks than the majority (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 

2001), which in turn could have significantly affected the composition of 

Contested Space subgroup. However, because the gender imbalance within the 

partnership was somewhat improved by including nearly all the male staff 

members, the potential for the gender homophily effect may have been reduced.  

 

 

Figure 6.7 Staff Members' Gender (n=44) 
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6.3.3  Staff Experience 

The experience of staff members at both an individual and team levels have been 

considered to influence the configuration of a network (Moolenaar, 2010). This 

finding is supported by research demonstrating that educators are more likely to 

have repeat exchanges with colleagues they have worked with in the past 

(Coburn & Russell, 2008). Accordingly, it was assumed that those involved in 

Shared Education would be teachers who had worked within internal school 

structures for a longer duration and have had more time to embed within their 

school’s network—staff who had more ties to draw upon for delivery of the 

project.  

 

 

Figure 6.8 Staff Members Directly Involved, Gender (n=44) 
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   To explore this aspect, participants had been asked to disclose the 

number of years spent at their respective schools, from which the responses of 

the subgroup directly involved (n=44) are presented in figure 6.9. It emerged that 

the highest proportion of staff directly involved in sharing had been employed at 

their school between 20–29 years. This suggested that there was indeed a 

preference for staff members who had a longer period of school network 

membership. Yet, there was also relatively strong incidence of staff members 

with less than 10 years at a school being directly involved in interschool 

collaboration, with 14 participants. Only one staff member failed to provide a 

response, who was understood to be the central coordinator as they had no fixed 

school.  

  Participant 85 explained the advantages of utilising experienced staff 

members: 

But again, it was based more on those who had been involved in this type of 
work…and therefore I had a teacher that was involved in that [science 
project], they happened to be a senior teacher as well which was good 
because it gives an element of authority; and therefore, she has been 
consistently involved in that and then right through the Contested Space was 
a point of contact for other teachers within [School E]. Participant 85 School E 

 

Figure 6.9 Years Spent At Current School (n=44) 
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This revealed that teachers of seniority and higher formal position had the added 

benefit of authority. As a consequence, other staff members perceived them as a 

point of contact, which placed them in a position of potential for leveraging and 

brokering (Balkundi & Harrison, 2006; Balkundi & Kilduff, 2005). Not only had this 

teacher the experience of ‘this type of work’, but they had the competences to 

maintain control and stability. Further to this point, Participant 88 elaborated upon 

the advantages of deploying staff with contrasting durations of network 

membership: 

There’s a case for having that experience then and building on it and then 
there is a case for bringing in a fresh face and harnessing that energy and 
motivation in somebody that’s new to a year group and somebody you know 
will be an energizer or an innovator, to take something on and grow and 
develop it rather than let it just roll. Participant 88 School D 

In this instance, the principal was mindful of maintaining the project’s purpose 

and avoiding stagnation. It was implied that the more experienced staff members 

provided stability upon which they project could progress, whilst bringing in ‘fresh’ 

faces was considered to add momentum. This resonated with the role of 

‘animateur’ defined by Hadfield and Chapman (2009: 130) as an external agent 

who reinvigorates or re-engages networks that lose momentum. In this case, the 

animateurs were ‘fresh’ teachers, who were new to a year group. It was reasoned 

that a new actor would bring novel ideas that were perhaps unorthodox within 

established structures and procedures.  

   Following further analysis it was conceded that being a ‘fresh’ teacher 

did not necessarily mean that they had less teaching experience than others in 

the network—a teacher with 40+ years of experience might have been employed 

by a school for less than five years. Participants were asked to disclose the 

number of years they had been in the teaching profession. Again, the responses 

of the 44 staff members directly involved in Contested Space were extracted and 

are presented in figure 6.10.  
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   The majority of staff members (17) indicated that they had been in the 

profession for between 20-29 years, 12 disclosed having 10-19 years working in 

the profession, and 4 teachers had 6-9 years of experience. Only 2 respondents 

disclosed having less than 5 years of experience as early career teachers. This 

revealed that the staff members who stated having less than 5 years at their 

current school were not necessarily inexperienced. This postulation was 

appended by participant 86 who claimed that the staff members involved in the 

project represented a mixture of age groups and experiences: 

We had a whole mixture of experience from young teachers, actually the 
youngest teachers bring the experience of how to deal with certain 
situations…it seemed to be a good mix throughout, and the same went across 
both schools. I think we seemed to have a mixture of young and old. 
Participant 86 School C 

This account dismissed any assumptions that experience equated with 

knowledge and expertise. Participant 86’s contention was that the younger 

teachers, as a consequence of emerging from initial teacher education (ITE) 

more recently, possessed  updated knowledge and learning that the more mature 

staff members had not been able to access—aside from those involved in the 

antecedent SEP activity.  

 

Figure 6.10 Staff Members Directly Involved Experience in Years (n=44) 
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   In sum, the Contested Space project was delivered by staff members 

who had served for both long and short term periods at their respective schools. 

This did not necessarily reflect their experience, as the majority of participants 

reported having worked over ten years in the profession. The principals reported 

that a mix of staff experience was advantageous to the programme and was 

assumed by the researcher to facilitate both stability and innovation. It was 

presumed that more experienced staff would be involved, based on the 

understanding that they would have established strong, durable relationships in 

their school, through which they could  access resources that beginning teachers 

could not (Lazega & Van Duijn, 1997; Moolenaar, 2010: 57). However, it became 

apparent that this was not as influential for the Contested Space partnership as 

initially thought. Regardless of their experience and duration at their respective 

schools, the staff members were required to establish new cross-sectoral ties to 

deliver shared classes. In the context of sharing education, teachers who had 

longer service were considered as socially inexperienced as their ‘fresh’ 

colleagues. As such, a distinction became apparent between the staff members’ 

social experience and their professional experience.  

6.3.4  The Staff Members’ Backgrounds 

The members of staff involved in Shared Education were in some instances 

deployed to fulfill competence-based assignments through internal staff rotations 

made by the school leaders (section 6.1.2). In doing so, the principals appeared 

to target certain types of staff members who they deemed ‘best fit’ for sharing 

education. Their attention to personality was summarised by one principal who 

highlighted the importance of fitting teachers together:  

It is down to personalities though and one of the reasons why I think the 
relationship between ourselves and [school E] is so successful is the mix of 
personalities…They get on like a house on fire and they work extremely well 
together. It's like any programme, you can put anything in place but if you 
don't have the right personnel in there. So it has worked really well and will 
because of the good strong relationships between the teachers. Participant 
87 School B 

In their opinion, aligning the staff members’ personalities improved the chances 

of forming effective collaborative relationships. However, the interview data 

suggested that in fact, the perceived personality traits that made them suited to 

the project were apparent more generally across the schools’ faculties. 
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Participant 67 claimed that all their staff members, regardless of involvement in 

Shared Education, were of a compliant disposition: 

Well, I think we’re lucky that anything I ask staff to do, or take on a project, 
they take it on and they go with it—If you know what I mean?…if they know 
something is good for the children, they will do it. Participant 67 School A 

Alongside this perceived amenability was a bond and sense of solicitude for their 

pupils, which in effect was their motivation. Participant 87 focused specifically on 

their teachers involved in sharing, including their perception of staff members in 

their partner schools:  

…the personalities that I’m talking about are a really committed, dedicated 
bunch of teachers, who are always willing to give the extra y’know, and I’ve 
seen that in the [school E] staff; actually in [school A] as well, particularly in 
the P five programme. The teachers that I have met from those schools just 
mirror my own and it’s not about being gushy here, they really were very 
committed teachers who saw the benefits of the programme. Participant 87 
School B 

In their account, they alluded to homophily effects (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & 

Cook, 2001), an observation that was not unique to this principal. Other interview 

participants suggested that similar staff personality traits acted as a catalyst for 

tie formation and enabler of collaboration. Participant 87 also highlighted the staff 

members’ perseverance as an important element for collaborating. Across all the 

comments made about the partnership’s staff characteristics, there was a wider 

sense of altruism and moral purpose.       

   In addition to personality traits, the interview responses revealed much 

about the staff members’ character, in the sense that as network actors they 

played a number of roles: 

I’m senior teacher, I’m a primary four teacher at present and I’m Key Stage 
coordinator for Key Stage one…and I’m I C T coordinator as well in the 
school—many hats.  

This participant, anonymised for ethical reasons, had responsibilities that 

extended beyond those of the Contested Space project. Their ‘hats’ conferred 

them authority and influence not just within their own classroom, but at Key Stage 

level and across the whole school as an ICT coordinator. This was observed to 

be the case more generally, not just specific to those directly involved in Shared 
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Education. It was claimed that the expectations of multiple roles brought with it 

added pressures: 

When you get involved in a project you want to start and see it through. But 
we all wear so many hats that we’re involved in other things and principals 
want us to do other duties during a week—I think it’s just the nature of 
teaching now, it’s very hard to be committed to one thing without being 
pulled.  

In this instance the participant, who was anonymised once again, conceded that 

the pressures of multiple roles was now part and parcel of the profession. This 

offered an explanation, in part, as to why the characteristic of perseverance was 

advantageous for staff involved. It was reasoned that the resolve of this staff 

member would be more resistant to ‘being pulled’. However, having multiple roles 

was also perceived as contributing more positively to sharing education, as in the 

case of participant 3: 

I’ve quite a lot of roles and [my teaching partner through Shared Education] 
obviously is the vice-principal, so I think we have to be able to work with 
others, collaborate with others, share with others, and I think yes maybe has 
let me grow as the person that I am and that I can do that now. Participant 3 

Their contention was that having multiple roles had served as an impetus to work 

with others and thus prepared them for sharing education. Aside from occupying 

multiple formal roles within the hierarchy of their respective schools, participants 

also reported various network roles. Participant 86 revealed that each school 

assigned a broadcaster who would communicate with the partnership’s 

governance structures on their school’s behalf: 

There were always committees to help run things whether at management 
level or whether at financial level and each school had someone designated 
to be that link. Participant 86 

This, in effect, would have permitted the schools to coordinate and control what 

information was communicated across the partnership in a formal capacity. In 

most cases these were senior teachers or school leaders. It was also a 

commonly reported occurrence for staff members with unique skill sets to be 

brought into the shared activity when required by the school leaders. This 

exemplified the role of the peripheral specialist. One staff member reported being 

recruited to the ‘Divided City’ production (see table 5.1) because of their 

background in Drama and Music: 
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I knew the Contested Space was going on. It was because I have experience 
putting on productions that then I suppose [participant 92] who was 
coordinating the project, she approached me and asked me about it and then 
[participant 88] who is the principal here…but it wasn’t a case of “do I have 
to?” Y’know? It was “oh God aye!” I was onboard straight away. Participant 
64 School B 

Existing research recognises the peripheral role of certain actors as having value 

for organisational learning and knowledge creation (Cross et al, 2001; Liebowitz, 

2008). This was comparable to the ‘sharing of advanced skills teachers’ as 

reviewed by Atkinson and colleagues (2007: 41), in which collaborating schools 

would share staff with specialised skills across all schools in a partnership 

(Arnold, 2006). In this case, participant 64 had specific knowledge and talents 

that were brought in from outside the core membership of the Contested Space 

staff members directly involved. Similarly, it was also noted that the classroom 

assistants played a role in the partnership and were involved in shared activity: 

…we sort of changed it so that I went and I would’ve had a classroom 
assistant from another school with me, and I’d given my classroom assistant 
to one of the other girls. Participant 57 

I know in our school the teacher that was involved and the classroom 
assistant, so you’ve two roles in this school, have strong links with the teacher 
in another school and they have kept those links up. Participant 13 

These reports highlighted that the auxiliary staff members had established 

professional ties with teachers in the partner schools. Their involvement was 

significant as it demonstrated that the partnership’s professional community was 

inclusive and its learning potential had extended beyond the teaching staff 

(Bolam, Stoll, & Greenwood, 2007). 

   The analysis of staff members’ attributes and demographics revealed no 

conclusive type of Shared Education teacher. They were experienced and 

inexperienced, young and old, male and female—the only distinguishable feature 

was that they were largely from KS2, because this was the targeted stage of 

instruction for the Contested Space project. Furthermore, it was observed that the 

staff members’ moral purpose had value for those directly involved and the 

school leaders. It was the perception within the schools that those involved in 

sharing had an increased workload, albeit with a marginal contribution of hours 

per week. However, their sense of moral purpose and membership of the network 

was seen to moderate and support their augmented activity. This resonated with 



   

208 

 

other studies that consider moral purpose as underpinning collaborative learning 

and energising school-to-school networks (Jackson & Temperley, 2007). 

Following this presentation of the staff members’ attributes and characteristics, 

the next section will examine the development of their instructional practice. 

 

6.4 Towards A Pedagogy of Sharing 

Existing research focusing on networked learning communities (NLCs) and 

collaborative partnerships reiterates the potential of collaboration for co-

constructing knowledge, opportunities for learning, and teacher development 

(Day & Hadfield, 2004; Jackson & Temperley, 2006; Stott, Jopling, & Kilcher, 

2006; Rudd et al, 2004b). Similarly, networks of teachers have been observed to 

facilitate instructional change, support innovation, and teachers’ professional 

development (Daly, 2010). It was important to understand how the Contested 

Space network might have facilitated or supported the development of staff 

members’ practice during their partnership. The researcher acknowledged that 

each partnership is different in its composition and purpose (Gallagher et al, 

2010), and as such varied practices will have emerged. Accordingly, this section 

documents the pedagogy as described by the staff members involved in the 

Contested Space project. We initially consider the participants preparedness for 

sharing in terms of supporting qualifications and professional development 

opportunities, before examining more closely the processes through which they 

developed their practice.   

6.4.1  Qualifications Supporting Shared Activity 

The members of staff directly involved in the Contested Space project were 

asked to disclose any prior qualifications that supported the delivery of Shared 

Education. All 44 participants directly involved in Contested Space responded, of 

whom 38 stated that they had no qualifications for that purpose. Only 6 staff 

members claimed to have formal credentials to support their collaboration. This 

highlighted an area of need for the advancement of Shared Education if the 

current stock of teachers in Northern Ireland is to be involved. Appending this 

point, the qualifications alleged by the 6 staff members to support sharing tended 

to evidence competences that were peripheral or implicitly related to Shared 

Education. One staff member claimed that music and drama grades—piano and 
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choral training—had supported their shared activity. It was reasoned that this 

teacher had been involved in the ‘Divided City’ production. Another respondent 

claimed that their ‘IFA level 1 football coaching’ certification enhanced their work 

with young people from different denominations. In other cases, the staff 

members highlighted their initial teacher education (ITE) qualifications—PGCE 

and B.Ed.—as offering some knowledge and skills suitable for sharing. Only one 

staff member, a principal, highlighted PDMU training as supporting their shared 

activity, which was considered a broad interpretation of the term ‘qualification’.  

   The staff members’ responses highlighted a gap in teacher CPD and a 

potential area of development for the Shared Education model. Offering the 

opportunity to obtain a formal qualification might incentivise sharing in the 

absence of continued financial resources.  

6.4.2  Training Provision 

Previous SEP research highlighted in-service training as an area of need and 

reported the value of programmes specifically designed to enhance efficacy in 

dealing with intergroup relations (Hughes et al, 2010). As such, an examination of 

the staff members’ reports of training through Contested Space was considered 

salient. It was also important to document existing provision given the policy 

commitment to implement specialist training and competence reinforcement for 

teachers and support staff (DENI, 2015b).  

   In the absence of formal qualifications, the staff members claimed that 

their in-service training did not equip them adequately for the process of sharing 

education. It was revealed by the school leaders that they had intended to 

provide specialist training at the beginning of the school year, but this did not 

transpire. Participant 85 hinted at confusion around resource allocation, believing 

that training would be organised by QUB. Consequently, the staff members had 

to improvise and address the deficiency themselves: 

I think that maybe there was a misunderstanding. If we had’ve known that it 
was going to be left to us the we would’ve used some of the money to have 
bought in trainers for staff; and we could’ve got the staffs to cluster together, 
and that would’ve meant that it would’ve cascaded right down throughout 
your school. Whereas what we’re relying now on is that those teachers who 
have been involved in Contested Space, the expertise that they have picked up 
over a couple of years, then if other classes take things on and other teachers 
take things on they would be able to ask. Participant 85 School E 
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This documented the emergence of practitioner-led CPD activities, which have 

been considered a strong feature of professional development in school 

partnerships enacted in other regions (Rudd et al, 2004). As a consequence of 

the ‘misunderstanding’, the staff members were required to mobilise their ties to 

modify practice and facilitate its permeation amongst those directly involved in 

collaboration. The availability of expertise to permeate also suggested that 

training or development opportunities had been accessed in the initial two years 

of the project—referring to cascading network effects that facilitated the flow of 

this information to other staff members. Speaking further, participant 85 

acknowledged that this was inadequate and recognised the need for formal 

training: 

I think there is a need, probably, to have gone the extra step, which we’d 
talked about way back at the start of the project, and that is that staff should 
be formally trained in dealing with contentious issues. Participant 85 School E 

Another principal agreed with this opinion and appended their point, commenting 

on the relationship between the partnership’s stability and the teachers’ 

knowledge: 

I think it was an area that in some ways we fell down on a wee bit in the 
project…we wanted more training for the staff on contentious issues and I 
don’t think we ever nailed that, I really don’t…I think in terms of sustainability, 
of the staff of dealing with contentious issues, I’m not sure we scratched the 
surface of that. Participant 87 School B 

For participant 87, the partnership’s sustainability was linked with how they dealt 

with issues arising from sharing education. Retaining and building the knowledge 

of dealing with contentious issues was vital for continued collaborative efficacy—

a point expressed by participants in section 5.4 for maintaining network stability.  

   It was obliquely reported that one principal had attempted to remedy the 

lack of provision and organise training through the CRED programme. However, 

this also failed to transpire. It was not clear from the interview data why this was 

the case. The central coordinator claimed that the access and availability of 

training for schools was generally limited:  

…y’see, all the budgets were cut and then also, the training that was provided 
in the Western Board has been cut as well. The whole team has been cut. 
Participant 92 Central Coordinator 
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This stressed the need for alternative ways to develop practice as the schools 

could no longer access CPD materials from their administrative bodies. 

Participant 61 also suggested that if there was any relevant training available 

then they would attend: 

I would attend anything in the Western Board or like, C E A or anywhere that I 
had to go on a course and then yes it’s up to me to disseminate that back in 
school. Participant 61 School C 

Their account alluded to their school’s appetite for available formal CPD, which 

was not being satisfied during their engagement in the Contested Space 

partnership. Participant 61 also revealed that if CPD was available then they 

would be expected to share this knowledge with their colleagues—learning on 

behalf of others. In the absence of any formal CPD, sharing education appeared 

to provide staff members with an alternative way of developing their practice. 

They made references to relying on their interactions with one another to fill the 

gap. It was reported that the teachers involved in sharing were able to engage in 

‘professional dialogue’ with collaborators, which facilitated the sharing of 

information regarding their practice: 

I think they learn from other people. I think they gain a bit of insight maybe, I 
think professional dialogue is probably right up there in terms of where the 
benefits begin. The begin to talk about practice, pedagogy, theory, new skills, 
whatever things they are implementing, and they share that; even things as 
basic as their planning or how they do an evaluation, or how they approach a 
certain topic. Participant 88, School D 

This became advantageous in a context of limited formal CPD opportunities. 

Informal approaches to CPD permitted the staff members to decide the most 

valuable knowledge and practice to disseminate, and by extension enhanced 

their understanding of the processes of their own learning. 

  Despite their opportunities to engage in professional dialogue, the 

experienced staff members highlighted the need for specialist training in handling 

issues arising from shared activity:  

We were trying to organise this ourselves in the best way possible; possibly a 
more protective training programme before we started might have led to a 
wee bit more security with new teachers coming onboard. Participant 68 
School E 
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In this account, participant 68 revealed a subtext of lacking confidence in the 

competences of their newly inducted counterparts to deal with difficult scenarios. 

This suggested that collective competence was an important facilitator of their 

collaborative relationships (Boreham, 2004). Participant 68 implied that any 

training provided in advance of participation to enhance core competences would 

instil more confidence and readiness. Other staff members indicated that 

specialist training for handling difficult issues was for their own professional 

protection: 

It was to protect us more, y’know, in handling difficult situations. How do you 
handle sectarianism? How you handle, y’know, in the right way? ...it was only 
because we were experienced that we handled it without difficulties. 
Participant 68 School E 

It became apparent that handling contentious issues was a source of anxiety for 

the collaborating staff members: 

I think there are a number of areas that y'know over the years teachers really 
are anxious about taking on and one of them is all the diversity and so on that 
comes out and how to handle it and how do you handle those issues within 
class? Participant 85, School E 

Participant 85 continued, stating that the teachers were relying on their 

experience of prior issues to inform how they coped with emerging situations: 

…you’re actually taking part in the project and each time that something new 
comes up it’s a learning experience for the member of staff. So if it comes up 
again they’ll try and handle it in a similar fashion because that worked before. 
Participant 85 School E 

As such, they were dependent on a process of experiential learning (Hadfield et 

al, 2005). For the more experienced staff members that were interviewed, this 

was deemed insufficient and they coveted continued upskilling in this area. Staff 

expressed apprehension in dealing with potentially difficult issues arising from 

shared activity, a finding that remains consistent since the early iterations of the 

SEP (Hughes et al, 2010). Despite attempts made during the second phase of 

the SEP to address resistance to tackling problems directly and mitigating any 

anxieties, it would appear that further work is required. 

   It should be acknowledged that whilst there was insufficient training 

specific to the sharing of education and dealing with issues arising from 

collaborative activity, there was evidence of the network facilitating access to 
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training in ‘response to new developments in education’ (Atkinson et al, 2007: 

41). One school reported that the central coordinator had assisted in identifying 

and organising training for iPads and iMacs (as stated in section 6.2.3)—a 

relatively recent technology for classroom instruction. Even though this was not 

considered to be an example of joint training between the schools, it 

demonstrated the opportunity to enhance instructional practice as a consequence 

of network ties, which could potentially have been disseminated across the 

partnership. It was also understood from previous studies (Duffy & Gallagher, 

2014) that the primary and post-primary contingents from the partnership had 

both been involved in training days during the early stages of the partnership. 

The only suggestion from interviewees regarding this activity was made by 

participant 86: 

…teachers were given time out of the classroom at start of each year and the 
end of each year, and then these other training sessions. So the time for the 
planning was crucial, and also to involve the teachers. Participant 86, School 
C 

Prior involvement in ‘training sessions’ was not fully captured by the current 

study, suggesting that the interview participants did not find these events 

significant, or that they simply failed to recall them at the time of interview.  

   To avoid collaborative roles and practice becoming too narrowly defined 

and to promote a culture of collaboration (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992) it is 

important that formal teacher education, both pre- and in-service, address the 

gaps in provision. In the absence of formal provision, it was understood that 

sharing education had facilitated alternative informal forms of professional 

development.  

6.4.3  Processes of Developing Practice 

In an attempt to bridge the disparity between current provision and need, this 

subsection examines the ways in which staff members from the network 

informally developed their approaches to teaching and pedagogy. It aims to 

illuminate any relational processes by which instructional practice permeated and 

modified across the network, an aspect of teacher development that is reported 

as unclear (McCormick et al, 2011). This study occurred in the third year of the 

Contested Space project as the partnership began to reach maturity, when the 

staff members’ practice could be considered well-established.  
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   Involvement in sharing education was seen to have facilitated the 

sharing of new practice amongst staff members. Their participation in the 

Contested Space project exposed them to novel information and practice that 

they considered worth adopting: 

So it was being able to widen that skill set of experience, being able to even 
see inside another school and see things like, I mean this is very silly, but see 
things like nice wall displays and go "oh God that's a good idea," y'know—
just picking other people's brains. Participant 64 School D 

Participant 64 disclosed their appreciation for being able to see inside another 

school, an experience that facilitated learning from the artefacts of their peers’ 

instructional practice. In this regard, sharing education had facilitated ‘wider 

collaboration’ for the participants (Rudd et al, 2004b: 22), as it softened the 

boundaries of competing schools permitting staff to work with new colleagues. 

One principal also highlighted the advantages of reciprocity in partnership 

working, in terms of sharing information and expertise with one another:  

…the expertise—I mean, my teachers gained knowledge and a little bit of 
expertise from the people they were working with and vice versa. Participant 
86 

Other interviewees recalled experimenting with their practice during the earlier 

stages, describing the basic tenets of the innovation process (Nonaka & 

Takeuchi, 1995). Participant 68 recounted an iterative process of learning that 

was refined by reflecting with their colleagues: 

For the first while it was, we were finding our feet; we were trying things and 
we hadn’t any training…We were experimenting, “that didn’t work, that 
worked better, we’ll try this next time.” So we were learning as we went 
along. Participant 68 School E 

They also suggested that the Contested Space project permitted them to fail, or 

rather encouraged them to take risks from which any failure would be supported, 

as opposed to punished. This afforded them multiple opportunities to refine their 

practice and discover what worked best for interschool collaboration—what Rudd 

and colleagues (2004b: 38) detail as ‘freedom of action’. This observation was 

consistent with the adopted philosophy of Shared Education—to promote a 

culture of innovation and ‘next practice’ (Hannon, 2006). Participant 92 claimed 

that sharing education had challenged teachers’ thinking: 
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…if somebody is encouraging them to think outside the box and there's no 
resources, there isn't a book that you're going to pick up and you can copy 
that sheet and give it out, and explain what you want them to do and let 
them get on with it…It's that challenge of trying to do things in a different 
way. Participant 92, Central Coordinator 

They also implicitly referred to the novelty of interschool collaboration and that as 

a consequence, the staff members had to develop new practices. In this regard, 

sharing education was seen to avoid comfortable collaboration (as described by 

Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992) and to provoke innovative responses from teachers.  

   It was documented in subsection 6.4.2 that a lack of training provision 

had necessitated the emergence of informal teacher-led CPD in which the staff 

members would feedback any experiential learning to their colleagues. Sharing 

supported exchanges of practice between the experienced and inexperienced 

staff members and permitted a form of continuous development, wherein they 

would iteratively create knowledge and test its reliability, modifying it accordingly. 

This was evident from the following example, in which participant 57 was seen to 

be recycling and adapting practice: 

Teachers who had done it previously gave advice to teachers who were 
coming in new and we got our time then to plan what was happening…I 
adapted it and sorted it for our three schools. Participant 57, School A 

Their account revealed a joint planning process and co-construction of 

knowledge, informed by the experiences of previous participants. The 

involvement of staff already adept in sharing was perceived by the school leaders 

to build capacity for interschool collaboration as the staff members were learning 

from one another, a documented feature of effective network operations and 

coordination (Stott, Jopling, & Kilcher, 2006). Their alleged capacity building 

manifested as a range of informal activities for sharing practice, one of which was 

reported by the central coordinator as staff observing one another’s instructional 

practice:  

...if you watch somebody else delivering something, you pick up things and I 
think it's a brilliant form of staff development for teachers. Because you'll 
share ideas, or you'll say "God that's a good way of doing that," or whatever 
and it is a really good form of staff development. Participant 92, Central 
Coordinator 

Participant 92 defined this process as staff members mirroring each other’s best 

practice. However, the researcher considered this process as more than simply 
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‘mirroring’. The teachers were able to critically evaluate their own practice in 

comparison to their counterparts and adopt strategies that were enhancing. This 

was also reported to have occurred when the partnership employed the 

assistance of external facilitators during the early stages: 

…we were actually lucky because I think the first few weeks or the first term 
that we were doing Contested Space they had programme advisors and they 
did all the activities…we were learning from them as well, all the activities 
that they did, and then after that then they were sort of modelling then how 
we should take the programme forward. Participant 30, School B 

In this instance, participant 30 claimed that the staff members had ‘modelled’ 

their practice on the outside advisors—a disclosure that did not fit with the 

participants' comments in the previous subsection. Nevertheless, it suggested a 

perfunctory imitation of instructional practice as opposed to a much deeper 

internalisation of learning. The literature suggests that for effective learning 

relationships to develop there must be interplay between social and professional 

contacts (Stott, Jopling, & Kilcher, 2006). In this regard, observing other 

practitioners within the partnership would have had greater potential to evolve 

into learning relationships than superficial contact with an external consultant who 

was comparably peripheral. Accordingly, the interview data pertaining to social 

learning is deliberated. 

  The transmission of knowledge between staff members was discussed 

by the interviewees as a predominantly social process. One participant gave an 

account of engaging in discussion with their counterparts and considering their 

own organisational practices in parallel with their partner school:  

You're talking to each other, you're discussing things that happen in your 
school, and you’re seeing how things are done differently in another school... 
Participant 30, School B 

This practitioner exhibited a level of criticality and professional reflection that is 

encouraged in teacher development (Moon, 2013). Reflection was a recurring 

motif throughout the interviewees’ examples of informally developing practice. It 

was integral to the cognitive procedure of determining valuable practice and what 

was deemed irrelevant. Participant 57 summarised this reflective element: 

As a teacher you're always looking at a display, or listening to how somebody 
deals with a situation. I think it's always nice just to have a different, ehm, a 
conversation with somebody with, even just with your own year group and 
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what you're teaching. Just to see how other people do things and going into a 
different school and seeing just how another school works and what not, is 
lovely for a teacher as well. Participant 57 School A 

In this instance, sharing education and any subsequent reflection, supported the 

staff member in making sense of issues and scenarios arising from their own 

practice and school. Interacting and engaging with other professionals was a 

much valued activity carried out within their own school and across the 

partnership. In this manner, they were constructing knowledge in social proximity 

to their colleagues. A process more succinctly articulated by participant 61: 

You gain certainly. You learn from others just the same as children learn from 
each other we obviously learn from each other, we pick up the odd thing. 
Participant 61, School C 

The development process described by participant 61, and other interviewees, 

resonated with Vygotsky’s social learning concept of proximal development 

(Vygotsky, Vygotsky, & Steiner, 1978). In the sense that staff members were 

learning from the competencies of their more capable peers (Vygotsky, Vygotsky, 

& Steiner, 1978: 86; Duffy & Gallagher, 2015). This was captured in the following 

comment from participant 68: 

…and if it was say a new teacher had come in and didn't know anything they 
would have been there working alongside them, to get through, and then 
they were able to take it on the next year. Participant 68, School E 

In this example, as with others in this subsection, the less experienced staff 

members were ‘scaffolding’ (Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976: 90) their knowledge by 

collaborating and learning from their more adept colleagues—reminiscent of 

legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991). It was reported that the 

staff members preferred to interact and engage with their counterparts in person: 

Just getting time to work together and actually sit down and talk things 
through instead of sending emails. Like staff development days or INSET time, 
just when you can actually talk to people one-to-one or as a group rather 
than an email that says 'dear colleagues’. I just find it much more personal to 
be talking to somebody and I try to do that rather than, the email comes after 
it just to remind people rather than... Participant 44, School D 

Participant 44’s account was consistent with the literature, which regards 

personal contact as favourable (Atkinson et al, 2007; Rudd et al, 2004a) for 

sharing information and practice (Rudd et al, 2004b) within a collaborative 

partnership. This was equally appreciated by the school leaders who intentionally 
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built in opportunities for face-to-face communication amongst staff, as 

acknowledged by participant 87:  

…the afternoon would be very much like lunch would be two hours if it 
needed to be. Because that's where you make connections not sitting around 
the table looking at PowerPoints, it's having conversations. So I think that 
was important to do. Participant 87 School, B 

This was consistent with the central coordinator’s account of incorporating 

additional time at lunch to facilitate social interactions (section 6.2.3). The value 

of this activity within the partnership cannot be understated as the development 

of learning relationships and effective transmission of knowledge is considered to 

be contingent upon emphasising informal personal connections within a network 

(Stott, Jopling, & Kilcher, 2006: 21). Moreover, sustained and coherent 

professional development is perceived to create strong collegial ties among 

teachers (Gamoran, Gunter, & Williams, 2005). 

   Shared Education was observed to have facilitated the development of 

learning relationships by encouraging informal personal connections and 

interactions between staff members. During the Contested Space project, it was 

reported by some interviewees that staff members had been involved in joint 

classroom instruction with their collaborative partners. The central coordinator, for 

instance, revealed that the staff members had opportunities to coteach: 

And when they did joint classes in here you would've had, they would've at 
the beginning just said "you do that bit and I'll do that bit," and it would've 
been done like that. There was never, you didn't see any kind of holding back 
or hesitation about it. Participant 92, Central Coordinator 

In this example, the teachers were perceived to have negotiated their practice 

used to deliver ‘joint classes’. Participant 92 witnessed no hesitation from these 

teachers. Some other staff members described their experiences of coteaching 

and its potential value for sharing education: 

…there was occasions last year rather than taking the children out of my class 
she came in the odd time and did a whole class lesson and I just loved it 
because the two of us just bounced of one another—she actually used to 
teach me in here—I got learning loads from her wealth of experience. Now 
that to me, I'd love more of that, I'd love more of that. Participant 64, School 
D 

In both of these examples the staff members had created discernible 

interdependencies with one another, which are considered important for 
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organisational learning and the creation of shared knowledge (Boreham, 2004; 

Muijs et al, 2011). It was the view of the researcher that the value of coteaching 

as a methodology for sharing education warranted a dedicated investigation.  

  Other staff members offered alternative perspectives on the 

interdependencies they had developed during the Contested Space project. 

Participant 57 disclosed a situation in which the actions of one staff member 

reflected upon the others in their team:  

It was as much a reflection on you as it was on them, so you just have to for 
your own professional bit, d'you know what I mean? Even if it was somebody 
else's bit of the production that wasn't as good as it should've been or 
whatever that would still have been a reflection on me as far as my parents 
were concerned. So you had to... Participant 57, School A 

In this regard, the actions and competences of the group of teachers were 

indistinguishable to the parents. If one of their colleagues failed to fulfil their 

obligations, it reflected badly on participant 57. Therefore, those involved had 

developed a collective understanding of what was expected of them. This was 

the case more generally across the partnership. There was a sense of obligation 

to others involved and, as highlighted by the central coordinator, a duty to 

preserve the reputation of their own school: 

I would've found that on the whole people were prepared to go the extra mile 
because they were working with another school. Participant 92, Central 
Coordinator 

This could equally have been interpreted as a desire to support and assist the 

other partner schools. In any case, sharing education had stimulated 

interdependencies between the staff members and schools involved, an 

indication of ‘deep collaboration’ as described by Head (2003).   

   As the interdependencies between staff members developed, it was 

observed by the researcher that they created shared knowledge and practices, 

which moved from individuals through groups, teams and networks (Harris, 2008: 

132). In this way shared practices could permeate throughout the different levels 

of the school.  A process the schools’ relied upon for informal training approaches 

(section 6.4.2) and preparing new teachers for the project: 

They get it from us. So we're passing down what worked for us, it was all just 
handing down of information... Participant 68, School E 
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The process described by participant 68 alluded to network diffusion and the 

adoption of new instructional practice. This network effect was often deliberately 

activated by the school leaders to build capacity, as evident in the account of 

participant 86: 

...one of the teachers trained is moving to primary four this year and another 
teacher who is trained is moving to primary three this year. So, there will be 
the knowledge now going beyond the P five to seven where the training took 
place over the three year period, there will now be expertise; there will be 
someone within the P three and P four year groups that also have that 
knowledge. Participant 86, School C 

This example of rotating staff members was also considered in relation to the 

network’s stability (section 5.4). From the perspective of developing practice, 

rotation facilitated the permeation of expertise and transfer of shared knowledge 

vertically and laterally within the school. The main finding with regards to 

permeating practice, was that its potential was greater in the smaller schools. The 

following comment from the principal of the smallest school within the Contested 

Space partnership highlighted the benefits of being smaller for sharing practice:  

...we probably do benefit more because we all know what's going on, and 
sometimes maybe in big schools I'm not sure that they would exactly know 
what was, y'know. Maybe they're just told like "this is what you're doing" or 
whatever. Whereas, we would be different 'cause we spend all our time at 
dinnertime and things like that saying—"right what's on and what are we 
doing?"—and so staff discussion goes on all the time. Participant 67, School A 

In this example, they claim that their staff members shared knowledge and a 

collective understanding of the school’s current events because they were able to 

communicate with one another more easily. For that reason, the staff members in 

the smaller schools were seen to be more collectively competent (Boreham, 

2004). Participant 61 posited that this was due to fewer numbers of staff 

members and a closer staffroom: 

Pre-working here I worked in a smaller staff and you came to the staffroom 
as a staff and there were fewer of you, so everybody knew what was going on, 
yes. Participant 61, School C 

In their opinion, the staff in smaller schools could develop implicit knowledge 

more easily through enhanced opportunities for social interaction. This was a 

logical observation to make as in a larger school with more staff members, it 
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would be difficult to maintain the same level of interaction with colleagues and 

therefore implicit knowledge would be less accessible.  

   Staff development and practice was built up in layers during the project. 

One cohort of staff members after another, each time adding to the collaborative 

canon in terms of their own knowledge, experiences, and narrative. In effect, this 

enhanced the collective competence of the partnership and built capacity. By 

sharing education, the staff members socially constructed their learning through 

co-participation, in response to a situated need (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Multiple 

narratives also alluded to overcoming professional isolation (Powell, Smith, & 

Reakes, 2004), a negative aspect of separate schooling that Shared Education 

endeavours to mitigate. 

  The preparedness of staff members entering into the Contested Space 

project was conceded by participants throughout the partnership’s hierarchy as 

being inadequate—a sentiment expressed during the early phases of the SEP 

(Hughes et al, 2007). It was revealed that the majority of those involved, if not all, 

had no qualifications to support their shared activity. This was compounded by a 

lack of in-service training provision. For sharing education and interschool 

collaboration to be effective in Northern Ireland, it is important to ease the burden 

of CPD instruction currently placed on staff members and enact policy 

commitments for improved in-service training provision and ITE sharing (DENI, 

2015b). In spite of this, the teachers relied on one another to socially construct 

knowledge and share practice to overcome the gaps, consistent with the 

processes of networked learning (Jackson & Temperley, 2005: 48) and learning 

relationships (Stott, Jopling, & Kilcher, 2006). Drawing upon the literature 

demonstrating organisations as ‘sense-making systems’ (Muijs et al, 2011: 19), 

Duffy and Gallagher (2015: 4) contend that sharing education can broaden 

perspective and create new and shared knowledge. The staff members in the 

Contested Space project were doing exactly that. Sharing permitted them to 

interpret their own school’s practices and modify them, considering alternative 

ways of doing things, and develop shared approaches for partnership activity that 

pervaded into their own schools. . This observation resonates with the concept of 

how organisations learn through 'exploration' and 'exploitation', as described by 

March (1991) and borrowed by Finnegan and Daly (2012). The participants were 

seen to be learning through 'exploration' of new knowledge and experimenting 
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with it, helping them to identify and revise existing internal organisational norms 

that may have be incompatible, which enabled them to subsequently establish 

new priorities. However, there is also evidence to suggest that the participants 

were learning through 'exploitation', in the sense that they made better use of 

existing knowledge to the benefit of the school as a whole.  

 

6.5 Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented the results and a discussion about staff members 

occupying different positions within the partnership—the schools’ leaders, the 

central coordinator, and Shared Education teachers. The profile of these staff 

members was not reducible to a certain characteristic or a specific typology of 

teacher. Actors exhibited individual qualities that in the context of Shared 

Education, became the resource of their networked learning community. Instead, 

the profile of staff members was defined largely by their relationships. In effect, 

the ties that they forged during the Contested Space project and sharing 

education tethered the five schools together. Without them, the schools were 

presented as separate and their networks as fragmented. As such, their 

relationships became critical for the separate institutions to access novel 

information and resources. As a consequence of their ties, learning took place 

between individuals from different schools, orchestrated by network processes in 

which the permeability of knowledge was apparent. In the binds of partnership, 

the staff members co-constructed knowledge and created new norms of practice, 

as a consequence of their interdependencies. It was reasoned that the Shared 

Education teacher was not constrained by typical challenges, even though they 

might have arisen during collaboration, as they had a network of expertise to 

draw upon and extra resources to access. Some scenarios regarding the issues 

arising from sharing appeared to make the staff members’ anxious; yet, 

collaborative engagement, a sense of interdependency, and commitment to their 

relationships assisted in co-constructing resolutions to these anxieties. For that 

reason, the researcher contended that sharing education might be more effective 

for stimulating deeper collaborative relationships because of the inherent need to 

address contentious issues arising from cross-community interactions. 
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7 SAFF RELATIONSHIPS IN A SHARED EDUCATION NETWORK  

Chapter Seven: 
 

Staff Relationships in a Shared Education 
Network 
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The staff members’ relationships in the current study have been shown to bridge 

the five distinct schools (section 6.1), provide network structures that can absorb 

disruptions or exogenous shocks (section 5.5), support professional development 

and learning (section 6.4), and were key to the leadership of the collaborative 

project and how the school leaders mobilised their staff members for action 

(section 6.2). As such, staff relationships and interactions were substantiated as 

facilitating shared activity. Hughes and colleagues (2010: 53) previously made a 

similar conclusion, stating that ‘informal relations are a critical plank in the 

collaborative process not least because they allow teachers to develop the trust 

and sense of shared collegiality’. Following this reasoning, chapter seven will 

present and discuss the modes in which staff members interacted and how they 

effectively formed and maintained their relationships, before deconstructing the 

collegial dynamic that emerged from their ties.  

 

7.1 Modes of Interaction 

This section will address the manner in which staff members interacted with one 

another during the Contested Space project. Those who responded to the 

sociometric instrument made colleague nominations based upon four separate 

collaborative interactions (section 4.6.1)—exchanging resources, seeking 

professional knowledge, discussion of personal matters, and meeting socially—

which were chosen in reference to the corpus of collaboration literature and 

Shared Education publications (Kochan & Teddlie, 2005; Cole & Weiss, 2009; 

Daly & Finnegan, 2010; Gallagher et al, 2010; Hughes et al, 2010; Duffy & 

Gallagher, 2012; 2014; 2015). It was anticipated that there would be considerable 

overlap of these four interactions, which constitute the participants' relationships, 

to enact the partnership.  

   The analysis began by examining more closely the relationships 

between staff members directly involved in sharing education. All four modes of 

interaction were examined discretely to offer a more integrant view of their 

activity—each of which are presented as separate simplex networks. A 

measurement of each simplex network’s multiple cohesion measures were taken, 

the readout for which is exhibited in table 7.1. Each simplex network included all 

44 staff members who disclosed their direct involvement in the project. The 
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following subsections will address each interaction separately beginning with the 

interactions deemed instrumental to collaboration, proceeded by the expressive 

networks of discussing personal matters and meeting socially (Ibarra, 1993; 

1995; Moolenaar, 2010; Moolenaar et al, 2012). 

7.1.1  Exchanging Resources 

The first interaction to be examined was the exchanging of resources between 

staff members. It was reported prior to the current study that staff members and 

schools involved in Shared Education do so for the benefits of accessing and 

making better use of resources (Hughes et al, 2010; Duffy & Gallagher, 2012; 

Connolly, Purvis, & O’Grady, 2013). For that reason, the staff members were 

asked to make nominations based on the following question: 

 

Table 7.1 Multiple Cohesion Measures for Separate Interactions of Staff Directly Involved (n=44) 
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Who would you go to most often for resources / materials? E.g., lesson plans, 
schemes of work, sharing a classroom, organise travel or events. 

In total, the network structure based upon resource exchange totalled 214 ties, 

which is depicted in figure 7.1.   

    Table 7.1, column 1, shows that the average degree within the 

observed network was 4.864, suggesting that the average Contested Space 

teacher was making exchanges with between four and five other Contested 

Space teachers. The density of this network was 0.113, the second largest of the 

four collaboration interactions amongst the staff directly involved. It was 

discernible from figure 7.1 that this type of interaction took place both within each 

school, amongst its own staff, and between schools.  

   Exchanging resources was not deemed a logically symmetrical 

interaction as an imbalance of internal school provision might offer disparate 

access and availability to staff members—in other words, some teachers might 

have been better resourced than others and consequently been sought for 

 

Figure 7.1 Simplex Network of Staff Members Exchanging Resources etc. 
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resources more often. The level of reciprocity within the observed network was 

40%, indicating that mutual exchanges did occur but they were bounded—

possibly as a consequence of each school’s size and capacity (section 5.2.3). 

This supposition was appended by the interviewees who disclosed alternating 

responsibilities for providing resources during shared classes: 

Whatever school you were going to had the resources all sitting there for the 
three groups. The children were divided into three groups each time, we took 
equal numbers of kids, and the school you were going to had everything 
sitting there for the teachers so everything was divided out that way. 
Participant 57, School A 

In this instance, participant 57 disclosed that the staff alternated the supply of 

resources for shared classes depending on the host school. The researcher 

understood that this was often the responsibility of the larger schools due to 

available space. If the schools rotated hosting responsibilities regularly, then 

mutual exchanges would be necessary for the efficacy of Shared Education.  

   In terms of its structure, the network was one connected component, 

with no isolates; showing that all staff members involved in the project could 

access the resources at the disposal of the partnership. This corresponded with 

the level of centrality (0.198) that revealed a largely unrestricted flow of resources 

between staff. This was extrapolated from the absence of any central, or 

hierarchical, group of actors in this network slice of staff interactions. Though the 

central coordinator appeared to be much more central than any other actor in 

figure 7.1—given their in-degree centrality of 21, this was not surprising given 

their documented role in occupying the operational space for the partner schools 

and facilitating shared activity (section 6.2.3). The central coordinator also had an 

out-degree of zero, supporting this insight, as they did not appear to be reliant on 

others for resources.  

   The bulk of this type of interaction was reported by interview participants 

to have occurred between teachers. During interviews with members of the 

leadership, they exhibited limited knowledge of the extent to which resources 

were shared:  

I can't give you concrete evidence or proof that quite a bit of sharing of 
resources amongst teachers in terms of other things just through casual 
conversations like we always do when you network…when you're talking 
about the sharing of resources it really was just staff sharing resources 
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amongst themselves. Here it was just physically classrooms. Participant 87, 
School B 

This might suggest that there was little monetary value associated with the 

resources changing hands, as no authority or approval was sought for the 

transaction. It also supported the observation that the flow of resources was not 

managed by a small group of individuals—in this instance, the school leaders. 

   To comprehend what resources were being exchanged by the staff 

members, the researcher drew upon their qualitative data. In general, staff 

members had different notions of what constituted a resource. The teaching staff 

often referred to resources in terms of online materials and ideas, which the 

researcher considered to constitute knowledge and practice:  

…we did share resources yeah, and we would've shared like internet links and 
stuff like that as well, between us, y'know if he found something useful he'd 
have sent it to me and I would’ve sent it to him. Participant 68, School E 

In other examples, the principals perceived their staff members as resources: 

I suppose the biggest resource in any school is its staff; and the sharing of the 
staff, and expertise and knowledge of the staff has been really good for all 
the schools involved…So, yeah, resources both human and non-human, we've 
benefited a lot out of them and the sharing of resources. Participant 86, 
School C 

This perception could possibly have been influenced by their role as a personnel 

manager, a comment made by participant 88 in section 6.2.2. Another alternative 

consideration of exchanging resources was the frequently reported sharing of 

space between schools—supporting the deduction that school size and capacity 

was a feature of exchanging resources:  

I suppose you could say that there was a sharing of resources whereby we 
looked at initially, ‘where could this happen and how could it happen?’ And if 
you it maybe, ‘space’, I mean we have plenty of space. Participant 85, School 
E 

Again, this was the perception of a school leader who would have been looking 

upon exchanging resources through the lens of management. For that reason, 

the researcher inferred that different roles and positions within the network might 

have influenced what was perceived to be a resource, whilst size and capacity 

determined their needs and what was available for exchange.  
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7.1.2  Seeking Professional Knowledge 

The next collaborative interaction under scrutiny was seeking professional 

knowledge. Duffy and Gallagher (2015) contend that professional knowledge can 

also be thought of as a resource, which they refer to as collaborative 

commodities. However, for the most part, this type of interaction is considered 

important for adopting new policies and practices (Coburn, Choi, & Mata, 2010)—

such as sharing education. Relationships are also important for providing access 

to new knowledge (Granovetter, 1973; Burt 1992), whilst access to different 

professional knowledge is considered to facilitate staff members’ development 

(Lieberman, 2000). For that reason, the Contested Space staff members were 

asked to nominate colleagues based on the following question: 

Who would you go to most often to seek professional knowledge? E.g., advice 
for teaching Shared Education classes, curriculum queries, etc. 

In total, there were 161 ties supporting the transfer of knowledge between staff 

members directly involved in the project. Similar to the exchanging of resources, 

this interaction occurred both within and across the schools' boundaries. The 

observed network for seeking professional knowledge is visualised in figure 7.2. 

 

Figure 7.2 Simplex Network of Staff Members Seeking Professional Knowledge 
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   The average degree of this network, the measures for which are 

presented in table 7.1, column 2, was 3.659 suggesting that knowledge was 

exchanged between small groups of sharing teachers. Network density was also 

0.085, indicating that in terms of their work-related networks, staff had less need 

to seek knowledge in comparison to exchanging resources. Much like the 

exchanging of resources, this interaction was not necessarily reciprocal. The 

question itself was acknowledged as encouraging an asymmetric dynamic by 

asking who the participants sought for knowledge. Arc reciprocity (0.373) within 

the network was the lowest of the four collaborative interactions, indicating that 

the value of seeking knowledge was perhaps only experienced by one actor 

involved in the transfer. The degree of centralisation was 0.154, revealing that 

information or knowledge was not concentrated around a few individuals. Yet, in 

both instrumental interactions the central coordinator exhibits the highest in-

degree centrality, 21 and 13 respectively. This supported the observation that this 

actor was critical to work-related activity within the partnership (section 6.2.3). 

Overall, the structural properties indicated that seeking professional knowledge 

was occurring less in the delivery of Shared Education than exchanging 

resources. 

  To comprehend why participants had less of a need to seek professional 

knowledge in comparison to resources, it was important to incorporate their 

perspective within the analysis. They revealed how knowledge was being 

transferred and the content of this knowledge. For example, participant 68, 

discussed the sharing of practice in the context of knowledge seeking, which 

displayed some overlap with exchanging resources: 

So when we'd be in [school B] I would see something on positive stuff on the 
wall, right? And then I'd say to [participant 73] "I'm stealing that idea, I like 
that" y'know, or I would say to them, even just like a math’s thing and I would 
say "[participant 73] what do you use, what scheme do you use?" and they'd 
say, "oh take those with you and try those out" y'know, or I was giving them 
stuff; it did work well. Participant 68, School E 

In this instance, there was no preconceived need or explicit seeking of 

knowledge, but the exchange occurred informally and spontaneously. It also 

demonstrated that partner relationships had developed to include sharing 

knowledge regarding practices beyond Shared Education—exhibiting aspects of 
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organic collaboration and collaborative evolution (Duffy & Gallagher, 2015). This 

was also exemplified by participant 61: 

…it's very good to go out and realise that other schools have the same issues 
that you have. Y'know, they're setting up the same programmes that you are, 
you might y'know, setting up an accelerated reading programme and we 
maybe talk to somebody and they say "oh this is how we do it," y'know you 
learn from each other, obviously. Participant 61, School C 

Their knowledge seeking behaviour was influenced by the schools having similar 

issues and by implication they were aware that the specific knowledge would be 

available—drawing similarities to Borgatti and Cross' (2003) relational view of 

information seeking and learning, which highlights 'knowing what a person knows' 

as a function of the behaviour. Both examples from participant 68 and 61 also 

revealed the organisational benefits of sharing education as they revealed 

enhanced access to novel information that could be used to improve their pupils' 

learning experience.  

   Participant 87 disclosed the purpose of seeking knowledge within the 

subgroup of school leaders, highlighting advice seeking behaviours: 

We would definitely speak to each other about "what's your experience of 
that and how did you manage it?" And get ideas from each other. Because 
when you ring around there's barely a situation that hasn't arisen with some 
of us at some stage…I would say there's nothing that I could envisage that I 
wouldn't want to say I need help with; we've no problem saying "can you help 
me with this situation?" Participant 87, School B 

In this case, they were specifically communicating their experiences and 

expertise for dealing with a particular situation—this was indicative of transactive 

memory development and operationalisation (Wegner, 1986). Interestingly, 

participant 87 expressed an openness and humility in seeking the advice of their 

peers—exposing a lack of knowledge. This led the researcher to consider the 

personal impact of asking for information and seeking knowledge within the 

partnership.  

   Other studies have shown that seeking knowledge and information is 

often measured by individuals in terms of who has the information, its perceived 

value, and timely access, but cost is regarded as less significant (Borgatti & 

Cross, 2003). On the other hand, in problem-framing interactions like the 

example from participant 87, trust is considered important (Cross, Rice, & Parker, 
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2001). This, in part, explained why the staff members were structurally observed 

to seek knowledge from small numbers of peers. Cross and colleagues (2001a) 

also showed that task interdependence was the strongest and most consistent 

predictor of information seeking, whilst acknowledging that social relations also 

affect the receipt of information. As such, the relational embeddedness of the 

subgroup of leaders, discussed in section 6.2.1, would have contributed to their 

knowledge seeking behaviours. Participant 61's account of information seeking 

and learning about accelerated reading programmes also correlated with their 

schools' perceived interdependencies. Yet, these deductions in consideration of 

the work of Cross and colleagues (2001a) did not explain why the participants 

nominated less peers in relation to seeking knowledge when compared to their 

nominations for exchanging resources. 

   The researcher's understanding of the network results was that seeking 

professional knowledge was much less influential an interaction than expected, 

given the staff members' discourses pertaining to the development of shared 

practices (section 6.4.3). It was reasoned that there was less need to seek 

knowledge as it was being co-constructed by staff members. In doing so, the 

subgroup of staff members directly involved were to an extent in a type of 

knowledge equilibrium with one another. This is not to say that they all had 

exactly the same knowledge simply that their core information and practices were 

more or less in balance. As such, the network for seeking professional knowledge 

was considered to partially evidence the staff members' collective competence 

(Boreham, 2004). Thereby suggesting that the shared knowledge available would 

be considered less valuable and needed by participants. This correlated with the 

staff members own reports of seeking knowledge, which more often than not 

entailed accessing information not deemed critical to the operation of the 

partnership, but instrumental in achieving their own school's goals—conceivably, 

this could be evidence that collaboration had permeated beyond the remit of the 

partnership.   

   The subsequent two subsections will now focus on the expressive 

interactions between collaborating staff members in the Contested Space 

partnership—discussing personal matters and meeting socially (in informal 

settings).  
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7.1.3  Discussing Personal Matters 

The first of the expressive networks to be presented is based upon the 

participants' discussions of personal matters with their colleagues. This type of 

interaction has been considered a constituent element of friendship in staff 

relationships (Cole & Weiss, 2009), whilst seeking out colleagues for personal 

guidance has been observed to inform staff network formation at all levels in the 

context of elementary schools (Moolenaar, 2010). This type of interaction is also 

thought to imply a certain level of trust in the relationship, which is stronger and 

more durable, resembling 'philos' ties (Krackhardt, 1992). Hence, this study 

examined the network pertaining to personal guidance, more specifically 

discussions of personal matters: 

 Who would you go to most often to discuss personal matters? E.g., family 
issues, life experiences, etc. 

In total, this observed network had 101 ties between the staff members who were 

directly involved in the Contested Space project. The corresponding network is 

depicted in figure 7.3. 

 

Figure 7.3 Simplex Network of Staff Members Discussing Personal Matters 
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   The average degree in this network was 2.295, the lowest presented in 

table 7.1, column 3. This indicated that the project's staff members kept the 

details of their personal affairs in the confidence of less than three other 

individuals, who were not necessarily from partner schools. Correspondingly, the 

network's density was the lowest of all four types of collaborative interaction, at 

0.053. This type of interaction was not necessarily reciprocal—some staff 

members might have provided a listening ear rather than disclose their own 

concerns, yet the level of observed arc reciprocity (0.455) was higher than both 

perceived instrumental networks. These results appeared to be consistent with 

the view that trust is implied in this type of relationship. The staff members did not 

display a willingness to openly discuss their personal matters with everyone they 

met in the project, only a revered few, but of those they did interact with in this 

manner almost half were two-way relationships. Consequently, the network 

structure was heavily fragmented (0.761) in comparison to the other three modes 

of interaction. Evidence of this fragmentation can be seen in figure 7.3, in which 

there are a number of vacuous triads, pendants and isolates. The overall 

structure of discussing personal matters differed considerably from seeking 

professional knowledge and exchanging resources. This was consistent with the 

observations of earlier research highlighting a distinction between instrumental 

and expressive networks (Ibarra, 1993; 1995).   

   Only a few staff members reported this type of interaction during the 

interview process. Those that did report discussing personal matters, spoke of 

the relationships that evolved from their participation in the project. In one 

example, the participant disclosed the continuance of the relationship with their 

partner teacher, following the end of their collaborative partnership:  

We keep in touch, yeah. We would text quite often, just about how things are 
going and maybe nothing about Contested Space project but just about life in 
general. Participant 68, School E 

The content of this dyadic interaction involved matters that were not specifically 

work-related. The frequency of their interaction was perceived to be regular, 

suggesting friendship and demonstrating the social impact for staff members 

involved in Shared Education. However, there were few additional instances in 

which staff openly stated that they discussed personal matters. This might have 

been explained as a reluctance by the interviewees to appear as gossipers or, 

equally so, that perhaps they preferred to keep their professional lives separate 
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from matters ongoing outside school. Either way, discussing personal matters 

was a peripheral interaction between staff directly involved in Contested Space.  

7.1.4  Meeting Socially 

The second expressive network examined in the analysis—the final of the four 

collaborative interactions—was based on the staff members meeting socially or 

contact outside work. Making time for personal and social engagement within 

networked learning communities is considered to enhance collaborative efficacy 

and support learning relationships (Stott, Jopling, & Kilcher, 2006). In a reanalysis 

of data collected a sum of years earlier, Kochan and Teddlie (2005) enquired 

about meeting socially in informal settings to understand the depth and 

engagement of staff members collaborating internally. Meeting outside formal 

Shared Education activity was also a question asked of the pupils in other studies 

to determine the extent of their associations and friendships (Hughes et al, 2013). 

Accordingly, this study posed the following sociometric question to staff:     

Who have you most often spent time with in an informal social setting after 
school hours? E.g., meeting for coffee, going to the pub, etc. 

In total, the observed network (figure 7.4) exhibited 248 ties. This however, was 

following the process of forced symmetry during the analysis, using UCINET—

resulting in 100% of ties reciprocated and treatment of the network as undirected. 

This type of interaction is logically symmetrical, as the event of meeting a peer 

outside school could not take place unless it was a mutual engagement (Borgatti 

et al, 2013: 77). 
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  Table 7.1, column 4, indicates that this expressive network had the 

highest average degree (5.636) of all four collaborative interactions, revealing 

that the average staff member involved in the Contested Space project socialised 

with between five and six of their peers. The density of the network was 0.131, 

which also suggested that socialising had a role in the staff members' 

collaborative relationships. It was conceded that this interaction may not 

necessarily be exclusively between staff from different schools, but figure 7.4 

illustrated that the network was connected, providing evidence that some social 

engagements were indeed cross-sectoral. The level of connectedness (0.910) 

within the network was higher than exhibited by the other three collaborative 

interactions. This was in spite of clearly displayed actors in peripheral positions 

and also isolates. In view of that, it was likely that the process of forced symmetry 

had inflated the level of connectivity. Despite the caveats to this structural finding, 

the network pertaining to social interactions suggested that sharing education 

had provided opportunities for staff members to develop social relationships. 

  To substantiate this insight, the participants' reports regarding social 

engagements were considered. The researcher understood that a number of 

events had been arranged specifically for staff to interact socially, during the 

 

Figure 7.4 Network of Staff Members Socialising Informally 
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course of the Contested Space project. An observation corroborated by 

participant 86: 

I think it takes organised events to get them to meet up. Just because they 
haven't had time to develop friendships, I don't think they would go to each 
other's houses and things like that. But they certainly loved meeting up for 
any organised social events. Participant 86, School C 

They claimed that the staff members found it difficult to socialise without this 

necessary interference and therefore planned events supported social 

interactions. In other regional settings, planned events are advocated by scholars 

of collaboration because they enable staff to 'find out' about the network 

community and build trusting relationships that enhance learning and improve 

collaboration (Hadfield & Chapman, 2009; Stott, Jopling, & Kilcher, 2006). The 

staff members confirmed that participation in the project had promoted their 

social interactions:  

Well we all y'know, through the programme we have all got to know each 
other very well and we do meet up, unplanned events. And we all got on very 
well... Participant 61, School C 

In this example, participant 61 claimed to have met with colleagues on their own 

volition, without the input of organised social events as alleged by participant 86. 

It was perhaps the case that these organised events had initiated social contact 

from which a more regular engagement had evolved.  

   Another consideration made by the researcher was that the expressive 

network pertaining to the discussion of personal matters did not correspond with 

meeting socially or contact outside work. This suggested that the staff members' 

social meetings may have been more functional in nature rather than being 

categorised as friendship per se—perhaps an extension of having a 'critical 

friend' as discussed by the school leaders (section 6.2.1). However, the apparent 

distinction between types of expressive networks in the Contested Space 

partnership has been reported previously in other contexts. Moolenaar (2010) 

expanded upon the distinction between instrumental and expressive networks 

made by Ibarra (1993;1995), appending a second underlying dimension to 

them—mutual in(ter)dependence—in which relationships 'can be categorized by 

the extent to which educators are mutually dependent in achieving desired goals' 

(Moolenaar, 2010: 48). Moolenaar's findings appear to hold in the current study. 

The expressive networks pertaining to the discussion of personal matters and 
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meeting socially (outside work) were dissimilar and as such they represented 

distinctive elements of expressive relationships. Furthermore, structural 

similarities were observed between the networks pertaining to socialising outside 

work—an expressive network—and exchanging resources—an instrumental 

network. It is argued that in the context of sharing education, contact outside 

work and opportunities to meet socially are in some respects instrumental for 

staff mutual dependences and the pursuit of realising shared goals. For that 

reason, the researcher suspects that interschool collaboration across the 

traditional boundaries of school teams requires strong collegial bonds in order to 

leverage and access resources. 

   To substantiate the deduction that staff members involved in Shared 

Education were provided with enhanced social opportunities, the following 

subsection will deliberate the density of their instrumental and expressive 

networks in comparison to those who were not involved.  

7.1.5  Comparison of Different Interactions 

This subsection will draw from the data presented in table 7.2 to compare the 

network densities of staff members' interactions within different subsections of 

the Contested Space partnership's meta-structure illustrated in figure 6.10. Within 

the partnership meta-network, the staff members were considered to be 

embedded within at least two identified substructures—the school in which they 

practiced (A, B, C, D, and E) and direct involvement in interschool collaboration, 

or no involvement. Hence, this subsection comparatively examines the staff 

members’ interactions in different subsections of the Contested Space network. 

As a point of departure, it is useful to review the findings from analysing the four 

modes of interaction of the staff members directly involved.  

   All four modes of interaction between staff involved in sharing, 

presented as either instrumental or expressive networks, were observed to 

function within and across the five schools' boundaries. Within the instrumental 

networks, the coordinator was deemed central and therefore critical to the 

operation of the Contested Space project. Mutual exchanges between staff 

members were also considered necessary for the efficacy of interschool 

collaboration, yet this interaction was regarded as asymmetric as the schools 

were perceived to have different resource needs and capacities. Seeking 
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professional knowledge was observed as less instrumental for the operation of 

the Contested Space project than exchanging resources. This was interpreted as 

an indication of the staff members' collective competence, with regards to 

sharing. In relation to the expressive networks, discussing personal matters was 

considered to be a peripheral interaction during interschool collaboration. For that 

reason, this mode of expressive network was dissimilar to the corresponding 

structure of staff meeting socially. Socialising outside school was a central 

function of the staff members' interactions, along with the exchanging of 

resources. Accordingly, it was perceived by the researcher that Shared Education 

had provided opportunities for staff to develop social relationships. The analysis 

validated the distinction made between expressive and instrumental networks 

with regards to staff relationships (Ibarra, 1993; 1995) but in doing so, it was 

reasoned that social relationships were instrumental in achieving the staff 

members' desired goals—drawing upon the findings of Moolenaar and 

colleagues (2012) and their notion of mutual in(ter)dependence. In sum, sharing 

education was seen to weave a tapestry of instrumental and expressive 

relationships.  

    It is worth leading with the observation that the network of staff who 

disclosed direct involvement in the Contested Space project (table 7.2, row g) 

exhibited higher densities across all four types of collaborative interaction than 

those who were not involved (row h). Thus, the researcher reasoned that sharing 

education had presented the staff members enhanced opportunities to access 

and exchange resources, transfer professional knowledge, acquire personal 

support, and socialise. Arguably, the strongest benefit for staff directly involved 

(row g) was that the density of their network pertaining to meeting socially (0.131) 

was approximately double the density of the same interaction for staff not 

involved (row h) (0.066). This revealed that involvement in Shared Education had 

facilitated this subgroup to socialise together more than their counterparts, 

though it is conceded that this is generalising across the entire group of teachers 

involved in sharing, some of whom were identified to be isolates (figure 7.4). 

Furthermore, it is worth noting that the subgroup of staff members directly 

involved (row g) had a greater density of social ties than school D (0.109) (row d). 

The staff members from school D who were also involved in the Contested Space 

project would have benefited the most by being involved. This adds credence to 

the advocacy of Shared Education as a model for promoting social cohesion. 
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   It was apparent from table 7.2 that in general, the discussion of personal 

matters was less relied upon as an interaction amongst staff members across all 

substructures of the partnership. This suggests that staff kept their work life quite 

separate from home lives and engaged in a low level of intimate information 

sharing and disclosure. It is worth noting that the smallest school in the 

partnership (row a) exhibited the most dense network of discussing personal 

matters (0.800), suggesting that they were very open and trusting of one another. 

This was likely a product of their more intimate staff size, which also had a 

density of 100% for the network pertaining to meeting socially. A noticeable and 

expected pattern emerged from the table of densities—paralleling the pattern 

discussed in (section 5.2.2)—that an inverse relationship existed between school 

size and the listed densities (table 7.2). However, the implications were different 

when considering the different forms of interaction that constituted staff 

relationships. As the schools increased in size, the network densities for meeting 

socially, discussing personal matters and seeking professional knowledge 

decreased. The only exception to this rule was the network for exchanging 

resources, in which the densities remained relatively constant, excluding that of 

school A (0.4). It was inferred that as a school's size increased, the staff were 

more reliant upon accessing and exchanging resources to achieve their goals. 

Moreover, socialising was less critical for mutual dependence in the separate 

schools.  

   The researcher deduced that the primary benefit for teachers directly 

involved in the Contested Space project was the development of social 

relationships. In the Contested Space partnership, social and expressive 

interactions were more instrumental for the operation and delivery of activity, 

when compared to the separate schools and those who were not involved. This 

suggested that interschool collaboration had provided the necessary interactive 

ingredients for the developing learning relationships as critiqued by Stott, Jopling 

and Kilcher (2006).  

   The subsequent subsection will examine the notion of multiplexity within 

the partnership to fully comprehend the level of social engagement between staff 

members, as many reported interacting with one another in a range of social 

contexts.  
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Table 7.2 Network Density by Type of Interaction 

 Type of Interaction 

 Instrumental Expressive 

Network Structure 
# of Staff 
members 

Exchanging 
Resources 

Seeking 
Professional 
Knowledge 

Discussing 
Personal 
Matters 

Meeting 
Socially 
(Forced 
Symmetry) 

(a). School A  5 0.400 0.400 0.800 1 

(b). School B  10 0.188 0.166 0.055 0.422 

(c). School C  28 0.232 0.154 0.120 0.206 

(d). School D  33 0.186 0.149 0.082 0.109 

(e). School E  20 0.189 0.184 0.155 0.194 

(f). Whole 

Partnership  
97 0.059 0.045 0.030 0.057 

(g). Direct 

Involvement in 

Contested Space 

Project  

44 0.113 0.085 0.053 0.131 

(h). No Direct 

Involvement in 

Contested Space 

Project 

38 0.088 0.069 0.044 0.066 
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7.1.6  School Network Multiplexity 

This subsection regarding the multiplexity of relationships within the network 

demonstrates the depth and breadth of social engagements between the 

Contested Space staff members. For clarity of discussion, the term multiplexity 

was used to explain the interaction of exchanges within and across relationships 

in multiple different contexts (Bliemel, McCarthy, & Maine, 2014). In the current 

section 7.1, the staff members’ multiplexity has been discussed in terms of four 

collaborative interactions. This subsection elaborates upon this discussion by 

presenting the participants’ interview responses pertaining to their interactions in 

other social contexts. 

   The researcher proposes that the Contested Space partnership 

encompassed multiple social contexts and as such exhibited multiplexity. Staff 

members shared a workplace in which they occupied multiple different roles 

(section 6.3.4), interacted in different ways to achieve their goals (section 7.1.5), 

and reported antecedent and concurrent projects in which they interacted with 

one another, e.g. the Divided City production (section 5.1). However, their school-

based ties were perceived to extend beyond the partnership into other areas of 

their lives. The interviewees reported that certain colleagues within the 

partnership were married to other staff members. In some cases, these marriage 

ties traversed the perceived boundaries of each school:  

We have a staff member’s wife who teaches here. Participant 61, School C 

This revealed that the different schools, albeit rarely, were connected by 

marriage. It was reasonably assumed that ties of this type would be much 

stronger and that it was likely the pair of actors would discuss personal matters 

together more often than with colleagues. In other examples, the staff members 

disclosed having known partnership staff members whilst attending University: 

I just know more of those teachers socially that I grew up with or went to 
university with. Participant 57, School A 

This revealed that some actors had engaged with one another and established 

relationships during their formative professional years. Other reports indicated 

that the staff interacted within the same public spaces—also to be considered as 

further evidence of staff meeting socially:   
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Oh well we would meet a lot of them'uns in the pub every Christmas and the 
end of the school year. Participant 42, School B 

I met with [participant 86] for coffee. They rang me to see if I could meet, 
they wanted to chat about something. So I met them last week. Participant 
85, School E 

There's a lovely place now at the back of the Guild hall, in the Guild hall, your 
lovely teas and that. So they would've met there, and I mean, I was invited a 
couple of times down with them, after school. Participant 92, Central 
Coordinator 

It was difficult to verify from the data that the social interactions disclosed by 

these staff members were cross-community in nature. Nevertheless, they 

provided evidence of socialising in different contexts and ties beyond those of the 

school setting, thereby confirming that staff members were embedded in a 

multiplex network. 

   Networks that are considered multiplex are thought to benefit those 

embedded within its structure. Multiplexity has been shown to enhance the 

success of individuals accessing and mobilising resources (Kapferer, 1969; 

Doreian, 1974), whilst others contend that multiplex ties are robust (Dhanaraj & 

Parkhe, 2006) and stronger than simplex ties, as they serve multiple purposes. 

Lazega and Pattison (1999) showed that the processes of cooperation could be 

understood in terms of the patterns of multiplexity in multidisciplinary work groups. 

In their study of a law firm, multiplexity permitted the professionals to find ways of 

exercising restraint in pursuing status and consequently promoted sustained 

activity within their organisation. An observation that was reflected in the 

institutional relationships within the Contested Space partnership, in which 

adversarial competition was avoided and supplanted by strategic coopetition 

(section 5.5) (Hite et al, 2010). Network multiplexity has also been considered to 

induce stability in the context of innovation networks and management by offering 

resistance to complete dissolution (Dhanaraj & Parkhe, 2006; Kenis & knoke, 

2002). By reportedly providing opportunities to informally build relationships, the 

school leaders were enhancing the likelihood of multiplexity, strengthening 

interdependencies, and mitigating competitive staff relationships. The 

employment of a central coordinator (section 6.2.3), who was an example of 

utility within the partnership, could also be considered evidence of the school 

leaders’ instinctively adding to the network’s multiplexity.  
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   This section explored the modes in which staff members interacted with 

one another during the Contested Space project. The current study validated 

distinctions made between instrumental and expressive network relations and 

underlying dimensions (Ibarra, 1993; 1995; Moolenaar, 2010; Moolenaar et al, 

2012), contributing to this line of work by considering staff relationships in a 

context of interschool collaboration. It was observed that social relationships were 

necessary to achieve shared goals—and as such were considered instrumental 

to the operation of sharing. Hughes and colleagues alluded to such a finding in 

an earlier study, claiming that ‘informal relations are a critical plank in the 

collaborative process’ (Hughes et al, 2010: 53). However, this study adds clarity 

to that assertion proposing that multiplex relations might be more critical. 

Multiplexity was perceived as important for maintaining focus on the 

aforementioned shared goals and had the potential to mitigate competitive 

tendencies between the staff and schools. To establish a direct correlation 

between multiplex relations and collaborative efficacy, further research would be 

required. In sum, this section revealed that the Contested Space staff members 

involved in Shared Education experienced enhanced network benefits and 

exhibited a more cohesive network than their counterparts who were not 

involved.  

   In light of the cogitations around social relationships, multiplexity and 

various forms of interaction, the researcher considered the idea of collegiality. 

The following section will explore the aspects of the staff members’ relationships 

that contributed to the partnership’s sense of collegiality. This is admittedly a 

broad concept and discussed widely in the corpus of literature around 

partnerships and networked learning communities, therefore the focus of the 

subsequent section will provide a schematic discussion of collegiality within the 

Contested Space partnership.  

 

7.2 Collegiality within the Partnership 

This section will deconstruct the collegial dynamic that emerged from the staff 

members’ interactions within the partnership. In the most basic sense, collegiality 

describes the cooperative interactions and relationships between colleagues, and 

is often associated with effective collaboration (Hargreaves, 1995; Fielding, 1999; 
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Hadfield & Chapman, 2009). The two concepts of collegiality and collaboration 

typically overlap or are subsumed by one another within the literature, but despite 

being closely related, both terms are not identical—collaboration is a descriptor of 

cooperative action, whilst collegiality explains the quality of interactions between 

the staff (Kelchtermans, 2006). Little (1990) condensed collegial relations into 

four different forms—storytelling and scanning for ideas, aid and assistance, 

sharing ideas or materials, and joint work—along a continuum of 

interdependence, a tool proven to be useful for conceptualising the phenomena 

(Hargreaves, 1994; Moolenaar et al, 2012; Duffy & Gallagher, 2014). In the 

current study, examples of sharing and scanning for ideas (section 6.4.3), 

supporting colleagues (section 6.2.1), and joint work (table 5.1) have been 

highlighted, along with the structural features of the work culture (Lima, 2005) 

and as such supports further examination of the collegial dynamic within the 

partnership. To add depth to the relational side of the partnership’s culture 

presented thus far, a qualitative exploration of the subthemes discussed during 

interview and participant responses will be considered as evidence and 

interpreted accordingly. 

7.2.1  Collegiality and Sharing Education 

In all aspects of the Contested Space partnership and its collaborative activities, 

the staff members worked together co-operatively thereby exhibiting the most 

basic form of collegiality. Prior to the schools engaging in the Contested Space 

project, the faculties had little overlap and the staff members had few reasons to 

interact professionally—with the exception of some antecedent engagements 

including the SEP (section 5.1). As a result, the relational impact of participating 

in Shared Education was significant. Having been involved in interschool 

collaboration the school leaders and teaching staff claimed that sharing education 

had facilitated new ties: 

I didn't know them before the [Contested Space] project! Never saw them in 
my life before! Participant 68 School E 

No, no I didn't know [participant 86] at all, no. It was only through the Shared 
Education programme that we met because other than that our paths would 
never cross… Participant 88 School D 

This insight was perhaps apparent from what has been discussed in the thesis 

thus far, but important to reiterate nonetheless. In a context of separate education 
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structures (section 2.2) both participant 68 and participant 88 specified having no 

prior contact with their counterparts. Participant 68 also highlighted the 

importance of these new ties for effective collaboration and to amplify its impact: 

 I think what's really important is that the relationship is built up between the 
people it's the only way it'll work, where it worked best there was good 
relationships with the adults. That's where it worked best... Participant 68 
School E 

In their opinion, relationships of quality underpinned the delivery of the project. 

Participant 68 expanded on their own perception, detailing that when the 

relationships ‘worked best’, they set an example for the Contested Space pupils: 

I think if the children are seeing the likes of [participant 73] and I having a 
friendly relationship, they were happy to do it. From the very beginning, that 
friendly approach was a very good impact on the children. Participant 68, 
School E 

In this regard, the staff members’ relationships were important for modelling 

behaviour and setting the tone for their pupils’ collaborative engagement. In doing 

so, the relational effect and impact of sharing education had translated into the 

pupils’ experience—similar to the effect of the school leaders on their staff as 

they modelled collegiality. This highlighted the collegial interdependencies 

existing within the Contested Space partnership, an observation that within the 

context of individual schools is considered to correlate with school climate, 

effectiveness (Price, 2012; Tschannen-Moran, 2014) and student achievement 

(Goddard, Goddard, & Tschannen-Moran, 2007; Goddard et al, 2010; Supovitz, 

Sirinides, & May, 2010). Yasumoto, Uekawa and Bidwell (2001), for example, 

observed a correlation between the collegial relationships formed amongst high 

school teachers, their instructional practice, and increases in student 

achievement.  

7.2.2  Partnership Conditions for Collegiality 

When asked about their relationships with other staff members involved in the 

Contested Space project, the interviewees offered a range of intra-partnership 

conditions under which collegial relationships were formed, maintained and 

impeded. Some of these conditions are widely reported in the literature. For 

example, the schools’ leaders and teaching members of staff claimed that having 

shared goals was important: 
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…you have to have shared goals that everybody is one hundred percent 
committed to. If they're not it doesn't work, it won't work. Participant 86, 
School C 

In this regard, the staff members were moving in the same direction. The shared 

goals—pertaining to the social development of pupils and to address areas of 

social need, which was perceived by Duffy and Gallagher (2015) to be a 

superordinate goal—could be seen to align the schools upon the same trajectory 

and contribute to the partnership's sense of direction. This resonated with West 

and Muijs (2006) who marry shared goals and shared mission with the success 

and sustainability of school networks.  

   Within the interview data elicited from participants, two conditions for 

collegiality surfaced more frequently than others—trust and solidarity. As such, 

the remainder of this subsection will draw out the nuances of each.  

7.2.2.1  Trust 

The role of 'trust' within educator relationships has been frequently studied and 

reviewed, often being linked to school improvement outcomes (Bryk & Schneider, 

2002; Van Maele, Forsyth, & Van Houtte, 2014). It is a property considered to be 

the ‘glue that holds partnerships together’ (Day & Hadfield, 2004: 583), critical to 

emerging organisational cultures (Hoffman et al, 1994), and is an aspect of the 

affective and cognitive processes that accompany relational changes in a 

network (Hadfield & Jopling, 2012: 524). Building trust was also recognised as an 

important activity for schools engaging in Shared Education during the initial 

iterations of the model (Donnelly & Gallagher, 2008). 

   The school-level characteristics of density and reciprocity have been 

shown to be indicators of trust (Moolenaar et al, 2014b)—the more relationships 

based upon work-related discussion, the more educators trust one another. In 

their findings, Moolenaar and colleagues (2014a: 221-222) posit that 'stimulating 

the individual bonding and recognition of relationships between individual 

teachers will enhance their trust, as well as enlarge the density of relationships 

within an organisation, which will in turn raise the levels of trust as well'. Within 

the Contested Space partnership, social and informal relationships were actively 

encouraged and recognised as an important aspect of sharing (section 7.1.4). In 

terms of structural evidence, we can infer from Moolenaar and colleagues 

(2014a) that a certain level of trust within a network can be extrapolated from 
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examining its density. It was earlier deduced from a comparison of the structural 

properties of those directly involved in Contested Space and those not involved 

(section 6.1.1) that sharing education had contributed to a more 'bonded' network 

and as such, a network with greater potential for trust. However, there is reason 

to consider trust as a fundamentally transactional element that flows between 

individuals requiring some sort of connection between two actors, and is 

therefore likely to vary depending on the relationship in focus (Tschannen-Moran 

& Hoy, 1998). For that reason, the interviewees’ responses will now be 

considered to illuminate their personal interpretations of trust. 

   Within the Contested Space partnership, trust was discussed in a 

manner comparable to an investment: 

I think too there also has to be a little bit of trust in terms of our relationships 
that we form. Because when we came into this project I made relationships 
very quickly with people I didn't know before, I had to take them at face value, 
I had to believe what they were telling me was true, I have allowed personally 
myself to become very friendly with these people, and y'know trust isn't 
something that happens overnight it has to be built up. But we were in a 
situation here were we had to at least on the outside, just go with that and 
hopefully it would come. Participant 86, School C 

This testimony from participant 86 reiterated a component of partnership working 

that continuously emerged from the data—that 'time' was required for things to 

evolve or develop. But, because time was in short supply at the beginning of the 

Contested Space project, particularly for School C who had to 'catch up' (section 

5.1), participant 86 was required to take a leap of faith and trust individuals they 

were yet to become acquainted with. For that reason, they were seen to invest 

significantly in the process of trust building without having any prior engagement, 

from which strong relationships were subsequently made. Other participants 

extended this observation, suggesting that trust was presumed during the initial 

dyadic encounters within the project: 

I don't know if we built anything, we honestly just expected it. Like, if I was 
taking anybody else's kids and giving them some of mine. Participant 57, 
School A 

In this instance, the presumed trust was derived from a benevolence towards the 

pupils and professional obligations that participant 57 expected would be 

honoured. Participant 64 made a similar statement:  
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…to be perfectly honest I didn't feel I had to establish one [trust] I just thought 
it was there anyway. To me they were just another teacher in another school 
albeit a Controlled school, it didn't make a difference to me. Therefore, it was 
just another colleague. It wouldn't have made any difference to me working 
with a teacher from a Catholic primary school up the street. Participant 64, 
School D 

Again, the staff member presumed that trust would be present within their 

interschool relationships. They did not differentiate between having a tie with a 

Catholic or Protestant teacher. Community backgrounds and identities did not 

appear to be relevant for staff directly involved when deliberating trust. It is 

acknowledged, as highlighted in previous research, that the staff members in the 

current study could have simply avoided discussions of identity during the project 

(Donnelly, 2012) and as such was not part of any affective relational processes. 

Yet, we know from the participants' accounts—the 'Divided City' production and 

St Patrick's Day symbolism (section 6.2.1)—that staff did deal with differences 

during the project but in a manner and time frame that benefited their partnership.  

Nevertheless, the staff appeared to exhibit professional trust in that it did not 

matter who the person was per se, just that they had the competences to achieve 

the intended project outcomes.  

   The social context of sharing education was interpreted as creating 

professional vulnerabilities and a need to rely on others within the partnership to 

accomplish common goals (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 

2003). This was substantiated by many of the interviewees, who disclosed other 

aspects of their trust including—their expectation of others: 

…the trust was there and the trust with the workload, and what not, was 
there as well. That you knew they'd have it there sitting for you… Participant 
57, School A 

—adherence to collective standards: 

Totally shared responsibility and everyone knows how they're supposed to 
behave, respond, do all the rest of it. Participant 30, School B 

—and a sense of shared accountability for the outcomes of their activities: 

It was as much a reflection on you as it was on them, so you just have to for 
your own professional bit, d'you know what I mean? Even if it was somebody 
else's bit of the production that wasn't as good as it should've been or 
whatever that would still have been a reflection on me as far as my parents 
were concerned. So you had to... Participant 57, School A 
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In combination, the aforementioned aspects of interactions between the staff 

members were perceived as equating to reliability and a contractual type of trust, 

which is considered to be primarily material and instrumental (Bryk & Schneider, 

2002: 17). The manifestation of this type of trust was summed up by the central 

coordinator: 

Trust in terms of collaboration is being able to rely on somebody to do what 
they say they do. And if somebody does make a mistake that they put their 
hand up and tell you. If somebody does that, you can't ask any more of them. 
Participant 92, Central Coordinator 

Participant 92 perceived this type of contractual trust as a necessary 

interpersonal component between staff, but in this particular account they also 

appeared to regard collaboration in a purely functional sense. In any case, they 

described trust as the reliability of partners to fulfill their professional obligations 

and taking responsibility for their actions during the project—honesty. Additionally, 

participant 68 conceded that it was necessary to expose their lack of knowledge 

and to put themselves in a position of vulnerability: 

You have to be open-minded, and you have to be prepared to admit that you 
need a wee bit of help at times too. Y’know if you think you’re the ‘be all’ and 
fount of all knowledge, no {LG}. I think you have to just be open minded and 
prepared to share. Participant 68 School E 

In this instance, the staff member revealed the need for openness—open to new 

ideas, new colleagues, new experiences, all of which have been discussed within 

the current study. According to the central coordinator, staff members exposing 

their classroom practice to others was a prominent challenge for those involved: 

…teachers are used to working in their own classroom with just children as 
the audience and to expose themselves in front of another colleague is risk 
taking. Participant 92, Central Coordinator 

They perceived willingness to take risks as a characteristic integral to interschool 

collaboration. For that reason, the introduction of new norms of classroom 

practice was seen to require trust as its foundation. All of the foregoing accounts 

of partnership trust by interviewees mirrored the multi-faceted interpretation of the 

concept by Hoy and Tschannen-Moran (1999). They empirically confirmed that 

willingness to risk or vulnerability was inherent within the property of trust along 

with five other distinct facets—benevolence, reliability, competence, honesty, and 
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openness. It was this conceptualisation that appeared to correspond with how 

trust manifested dyadically within the partnership. 

   In terms of the network processes of trust, a lone member of staff 

alluded to its cascading potential, similar to that of diffusion or contagion (Valente 

& Davis, 1999; Valente, 2010). They implicitly referred to this potential when 

discussing how they contemplated the reliability and competence of a 

collaborative partner: 

It's about trusting other people's judgement as well; and I would trust, if 
somebody that I trusted, trusted someone else I would have no problem…you 
also get the vibes from the other direction if somebody would say "nah, 
y'know I don't think you should ask that person" because they've had reason 
not to get what they needed from that person or y'know. But if a colleague of 
mine said talk to such and such that's the first thing that I'd do. Participant 44, 
School D 

Their account resonated with research in which trust was found to reach laterally 

across the same levels of a school—teacher to teacher, principal to principal 

(Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 1998). In this way, the potential for positive 

experiences of Shared Education to extend beyond the focal dyadic encounter 

has value for affecting the attitudes of staff not directly involved—a similar 

concept to that of extended intergroup contact (Wright et al, 2007). 

   The staff members reported a multi-faceted form of trust that overcame 

their sectoral differences, which was supported by a more 'bonded' network 

structure that included all five schools (figure 5.10). It was interpreted that trust 

was never in equilibrium between all actors within the partnership. Some staff 

members had to 'catch up' by investing trust in the partnership or potentially have 

established trust through cascading network effects, whilst the notion of partner 

preference (section 5.2) might suggest disparate levels of trust between the 

schools. Yet, this did not appear to inhibit the processes of sharing education and 

partnership working. Instead, the researcher perceived trust as a variable 

communal property from which staff members drew upon different facets of the 

concept to articulate their collegial interactions. The suggestion here is that the 

Contested Space network appeared to evidence relational trust, which has been 

deemed key to advancing school improvement (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). In 

principle, it is the conceptualisation of trust as the property of community or a 

network, borne from reciprocal understandings of roles, functions, and social 
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exchanges within an organisation. Indicators of this type of trust include respect, 

competence, personal regard for others, and integrity—most of which were 

exhibited by the Contested Space staff members. An extended analysis of these 

findings could be explored further by considering the extra data pertaining to trust 

that was omitted from the final study (section 4.9.1). 

7.2.2.2  Staff Solidarity 

Closely linked to relational trust as a condition of parntership collegiality was the 

staff members' preceived solidarity with their partners. Many of the interviewees 

reported a reciprocal understanding of roles during Contested Space: 

...because we were all primary six teachers we all had obviously the same 
curriculum back in the classroom and we had the same challenges in the 
classroom. It was nice to compare schools and how we both approached 
things and how we were mastering some of those challenges in the 
classroom—maybe literacy, numeracy, assessment-wise, y'know. We could 
actually share ideas from our curriculum as well. Participant 61, School C 

In this regard, the staff members experienced similar challenges as their 

partners, such that they had common educational goals and subject interests. 

Solidarity was also reported to have been a consequence of similar school sizes 

(section 5.2.3). Duffy and Gallagher (2015: 11) allude to the notion of solidarity in 

their earlier study of the Contested Space partnership. They contend that 

interschool collaboration provided collegial relationships that permitted the 

schools to openly discuss problems and the challenges they faced, thereby 

triggering the schools to recognise that they had similar issues despite their 

sectoral differences and distinct ethos. In the current study, the foregrounding of 

common educational goals and facing social issues together through a shared 

curriculum, had informed their collegial relationships. This resonated with the 

work of Nelson (2013: 261) who found that sharing education provided 

'opportunities for negotiating between competing interests and the exploitation of 

such interests for common purpose'. The notion here of aligning the distinct 

interests of partner schools for a common purpose was substantiated by both 

participant 88 and participant 87 in the current study:  

Right person, right position, shared beliefs, shared value systems and it’s 
down to your core values at the end of the day and I think that ours are all 
very similar and that’s what makes it work for us. Participant 88 School D 
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…they have great respect for each other and obviously shared values. They all 
agree that this is important work to do, so if you share the values it'll, y'know. 
Participant 87, School B 

A system of shared values and beliefs informed their collegial relationships and 

supported their respective collaborative activities. However, as implied by Nelson 

(2013), the schools had traditionally competing interests. This seemed to 

contradict Muijs and colleagues (2011: 151) who expound the virtues of 

commonality between partners—namely, 'the same religious denomination'—

which they deemed a useful quality prior to partnership working. The researcher 

reasoned that 'time' could have potentially played an important part in developing 

solidarity and creating the appropriate conditions for collegiality (Veugelers & 

Zijlstra, 1996), which would be better captured by a longitudinal study of the 

Contested Space network. A useful way to understand the dynamic between self-

interest and common goals is Wenger’s notions of ‘duality’ in which tensions 

between competing and opposing interests can stimulate change and creativity. 

Wenger (1998: 66) describes these dualities as ‘a single conceptual unit that is 

formed by two inseparable and mutually constitutive elements whose inherent 

tensions and complementarity give the concept richness and dynamism'.  

   The staff members directly involved in the Contested Space project 

appeared to develop their solidarity from common professional and educational 

concerns. This encouraged them to set aside competing interests in favour of 

cooperative exchanges that were mutually beneficial. When considering both the 

aforementioned conditions of collegiality together—trust and solidarity—the 

researcher perceived solidarity to be foundational for partnership interactions and 

to enable staff to see the value of collaborating, whilst trust added strength to 

their relationships over time. Accordingly, the conditions were seen to overlap, 

with both underpinning the partnership processes of developing collegial 

relationships.           

7.2.3  Forming Collegial Relationships 

The staff members highlighted some expeditors of establishing collegial 

relationships with their collaborative partners. It was claimed that prior 

introduction or knowledge of their partners was useful: 
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I think to make it easier for yourself you need a contact. You need to have 
somebody that you've either spoken to already or you've met them. 
Participant 13 School A 

In this instance, participant 13 who had no prior involvement in the Contested 

Space project, suggested that a mediator or bridging actor to other schools would 

facilitate new links. This account of antecedent interaction was similar to that 

stated by the central coordinator:    

…working together is the big one that builds the relationships. That initial 
thing of getting to know one another and also, what influences what people 
think is what people are saying about how they got on the previous year with 
people, from that school...the legacy is important that they are making 
positive comment and positive noises about their experiences so that people 
then know that it’s going to be a positive experience for them. Participant 92, 
Central Coordinator 

In this instance, the antecedent experiences and testimony of colleagues was 

deemed influential to how new teachers involved in collaboration would perceive 

their partners. This notion was comparable to a ripple effect, in that positive or 

negative experiences would radiate beyond the original interaction between 

partners (Wright et al, 2007). Participant 85, one of the school leaders, also 

contributed to this observation of antecedent involvement: 

I know the relationship that she [P seven teacher] had with the P seven 
teacher in [school B], it was there, long established and that worked out 
really well now definitely…and they certainly were consolidated, definitely. If 
they did exist, to some degree, because of the extent of this programme it 
was definitely going to be consolidated if they did get on. Participant 85 
School E 

In this example collaboration was considered to have consolidated and 

strengthen the participant's pre-existing relationship. This observation has been 

explained by other studies, in that positive experiences of prior social interactions 

and engagements between individuals is thought to contribute to a reduction of 

uncertainty about becoming involved with them again (Larson, 1992; Uzzi 1997).  

   Staff members also disclosed the importance of constructively exploiting 

time to get to know one another. Participant 30 revealed that during the initial 

stages of their collaborative relationships, the staff members were provided with 

opportunities to engage with one another socially and to converse: 
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I think probably because someone else was taking over the workshops initially 
that we as teachers were able to stand back a wee bit and go and get a cup 
of coffee and chat, and get to know each other without the pressure of 
dealing with the children or watching them, y'know that sort of thing. We 
were sort of allowed to socialise and then if we needed to step in or do 
whatever, that's how we got to know each other, and travelling over in the 
bus and back, stuff like that to y'know. Participant 30 School B      

This account highlighted the importance of informal and social interactions, as 

discussed in section 7.1. During the disclosed scenario, an external facilitator 

was involved who took over the obligation of attending to the pupils' needs. This 

was known by the researcher to have been the central coordinator, who seemed 

to play a central role in bridging the schools and bringing staff together. In the 

following example, they demonstrated their role as network architect to avoid 

negative ties: 

…a particular teacher says to me "I don't want to work with a certain person 
out of the other school." And it was about trying to make sure that didn't 
happen. Because it was a disaster from the start if you'd two people were one 
definitely didn't want work with the other person. Participant 92 Central 
Coordinator 

The researcher interpreted this comment as an important example of 

understanding the needs of each teacher within the partnership and knowing 

them on a more personal level. Without this tacit knowledge there would have 

been ineffective dyads and the stability of the network would likely be disrupted. 

The coordinator also reported facilitating team building by deliberately organising 

dedicated staff days: 

The days that they really seemed to relax were the days that I'd organised 
staff for the whole day. But I mean that was just at the beginning were it was 
team-building and problem solving for the youngsters, and I brought in 
twenty staff to do it so that the teachers. Participant 92 Central Coordinator 

Thus, the coordinator was seen to be a broker of relationships. The role of the 

coordinator in brokering relationships was deemed possible by their more central 

position within the network and high degree of centrality (section 6.2.3). This 

indicated that they were more visible and known within the network, which 

enabled them to become an intermediary between unconnected colleagues 

(Lima, 2005: 33). 

   Interviewees also referred to the importance of planning activities for 

consolidating approaches and introducing common goals: 
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The initial planning was great. We had never met each other, the six of us sat 
round a table, worked together initially, planned a programme that we were 
more than happy with, and the first year it was highly successful. It gave us 
time to talk through everything, put the whole programme in place…Where 
we were all, if we were all on the same sort of, singing from the same hymn 
sheet as they say; Participant 61 School C 

Participant 61 described a scenario during the early stages of the Contested 

Space project in which the staff members were engaging in dialogue with one 

another. This activity enabled them to transfer knowledge, ideas and establish 

common ground from which their collaboration could progress—all 'singing from 

the same hymn sheet'. However, participant 61 added that the planning approach 

changed from the first year: 

...whereas last year we were kind of thrown back into it, different group of 
teachers, no real planning time. And I think we didn't even get y'know we 
were into it before we really got to know each other. So as staff we weren't 
even that familiar with each other.  Participant 61 School C 

This reiterated the importance of informal and social interactions for forging 

collegial relationships, which became apparent to participant 61 once the 

planning approach had changed. A further activity based motivation for 

establishing ties was the much celebrated 'Divided City' production. 

   ‘The Divided City’ was a dramatisation of a novel (Breslin, 2011) that 

featured themes of sectarianism, contested culture, and community relations. It 

articulated issues that many families serviced by the schools would have 

encountered at some point during their lives; it also contained subject matter that 

the pupils were exploring during their shared classes. For the staff members, the 

production presented an engaging way of introducing the topics to the pupils. As 

Participant 68 recounted, '[it was] a vehicle to allow us to study some really 

influential things like stereotyping and those types of issues'. Beyond the subject 

matter, the production was reported by the principals as an opportunity to 

develop interschool relationships:  

Four or five of my staff were down in rehearsals with the eight or nine schools 
involved in the show because we'd brought on secondary schools as well. But 
that was phenomenal that whole experience for the staff of mixing even 
socially and with the rehearsals. Usually you go out to staff training 
somewhere like the Northwest teacher centre and you sit there and you're 
delivered a lecture and there's very little opportunity, or even if there's a 
workshop talk at your table, they're kind of contrived and the staff don't 
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really mix that much—I never used to mix that much at them. But teachers 
genuinely mixed at those rehearsals. Even on the last night they were away 
out socialising themselves and a few of my staff have kept that going.  
Participant 87 School B 

The value of the production for this participant was that it offered a superior 

opportunity for staff to mix in comparison to other contexts in which they met. If 

we consider the extended preparation required for something like a stage 

production then it is likely that staff members benefited from prolonged exposure 

and sustained interaction with one another. The staff members’ narratives of their 

relationships coalescing around planning and project based activities was 

consistent with the ‘net’ analogy (Church et al, 2002) borrowed by Hadfield and 

Chapman (2009) to explain that the softer, relational aspects of a network are 

tied together or secured by the harder, activity driven elements. One staff 

member's account of their involvement in the 'Divided City' production is worth 

noting, as it consolidated much of the aforementioned features of forming 

collegial ties: 

Eh, [participant 78] over in [school C] would be sort of like my counterpart 
over there. I'm the music here and she's the music over there. I'd never met 
the lady before and we were trying to think who would be the musical 
director for this project and somebody mentioned her name so I got her 
number and I phoned her up and asked her to do this. She'd never met me in 
her life; I'd never met her before in my life and I think she reluctantly said yes, 
she was probably thinking who is this mad woman phoning me up? So we 
sort of now would've formed a good friendship and we have on occasion met 
up socially outside the project. Participant 64 School D 

Within this account there were examples of reciprocated understanding of role, 

shared subject interests, antecedent testimony from colleagues, brokerage, 

triadic closure, and activity-based motivation in terms of the production. As such, 

staff relationships were likely not borne from a specific condition or activity, but 

these ‘hard’ parts of the network were supportive of their development.  

7.2.4  Maintaining Collegiality 

The 'hard' parts or activity based aspects of the partnership were also considered 

by participants as maintaining their partnership. When asked about maintaining 

links beyond the lifespan of the Contested Space project, the staff members 

stressed the importance of having a formal programme: 
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Just with school being so busy, unless there's something setup specifically 
that you need to do or, ehm... it would have to be programmed into the 
planning of the schools somehow, to make it happen. Because it'll not just 
happen. Especially with the children as well, d'you know what I mean? There 
has to be a reason for them meeting up, otherwise they just follow their day-
to-day curriculum really. Participant 57, School A 

One school leader claimed that having a programmatic basis had the effect of 

galvanising links: 

But I think there's nothing like a programme to galvanise those links. 
Participant 85, School E 

This indicated that a clear contractual arrangement was preferred by the 

partners, something which has been previously associated with collaborative 

effectiveness in other settings (Chapman & Allen, 2005). Muijs and colleagues 

(2011: 147) contend that this might point to a lack of trust, but they eventually 

concede that such arrangements can help avoid misunderstandings. In the case 

of the Contested Space partnership, it perhaps signalled that they were not yet 

prepared to transition along the collaborative continuum (Duffy & Gallagher, 

2015) and become much more interdependent than they already were. Or 

alternatively, that collaborating on a cross-sectoral basis required something 

contractual to deal with potentially contentious issues arising—which is in line 

with the concession by Muijs and colleagues (2011). 

   It was earlier contended in section 5.4 that having a strong transactive 

memory system (Wegner, 1986) had contributed to the stability of the network. 

Correspondingly, some staff members alluded to this knowledge system in terms 

of maintaining their relationships. They disclosed that developing an awareness 

of their partners’ attributes and respect for their competences was important: 

There was definitely a mutual respect for the qualities that that the other 
person had and I suppose like everything else, each teacher brings something 
different to the pot. And there's a healthy respect that y'know, "that person 
there has got certain strengths and I've got my strengths but y'know that 
person's there." All I know is that certainly, in a number of year groups, they 
talked quite favourably about the other teachers and what they were 
bringing. Participant 85, School E 

This appeared to suggest that having a strong transactive memory system 

(Wegner, 1986) could have supported the maintenance of collegiality. The 

researcher reasoned that having sustained interactions with colleagues would in 
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effect enhance the identification of strengths and retrieval of knowledge within the 

network. This has been observed to contribute to organisational norms and 

routines by bridging individual skills’ and collective capabilities (Miller, Choi, & 

Pentland, 2014).    

7.2.5  Impediments to Forming Relationships 

The results and discussion presented thus far within the current section suggest 

that the staff members had no negative ties or issues that consequently inhibited 

their collegial relationships. This was not the case. The interviewees highlighted 

some instances, albeit infrequent, in which ties between staff members became 

difficult to maintain or became adverse.   

   Programmatically, the staff members’ degree (number of ties) was 

perceived to be limited by their collaborative assignment. Depending on their 

class, school, and role, they were paired with another teacher and school, which 

did not change often: 

I've just been very fortunate with working with [school B], I've only every 
worked with [school B]. [School A] is also in our group, but it was the other 
teacher who worked with [school A] and I worked with [school B]. Participant 
68 School E 

In this instance, the staff member confessed to only working with one other 

teacher in their partner schools. This could mean that cross-sectorally, the 

number of ties were limited to dyadic interactions. However, from the network 

data in section 5.2, we know this not to have been the case. Over half of all 

boundary spanning ties were cross-sectoral, with schools C and D exhibiting a 

comparably higher frequency of these ties than their smaller counterparts.  

   Some participant reports revealed a reduction in contact as the 

Contested Space project came to its conclusions in the third year. Thus 

reiterating the importance of the programme for ‘galvanising links’: 

…the primary fives have linked there recently, just one class. But the amount 
of contact will have been greatly reduced.  Participant 61, School C 

…around the time we'd lots of contact, since that I have heard through the 
other principal…but I haven't actually spoke to her. I've had a text from 
[participant 58]; I think she's gone to four days a week or something. So I 
have heard from them, but I haven't met up with them or anything. 
Participant 57, School A 
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It was deduced that the school holidays and periods in which the normal school 

day was not functioning would impact upon the level of activity and interaction 

between staff members and partner schools. In the case of participant 57, their 

partner teacher had reduced the number of hours they worked, thereby narrowing 

the window for sharing education with them. The researcher contended that 

limiting the interactions between staff members would be detrimental to 

developing the knowledge system. Therefore, finding time to build informal 

relations, as already discussed within the thesis, was validated as an important 

activity. 

   Actor dissent was reported to be an issue pertaining to negative ties 

within the network, albeit as a rare occurrence. In reference to a cross-sectoral 

event, a participant who shall remain anonymous due to the sensitive nature of 

their statement disclosed that some staff members were perceptibly antagonistic: 

I had a member of staff even went so far as to bake and ice buns with little 
tricolour flags on the top of them, for a laugh thinking this was funny. I was 
furious. I wasn't happy. So it's not all rosy and sweet, you're chipping, 
chipping, chipping away. Participant Anonymous 

Even though the referenced staff member thought it was in good humour, their 

actions were deemed antithetical to the values of the partnership. A similar 

example of dissent was disclosed by another participant, who again shall remain 

anonymous, in which their colleague disagreed with the purpose and delivery of 

an aspect of the project: 

…we had talked about maybe bringing in older people from the communities 
and I was going to get a group from the Waterside and a group from here to 
mix; the older folk to come in and to talk about growing up in the city, when 
we started doing work on the city. It didn't happen because we ran out of 
time, but she says "aw so now instead of just looking after classrooms you're 
expecting us to look after old age pensioners as well?" It was that kind of 
flippancy that they always thought was funny. Participant Anonymous 

However, disagreements and dissent are not necessarily negative and have been 

construed as challenging norms and important for partnership development. 

Achinstein (2002a, 2002b) argues that conflict is a necessary element of collegial 

relations within professional learning communities. They contend that 

‘communities that can productively engage in conflict, rather than those with low 

levels of conflict or those that suppress their differences, have a greater potential 

for continual growth and renewal’ (Achinstein, 2002a: 448). For that reason, for 
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Shared Education partnerships to realise their full educational potential, openly 

dealing with differences of opinion could be considered as important.  

   Within the partnership currently under exploration, differences were not 

considered wholly defining of their shared activity. Despite their differences, the 

staff members were able to find common purpose and work together (Duffy & 

Gallagher, 2015) in a perceived culture of collegiality (Fielding, 1999). However, 

there were references made by staff members to the difficulties in tackling 

difference directly (Donnelly, 2012). On a limited number of occasions, the school 

leaders acknowledged that changing teachers’ perceptions might be difficult: 

That is massive, that really is huge to change or to open a door and let a 
teacher see something different. Because we have been shaped by the 
Troubles and that is the reality of it all. There are people here as well from 
Belfast who would've come from around the Falls area and things like that, 
and they are shaped and they did come through very hard times. Participant 
88, School D 

In this instance, participant 88 alluded to the community backgrounds and the 

impression made upon staff members as a consequence of the civil conflict. They 

felt strongly that changing staff attitudes was a difficult task: 

I think when you come to adulthood to be honest you’re set in your ways and 
most of my staff would be over forty as well, they’re not young and 
impressionable anymore; that’s not to say they can’t be led or inspired. But 
they pretty much have their core values set, and y’know it’s not going to be 
open to change and y’know because a massive number of my staff as well 
here are in their forties, we would’ve lived through the Troubles in the 
seventies. Participant 88 School D 

This seemed to suggest that openly addressing community differences amongst 

staff members might be futile. However, to offer a more positive take on this 

suggestion that the staff members’ core beliefs were not transmutable—the staff 

members who have participated in the current study verified the development of 

cross-sectoral relationships between teachers and highlighted a range of positive 

outcomes for staff members as a result, which participant 88 conceded: 

…I don't know if it's had that big an impact, I definitely think relationships 
have been built with the teachers in the other schools that they never 
would've had before and a tremendous amount of respect borne out of that 
also. But I don't know that it has really, really changed the attitudes. 
Participant 88 School D 
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It was reasoned that foregrounding their partnership in educational outcomes had 

permitted the staff members to establish common interests, around their subjects, 

thereby permitting them to establish trusting, collegial relationships from which 

issues of community differences could be addressed more subtly when 

appropriate—an observation similar to that of Duffy and Gallagher (2015). In 

some cases, the staff members demonstrated that dealing with difference 

extended to educational issues and that dealing with difference was not solely 

involve matters of community and religion: 

...one of the teachers, they decided that the three worst behaved in their class, 
I was quite annoyed when I discovered it, they didn't allow them to go to the 
project. Whereas, I never exclude anybody. You give them that opportunity. 
Participant Anonymous 

This issue was based on opposing perspectives of pedagogy and classroom 

management, an impediment to collegial relationships that was more commonly 

disclosed by staff than issues of community relations. Nevertheless, the 

partnership was required to manage these issues in a manner that did not disrupt 

collaborative activity or provoke further negative ties. The researcher shares a 

similar position to Kelchtermans (2006) who stated that: 

—‘the main challenge for professional communities is thus to find a balance 
between on the one hand maintaining the interpersonal ties and 
connectedness in a caring community, while on the other hand sustaining the 
constructive controversy (in which differences in opinion and beliefs can arise) 
that is necessary for authentic professional learning’.(Kelchtermans, 2006: 
232) 

7.2.6  Organisational Structures and Staff Interactions 

During the course of the interviews, it became apparent that the staff members’ 

relationships and their collaborative activities were at times supported and 

impeded by spatial characteristics within their schools. This is somewhat 

tangential to the discussion of partnership collegiality, but it was considered by 

the researcher to concern the development of internal collegial relations. Other 

research claims that physical space is a fundamental infrastructure of teacher 

collegiality (Lima, 2005: 37) and that the spatial organisation of their work 

environment can influence collaborative cultures (McGregor, 2003). For that 

reason, the following subsection presents the corresponding participant accounts.  
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   The staff members disclosed an internal staff cleavage within their 

schools that shaped the ways in which they interacted with one another. This 

division existed between KS1 and KS2, such that the staff members in the 

respective stages had fewer occasions to interact. To illustrate this internal 

cleavage, figure 7.5 was rendered from the nominations pertaining to the 

exchange of resources between staff in School C—which should be interpreted 

for illustrative purposes only, not to generalise about exchanges within the other 

partner schools. A partition is apparent between KS2 (blue, triangle) and the 

earlier stages of instruction (green, square; pink, diamond). These two weakly 

connected components are bridged by staff members who categorised 

themselves as ‘other’ in their questionnaire responses. Only one direct tie existed 

between KS2 and the foundation stage, visible in the lower middle section. This 

internal cleavage could be explained by very different resource needs to deliver 

the curriculum across the stages of instruction. An assumption, confirmed by 

participant 61, to be a consequence of curricular differences: 

…there's a big difference between key stage one and keys stage two. There's 
a totally different curriculum almost going on in key stage one. And they're 
working away downstairs here and key stage two are involved in this project 
and they may never notice. The pupils come in and out the top door here and 
away again, y'know. Participant 61, School C 

In this instance, the spatial organisation of the school—i.e. the footprint, location 

of entrances and circulation elements—had removed the visual element of 

different pupils and uniforms using the school’s space during Shared Education. 

Participant 61’s account also provided some context on the aforementioned 

network of resource exchange (figure 7.5), in that KS1 and KS2 were on different 

floors within the building. This partition was seen as demonstrative of the 

potential spatial issues for mobilising the whole school for collective action and 

creating a sense of shared purpose throughout the faculty. An alternative 

perspective on the spatial division between Key Stages was given by participant 

42, who was not directly involved in Contested Space. They perceived 

themselves as being distanced from interschool collaboration as a consequence 

of curricular separation:  

I think that's what the problem was. The Contested Space was more of a six, 
seven project and we were in Foundation and Key Stage one. I know we're in 
the same school but we're kind of separate. Participant 42, School B 
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Research has shown that the physical separation of departments within a school 

can challenge collaborative endeavours, particularly across departments (Siskin, 

1994). The divisions within the Contested Space schools could have prevented 

whole-staff inclusion in the partnership’s activity, which challenges the norms of 

collegiality as discussed by Fielding (1999).   

   In other examples, the staff members elaborated on the internal 

separation disclosed by participant 42. They claimed that it limited the spread of 

information between the different levels within the schools. For that reason, the 

researcher considered it a barrier to permeating collaborative practices and 

limiting the speed at which interschool collaboration penetrated into the culture of 

a school (Duffy & Gallagher, 2015). Some staff speculated that smaller schools 

might have been more conducive to whole-staff inclusion: 

…the P five to seven teachers would talk to each other about it but, whereas 
in a small school, they would be talking away and they would y'know. And 
that would lend itself then that if the links were there, the P one teachers 
might say "we're doing a project or we're having a company into our school 
why don't we bring the primary ones from the other school over?" So there's 

 

 

Figure 7.5 Simplex Network of Exchanging Resources - Internal structural cleavage of School C 
(n=28) 
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maybe other relationships form out of that easier in a smaller school I would 
imagine. Participant 86, School C 

The suggestion here was that knowledge of collaboration might have broadened 

the reach of ongoing activities between the schools, permitting it to permeate to 

the earlier stages of the curriculum. This insight was perceived by the researcher 

to touch on aspects of collective understanding and competence (Boreham, 

2004). Interview participants from the smaller schools who were not directly 

involved in the Contested Space project reported being closer to the collaborative 

activity because of their staffroom interactions with those who were involved: 

Well we would just hear in the staff room. Y'know, we would be discussing 
like, through the programme one of the teachers went out quite regular and 
because we do closely together we would discuss how it went, how she 
thought it went, and things that worked well, and even in her own planning 
for her activities we would work together in helping her. Participant 13, 
School A 

This evidenced an osmotic process of inclusion within this school, in which the 

staffroom was the semi-permeable membrane. Those who were not directly 

involved were able to contribute knowledge as outliers through simply being in 

proximity to the Shared Education teachers at break or lunchtime. For that 

reason, a shared staffroom was considered to be a learning space that facilitated 

collaborative penetration. In general, the staffroom was perceived by participants 

to be the epicentre of daily staff interactions. It was an area within each school in 

which the staff could seek support and advice:  

In the school here if you're having a bad day or if you're something's 
happened, or if you're just not sure, or you just say something then somebody 
would turn around and go "yeah sure that same thing happened last year..." 
And you're going "oh right okay, oh it's not just me." Participant 30, School B 

In this instance, the teachers were transferring knowledge, experiences, and 

emotional support. Hargreaves (2000: 1136) contends that the staffroom is an 

outlet for staff to better understand their work but also acts an emotional release, 

thus contributing to a collegial school culture. However, in the larger schools, the 

interviewees suggested that the process of diffusing information was less 

pervasive:   

…it is very hard to know what's going on in this school at times because 
there's so many of us. I would imagine that people in smaller schools are 
more informed about what's going on than the likes of me in a big school not 
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having been involved, even if I was in a staffroom in a smaller school you 
would hear about it more. Participant 44, School D 

Participant 44 claimed that the general business within the school was difficult to 

comprehend due to the number of staff. This reiterated the observation in section 

5.2.3 that the staff members in the smaller partners were in closer proximity to 

one another, which supported the development of relationships.  

   An additional internal cleavage highlighted by the interviewees was the 

scheduling of split breaks to accommodate the quantity of pupils in their schools. 

Breaks for KS1 and KS2 tended to have little overlap during which the staff could 

engage with one another and confer. Participants in some cases actually 

disclosed their own preference for lunching elsewhere. This identified the 

staffroom in the schools to be an underused space. However, in the smallest 

partner school, they tended to share breaks: 

…sometimes they'll have split breaks and things because it's too big to put all 
their kids out in the one time. So you might only be seeing certain teachers in 
a big school at break time. D'you know what I mean? Whereas we're all 
together all the time. Participant 57, School A 

Participant 57 acknowledged that sharing breaks with colleagues had contributed 

to regular engagement. This was considered by other interviewees from their 

school as facilitating more frequent and spontaneous internal collaborations: 

…because it is a small school it happens off the cuff a lot and it's not just 
structured to timetabled meetings. We've a lot of, because it's a small staff, 
over coffee at breaks, lunchtimes, but then of course you have the staff 
meetings and things to follow up and record more officially. Participant 13, 
School A 

This led the researcher to consider whether or not the smaller schools were less 

bound by rules of collaboration (Hargreaves & Fullan, 1992) than their larger 

counterparts—a notion also commented on by one of the larger school’s 

principals: 

I would say that in a large school like this it's closer to the bounded. Because 
just again for the sheer management of it there had to be rules, regulations, 
the teachers and the children needed to know exactly what was happening? 
When it was happening? Who was involved? And it was very structured. It 
was mainly contained within the programme, y'know there wouldn't have 
been extras. Participant 86, School C 
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In this example, the school leader was referring to delivery of the Contested 

Space project. They considered rules and regulations as a necessary mechanism 

for handling the large quantity of pupils sharing. However, this is not to say that 

the partnership was completely bound and prescriptive—participant 88 revealed 

that organic and spontaneous collaboration had on occasion arisen between the 

two larger schools: 

I know that there was tremendous collaboration between our teachers here 
and [school C] and that they even did at a point look at planning together and 
this was an aside from the Shared Education project. Participant 88, School D 

As such, there seemed to be inconsistent reports of how bound Contested Space 

collaboration was. It was reasoned that participant 86 was referring to a set of 

core parameters around which collaboration could become more organic—as 

suggested by participant 88. It might be a case that the larger schools are 

required to reinvent underused and problematic space for interschool 

collaboration, so that the staff members from all levels of the school can interact, 

thereby permitting tacit knowledge of the partnership to permeate.   

   This subsection highlighted the importance of considering the internal 

structures and spatial organisation of schools embarking in Shared Education. In 

other settings, these are empirically shown to influence the collegiality and 

collaboration within a school. The current exploration of the five collaborating 

Contested Space schools highlighted the spatial organisation and size as 

potentially impacting upon collaborative evolution in that it could restrict and 

obstruct penetration and permeation of knowledge and practice. However, this 

was not intended to offer any measure of the collaborative evolution within the 

Contested Space partnership. The following subsection will highlight aspects of 

how the partnership was perceived to have evolved in terms of its collaborative 

activity. 

7.2.7  Evolution of the Contested Space Project  

During the interviews, participants discussed their perceptions of the Contested 

Space project’s progression and their thoughts on any future iterations. This 

subtheme presents these responses to understand the partnership’s evolution. 

   Participant 88 claimed that the project had started off with a religious or 

cross-community focus, but had evolved into something not originally defined: 
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Well I think if we're to be brutally honest the whole religion is the reason why 
we embark on it, isn't it? It's about pulling two extremes nearly, within a 
town, together. But I think something more grows out of it in the end. 
Participant 88 School D 

They asserted that ‘something more’ emerged from their collaboration beyond the 

partnership’s initial purpose. The central coordinator concurred with this 

observation, stating that it had developed a life of its own:  

…the thing had a life of its own, it kind of went on y'know. Participant 92, 
Central Coordinator 

They suggested that the partnership had evolved somewhat organically, moving 

away from what was perceived to be a proscribed foundation of simply 

establishing cross-sectoral links referred to by participant 88. This resonated with 

Wenger’s (1998) communities of practice that are described as being organically 

created and presented as dynamic systems—such that their interests, goals, and 

members are subject to change and also shift in focus. This process was evident 

within the Contested Space partnership as interviewees revealed that staff 

members became fed up with doing the same thing: 

I know any teachers that I talked to I think had sort of got a bit fed up with 
it…Depended on whether you were moved from a year group or not. If you 
were a year five teacher for three years, you were in that programme for 
three years. Participant Anonymous 

This participant, who was given anonymity due to the critical nature of their 

remarks, also added that staff members began creatively referring to the project 

as ‘Detested Space’: 

It definitely needs to move forward, I think it would be an absolutely, 
complete shame if the work that was put in for three years was totally 
dropped and never heard of again. But I think it needs to have a new format... 
Dare I say that it actually has the nickname 'Detested Space'? Participant 
Anonymous 

However, their confession did not espouse a destructive tone or enmity but 

emphasised a need for change and renewal. This again echoed postulations 

made by Wenger (1998) who argued that communities of practice are instable, 

constantly developing and redefining—‘structure of practice is emergent, both 

highly perturbable and highly resilient, always reconstituting itself in the face of 

new events’ (Wenger, 1998: 283). For that reason, the researcher accepted that 
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the Contested Space project in its current format had perhaps run its course and 

required change. 

   The staff members substantiated the insight that the current format of 

the project needed to evolve or change. One school leader indicated that the 

leadership had begun to consider scaling back activity as a consequence of the 

burden of managing such volume of activity: 

I just think that a shorter more intense programme would serve the same 
purpose as the two and a half terms almost that it took, and the constant 
y'know, keep your board of Governors updated, y'know bring the parents 
together, and bring the; y'know that, that does take its toll in the school when 
you multiply that by three year levels.  Participant 85, School E 

The principal gave no indication that the schools wanted to end their 

collaboration, more that they hoped to reconstitute their partnership into 

something with more intensity. A view shared by participant 61:  

We felt it would, we felt it was; it spanned too many weeks of the school year, 
it spanned too many terms and we thought if it was to continue it would have 
to be scaled down a little bit. Participant 61, School C 

Interestingly, the staff members reported that the parents and pupils involved also 

began to feel the project stagnating: 

I actually had a parent from another school come in here…and they gave me 
their comments, and that was one of the comments. That first of all the 
children when they started the project in P five absolutely loved it; loved the P 
five project because it was new and exciting, but when they moved into P six 
it was 'old hat'. Although they were working on different issues, it started to 
become a bit mundane for them. Participant 86, School C 

Such scenarios have been highlighted by commentators as the reason for having 

discontinuity plans or contingency for ending partnerships (Hadfield & Chapman, 

2009). But in this instance not to completely dissociate from one another, only to 

simply reform and reinvigorate activity. This need for change could have been in 

the mind of participant 88 when they stressed the importance of bringing in ‘fresh’ 

teachers to add momentum to Contested Space (section 6.3.3).   

   In a corresponding point, one staff member noted a perceptible 

discontent with the Contested Space name. This was known to have been a 

persistent concern from the early stage of the project: 
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The whole thing needs to be revamped. The name 'Contested Space' for 
crying out loud!…And then we actually got quite a slagging [sic] in the, I don't 
know whether it was in the paper, [redacted name] they do a sort of column 
and we'd gone ahead and called it the Contested Space choir and they were 
like—what? Who calls their choir the Contested Space choir?—and then we 
were trying to find all these wonderful new names so it wouldn't sound so 
negative. Participant 64, School D 

The researcher considered this to be an example of staff ownership—as the staff 

became more firmly associated with the project they were of the opinion that it 

needed a ‘wonderful’ name that could convey a more positive perception of their 

work. Other staff members, namely the school leaders, also confessed a desire 

to obtain more control over the project: 

…we'd like more control over it; have a firmer handle on it, select our own 
time scales, and keep to the essentials of the project. And I think the teachers 
are feeling the same. Participant 85, School E 

In a sense, this exhibited evolutionary progression in that they wanted to modify 

the project into a more suitable and presumably effective format that they could 

sustain. This was a desire shared by participant 87:   

I'm really excited about being totally within our control. That there aren't so 
many people to please in the Contested Space, there were so many criteria 
for all the different schools, plus the secondary schools, plus Queen's and 
things, everybody had boxes they had to tick, and then you had a coordinator 
trying to coordinate what was a complex programme... Participant 87, School 
B 

Their comment suggested two things—that complying with the requirements of 

others in partnership became a burden, i.e., the external stakeholders—and that 

they sought more agency over their affairs without influence from third parties. 

Again, seeking control and reformation was considered a positive evolutionary 

step for the partnership as ‘continuity of an emergent structure derives not from 

stability but from adaptability’ (Wenger, 1998: 97). Therefore, the partnership’s 

sustainability could be viewed as a product of how well it adapted to necessary 

change. It was reasoned by the researcher that the Contested Space network 

could be considered adaptable due to its high level of tie redundancy (section 

5.4), peripheral structures (section 6.1.1.2), and capacity building activities 

(section 6.4.3). A further example of staff claiming ownership was given by 

participant 67, who alleged that external facilitators contributed to a programme 

of sharing that in the end did not match the schools’ expectations:   
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I think one of the things that we found during the project, is, the teachers 
maybe working on their own without outside facilitators was better than 
sometimes outside facilitators, didn't deliver the programme that we 
expected; maybe, if that's a criticism. Participant 67, School A 

In their view, taking control of the project would enable the schools to develop a 

project that was more aligned to all of their interests and not the specifications of 

those on the periphery. In most cases, the staff members recognised the value of 

the partnership and actually expressed preservative sentiments for the overall 

model—similar to reports by Gallagher and colleagues (2010). For example: 

I think the links have been established and that once they're established, and 
there is a working relationship there, it would be a pity just because of money 
and stuff, to let it flounder now. Especially because it was so successful. 
Participant 67, School A 

…we do think it has value, but that's going to be up to us to drive that or it 
could fall away. Participant 68, School C 

Yet, the format had seemingly become redundant. It was the interpretation of the 

researcher that third party involvement was perceived as interference within the 

project as interschool collaboration became routine and established as the norm 

for the schools. Even though the staff members claimed that a collaborative 

programme would galvanise links (section 7.2.4) and that third parties were 

important to initiate and legitimise their partnership in the earlier stages (section 

5.1.1). However, these assertions were made about different stages of the 

partnership. Nevertheless, there appeared to be a tension between partnership 

stability and sustainability with agency and independence. Participant 68’s 

comment suggested that the schools would need to assume full responsibility for 

their collaboration or it ‘could fall away’. This perhaps implied that the schools 

were ready to advance their partnership but the parameters and obligations set 

by those on the outside were constraining.   

   This section presented the results and interview subthemes pertaining to 

the qualities underpinning the staff members’ relationships. It could be said that 

including the omitted background data (section 4.9.1) in the analysis would have 

contributed to this section’s findings and enhanced the validity of the discussion. 

But, the researcher contends that the qualitative data alone effectively added 

depth and richness to the relational side of the work culture presented in the 

previous chapters. It is argued that collegiality in the Contested Space 
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partnership was defined by vertical and lateral relations of value and worth 

between the leaders, teachers, parents, pupils, and the community. The depth 

and breadth of this collegial culture was reasoned to be a consequence of the 

partnership’s aspirational underpinnings to address identified areas of social 

need, thereby validating similar observations made by Duffy and Gallagher 

(2015). The staff members’ relationships were somewhat fortified with affectional 

action, in that emotional interests were invested in the act of sharing. Sharing 

education was hypothesised as having the potential to modify tie type from 

functional into something more human and affective. This transition appeared to 

be lubricated by a process of cognitive convergence (McAllister, 1995; Muijs et al, 

2011)—based on trust, solidarity, communication, common experiences and 

shared goals (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992; Hargreaves, 1995; Bryk et al, 2010). It 

was revealed that establishing the partnership’s collegial culture required 

ensuring that the staff had time to develop relationships and that their domains 

overlapped unimpeded. This appeared to result in an emerging community of 

practice (Wenger, 1998) in which the staff were seen to claim ownership and 

become motivated to adapt and sustain their shared activity. For that reason, 

developing a culture of collegiality was seen as material to sustaining interschool 

collaboration between schools in Northern Ireland.  

 

7.3 Chapter Summary 

Staff relationships were seen to be critical to the enactment, evolution, and 

efficacy of sharing education in the Contested Space partnership. The first 

section explored the ways in which staff members interacted collaboratively and 

found that staff relationships were strongly based around social interactions, such 

that they were discernibly instrumental to collaborative engagement and 

stimulated learning relationships. It was determined by the researcher that 

sharing education promoted interdependencies that overcame systemic 

boundaries by weaving a tapestry of instrumental and expressive relationships to 

support the delivery and aspirations of the project. Appending this finding was the 

view that ties and relational structures alone cannot fully capture the dynamic of 

sharing education—echoing Kahne (2001) who claimed that membership of a 

network alone is not a sufficient condition to affect changes in practice. As such, 

the depth and breadth of collegiality was also perceived as a material factor in the 
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partnership’s effectiveness. Within the observed web of interrelatedness and 

across different levels of this network, there were tensions and interplay of 

interests (Nelson, 2013). However, the sense of collegiality that emerged from 

sharing education reconciled the staff members’ relational multiplexity, 

memberships, identities, and interests—in what Nelson (2013) conceptualised as 

a bridging culture labelled as 'cosmopolitanism'. For that reason, the Contested 

Space partnership's network began to resemble a Petri dish in which cross-

sectoral collegiality could acculturate. In sum, the researcher contends that 

sharing education, particularly the Contested Space project, offers an alternative 

model for collegial engagement with networked benefits that cannot be realised 

by separate schools.  
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8 REVISITING NETWORKS AS A MODEL FOR SHARING EDUCATION 

Chapter Eight: 
 

Revisiting Networks as a Model for Sharing 
Education 
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The thesis thus far has presented the context of the research problem, identified 

a theoretical framework for approaching it, demonstrated how this would be 

applied in the field, and presented the resultant findings in three preceding 

thematic chapters. Because of the discursive style of the three preceding 

chapters, the researcher seeks to move the narrative forward and bring together 

all that has been discussed so that we might acknowledge how the current study 

has enhanced our understanding of Shared Education and its knowledge claims. 

In this endeavour, it is useful to remind ourselves of the initial aims of the study 

(section 1.2) which were—to substantiate existing evidence that direct 

involvement in Shared Education can enhance institutional links and staff 

relationships between Catholic and Protestant schools; and to connect the model 

of Shared Education to the substance of the network concept and move beyond 

the analogous use of the term ‘network’. These aims were developed from 

criticisms of Shared Education that question the extent of cross-sectoral links 

between participating schools, sustainability of these partnerships (Hansson, 

O’Connor-Bones, & McCord, 2013), and gaps in our understanding exposed by 

the current study, which suggest that staff members are given a peripheral regard 

in existing research (section 3.1) and that networks are discussed largely 

figuratively (section 3.3). Through the course of this succinct chapter, the 

researcher will present the findings in order to develop an informed interpretation 

of interschool networks in Shared Education, so that we might address these 

aforementioned concerns. Our opening discussion will consider how we might 

begin to rethink and amend our use of the term ‘network’ in Shared Education in 

light of the current findings, before moving to present some structural 

interpretations of the findings about staff relationships.  

 

8.1 Rethinking Structure and Networks in Shared Education  

Whenever the term ‘network’ has been applied within Shared Education 

discourses, it is often to describe the format of collaboration and type of 

partnership that is supported by the model. In other words, it is often used 

metaphorically to describe what the collaborative arrangements should resemble 

or simulate. To date, there has been no contestation that this norm of reference 

has been loosely applied, and in fact, it can be seen to reflect much of the 

normative network interpretations as discussed within a framework of educational 
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network theory (Lima, 2010; Hadfield, 2012). Much of the existing literature upon 

which our current understanding of Shared Education networks is based has 

been criticised for paying too little attention to network measures and concepts 

(McCormick et al, 2011). Thus, more researchers from the education community 

have advocated approaches from the structuralist tradition (Hadfield & Jopling, 

2012) and suggest pursuing social network research as a way of furthering our 

grasp of teacher collaboration and interschool networks (Moolenaar, 2012; Lima, 

2010). The current study addresses this imprecision regarding school network 

research and provides evidence that adopting a social network perspective within 

the context of Shared Education can advance our knowledge of the model. 

   Prior to this study, our understanding of the social network structures 

that underpinned Shared Education was inadequate—to the point that the model 

had drawn criticism pertaining to partnerships’ sustainability without financial 

incentive; that schools might choose to collaborate more intensely with 

institutions from their own management sectors (Hansson, O’Connor-Bones, & 

McCord, 2013) and that the specific nature of links between schools was 

unsubstantiated (Gallagher et al, 2010). Having interrogated such claims, the 

current study offers evidence pertaining to the efficacy of the Shared Education 

model in developing partnerships that promote positive interdependencies 

between schools representing different management sectors. So, what have we 

learnt from incorporating a social network perspective and applying a more 

analytical network approach to Shared Education research? 

 

Shared Education facilitated network structures that overcame systemic 
separation 

The first key finding was that Shared Education offers a context in which staff 

members from different sectors can establish both social and informal networks, 

which has arguably been lacking in Northern Ireland’s education structures. In 

spite of the preservation of distinct initial teacher education for both Catholic and 

Protestant student teachers and a range of barriers to deployment in 

management sectors that differ from a teacher’s community background (section 

2.2), Shared Education has been shown to overcome these systemic issues of 

separation by supporting positive interdependencies between schools and staff. 
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Through interschool collaboration, the current study suggests that participating 

staff members’ interactions and relationships form a bridging structure that allies 

the five distinct partner schools. Data illustrated that the partnership had 

facilitated cross-sectoral links, thereby allaying criticisms that perhaps schools 

tend to share with others from their own sectors given the choice (Hansson, 

O’Connor-Boners, & McCord, 2013).  

   To substantiate the extent of these cross-sectoral links, it was observed 

that more than half (59%) of all directed ties between the schools in the 

partnership were cross-sectoral, meaning from a Catholic school to a Protestant 

school, or vice versa. Participation in Shared Education had appeared to change 

who the schools chose to engage with and had the potential to reverse isolating 

trends by facilitating more liberal movement of faculty and pupils into other 

community areas. Many participants testified to the fact that without the model 

they would have had very little opportunity for engagement with schools and staff 

from other management sectors and community backgrounds, thus adding 

weight to claims that Shared Education can overcome systemic separation 

(Hughes et al, 2010; Gallagher et al, 2010; Hughes et al, 2012; Borooah & Knox, 

2013a; Connolly, Purvis, O'Grady, 2013). 

   By analysing the extent of cross-sectoral ties it was also found that 

Shared Education may have mediated pre-existing competitive tensions between 

schools of the same management type. In doing so, schools appeared to enter 

into a dynamic of strategic coopetition in which the typically adversarial schools 

collaborated to achieve mutually beneficial results (Muijs & Rumyantseva, 2014). 

By way of explanation, nearly half (41%) of the directed boundary-spanning ties 

were in fact between schools from the same sector. This raises some interesting 

questions about the model and its claims of mitigating systemic separation, as it 

could potentially strengthen intra-sector links, thereby reinforcing sectoral 

boundaries. Without looking more closely at these intra-sector ties to understand 

their function and purpose, it would be difficult to make any assumption either 

way. However, the additional methodological layer of qualitative analysis 

revealed that many of these intra-sector links were a consequence of previous or 

ongoing concomitant engagements, administrative initiatives, and social 

relationships. In other words, these intra-sector ties may well have existed 

without Shared Education—not as a consequence of it.  
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  The key result from the data that supports the finding that Shared 

Education facilitates networks structures that can overcome separation was that 

the institutional relationship perceived to be the strongest was observed between 

one of the Catholic partner schools and another from the Protestant partner 

schools (section 5.2). For that reason, we can state with reasonable authority that 

Shared Education as a model from interschool collaboration can develop cross-

sectoral institutional relationships. The only caveat to this claim is that by 

participating in Shared Education the schools were open to forming cross-

sectoral links as a requisite, and as such they exhibited a willingness to 

collaborate (Duffy & Gallagher, 2012; 2014). The result might be very different if 

staff members are coerced into collaboration (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992), or 

schools are driven into partnership arrangements by marketisation as has been 

advocated recently in the context of English education (Croft, 2015). In some 

respects, this is an area of uncertainty and highlights an imperative for the 

educational research community to move from studies that focus on successful 

collaborative arrangements towards examining those that are disrupted or 

ineffective—regarded as the dark side of networks (Lima, 2010: 15).  

 

Schools had a preference of partner based on desirable structural 
characteristics 

The findings suggest that the schools within the Contested Space partnership 

had a preference of partner, which affected the overall configuration of the 

network—observed by the researcher as being asymmetric and consisting of an 

overlapping dyad and triad of schools (section 5.2). In this way, the relational 

patterns suggest that the potential distribution of resources and expertise was 

uneven across the schools’ network, and was dependent on their chosen partner. 

This was not entirely expected prior to the study, but it was known that previous 

iterations of the Contested Space partnership involving a post-primary contingent 

had experienced variance of institutional relationships both within and across the 

phases (Duffy & Gallagher, 2012; 2014; 2015). The prior assumption of the study 

was that all five schools within the chosen partnership would engage with one 

another to a similar level, based on the notion that numerical balance of pupils 

may have become less important over time (Hughes et al, 2010: 65). However, 

the present findings suggest that achieving balance across multiple layers of the 
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school—pupils, staff, and overall size and capacity—was an important 

consideration for partner selection. It is important to note that it is unlikely that the 

network structures of any two schools will be exactly the same, so we can 

assume that there will always be some degree of incongruity.  

   It has not yet been considered within Shared Education research that 

congruity in terms of school capacity or staff size is an important variable, as 

indicated by the present results. Our existing understanding is limited to 

discussions of balancing pupil numbers (Hughes et al, 2010). The main reason 

for aligning by size was that partners with similar staff numbers were able to deal 

with challenges interdependently having developed solidarity through the 

experience of shared issues. By way of explanation, schools that were of a 

similar size experienced similar issues and aligning with partners of a similar size 

was perceived by participants as mutually beneficial for the schools with regards 

to organisational learning. 

    

Partnership sustainability was interpreted as an extension of social 
network adaptability  

We might consider sustainability, not as maintenance of collaborative activities, 

but more precisely as determined by the capacity to preserve relationships 

between staff members and their social structures (section 5.4). A similar claim 

has been made by Duffy & Gallagher (2012; 2014) who found that the 

sustainability of the institutional links within a Shared Education partnership was 

contingent on maintaining staff relationships. These relationships were seen to 

consist of both personal and professional interactions, and emboldened by a 

willingness to collaborate. It is suggested that the right conditions need to be 

created to allow schools to develop effective and strong partnerships (Duffy & 

Gallagher, 2014)—although one of these may entail continued financial support 

as claimed by critics (Hansson, O’Connor-Bones, & McCord, 2013). The current 

study contributes to our understanding of the conditions necessary for enhancing 

partnership sustainability, finding that network adaptability may also be critical. 

   The chosen research site for this study could be considered a large 

Shared Education partnership. It consisted of five schools who had formed 

interdependent links and as a consequence the constituents had to be able to 
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respond to the dynamic nature of their partners’ internal networks. For example, if 

a teacher in one school takes maternity leave then their partner in another school 

must adapt and form new ties to maintain their collaborative activity. Ergo, a 

Shared Education network must respond to the changes of the discrete network 

structures of each partner school—much like pulling on one strand of a spider’s 

web, the vibrations may be felt in other connected parts of the structure. 

Appending this notion is the understanding that networks are never static, they 

are always in a state of flux. This suggests that ‘vibrations’ are potentially felt 

across different areas of a Shared Education network with relative frequency. 

Thus, it was observed by the researcher that the Contested Space partner 

schools utilised their internal structures to act like shock absorbers and adapt 

according to changes in their partner schools. Admittedly, the level of 

interdependency described here would be indicative of a mature partnership, but 

it still stands that each school in the Contested Space partnership had to respond 

to changes within their partners’ network structures. In this way, the social 

network perspective has enhanced our understanding of how sustainability is 

contingent on the tapestry of staff relationships.  

   Appending this finding, it was observed by the researcher that the 

schools were able to respond to any changes or disruptions in network stability 

through a combination of tie redundancy (Hadfield & Chapman, 2009) and 

maintenance of a transactive memory system (Wegner, 1986) through various 

capacity building mechanisms, such as staff rotation. The disruptions 

experienced during the Contested Space partnership—categorised as structural, 

programmatic, or exogenous issues—were subsequently less catastrophic 

(section 5.5). It was understood that the partners’ adaptability had mitigated these 

issues. An ensuing analysis determined that the smaller schools were potentially 

better suited to responding to changes than their larger counterparts due to their 

intimate size and ability to communicate internally more frequently. The findings 

around the sustainability of the Contested Space network seemed to support the 

following claim made by Wenger (1998)— 

‘Continuity of an emergent structure derives not from stability but from 
adaptability’ (Wenger, 1998: 97). 

The partner schools capacity to respond to disruption and the network’s 

adaptability were deemed critical to the continuation of their partnership. 
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8.2 Interpreting the Patterns of Staff Relationships in Shared Education 

As claimed throughout this thesis—staff relationships in Shared Education are 

critical. Prior to this study, insufficient attention had been paid to the potential of 

Shared Education for staff members and also to their involvement in the project 

more generally. The importance of staff relationships across partner institutions 

has been recognised as a key supporting variable of sharing, whilst informal 

relations are claimed by Hughes and colleagues (2010: 9) to be critical for its 

delivery. It was also noted by Donnelly and Gallagher (2008:12) during the early 

stages of the model that forging connections and building trust between 

individuals in partner schools was fundamental to its operation. Despite the 

apparent significance of staff relationships for sharing education, they have been 

given a peripheral regard. Consequently, there are few empirical questions about 

staff members in Shared Education that circulate within the existing literature 

base. It is anticipated that the current study will enhance our appreciation of the 

role staff members have in facilitating Shared Education, such that the education 

research community is encouraged to pay closer attention to this aspect of the 

model in Northern Ireland.   

   In the current study, staff relationships were perceived to be critical to 

the enactment, evolution, and efficacy of sharing education in the Contested 

Space partnership—as such, the researcher shares the perspective of Moolenaar 

and colleagues (2012) who emphasise the worth of a school’s social fabric. 

Earlier in the thesis, it was claimed that there was an apparent correlation 

between institutional relationships and staff interpersonal relationships such that 

they exist in symbiosis—the application of social network theory and social 

network analysis has provided a framework that has supported an attempt to 

capture this dynamic within Shared Education. So, what have we learnt from 

incorporating a social network perspective and applying a more analytical 

network approach to examining staff relationships in Shared Education? 

 

Shared Education offered an alternative model for collegial engagement 

The findings indicate that Shared Education, specifically within the Contested 

Space partnership, offered an alternative model for collegial engagement with 

networked benefits that the participant schools would not have been able to 
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realise as separate schools. The sense of collegiality that emerged from the 

participants' sharing of education was perceived by the researcher to have 

reconciled the staff members’ relational multiplexity, memberships, identities, and 

interests. In doing so, the Contested Space partnership's network resembled a 

Petri dish in which cross-sectoral collegiality could acculturate. 

   The network results revealed that Shared Education had an impact on 

the relational structure of staff members who were afforded the opportunity to 

become directly involved in interschool collaboration. This structure exhibited 

strong levels of connectivity and was perceived to bridge a relational void 

between the partner schools. The data suggests that staff members involved in 

interschool collaboration likely benefited from the retention of more ties. It was 

shown that sharing education had presented the staff members with opportunities 

to access and exchange resources, transfer professional knowledge, acquire 

personal support, and socialise.  In comparison, the relational structure of those 

who did not have the opportunity to participate in Shared Education was heavily 

fragmented within the context of these subgroups—however, it is acknowledged 

that a member of Contested Space could be interacting with a member of non-

Contested Space and vice versa. Yet, the evidence suggests that without 

sharing, the staff members and schools representative of the Catholic and 

Protestant communities may remain largely separate, without the networked 

benefits experienced by their participating colleagues. In any case, it is 

disappointing to note that those not directly involved—with the exception of one 

or two individuals—did not appear to become indirectly involved in some way or 

other. This potential was likely limited by internal organisational infrastructures 

(section 7.2.6) and other engagements with schools beyond that of the Contested 

Space partnership.  

   Collegiality in the Contested Space partnership was defined by vertical 

and lateral relations of value and worth between the leaders, teachers, parents, 

pupils, and the community. The depth and breadth of this collegial culture was 

perceived by the researcher to be a consequence of the partnership’s 

aspirational underpinnings to address identified areas of social need, thereby 

validating similar observations made by Duffy and Gallagher (2015). The staff 

members’ relationships were observed as being somewhat fortified with 

affectional action, in that emotional interests were invested in the act of sharing. 
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Sharing education was hypothesised as having the potential to modify tie type 

from functional into something more human and affective. This transition 

appeared to be lubricated by a process of cognitive convergence as referred to 

by McAllister (1995) and Muijs et al (2011)—based on trust, solidarity, 

communication, common experiences and shared goals (Fullan & Hargreaves, 

1992; Hargreaves, 1995; Bryk et al, 2010). This process might have been aided 

by the common purpose of overcoming the plight of community separation—a 

contextual condition almost unique to interschool networks in Northern Ireland. 

   The results validated distinctions made between instrumental and 

expressive network relations and underlying dimensions (Ibarra, 1993; 1995; 

Moolenaar, 2010; Moolenaar et al, 2012), contributing to this line of work by 

considering staff relationships in a context of Shared Education. It was observed 

that social relationships were necessary to achieve shared goals—and as such 

were considered instrumental to the operation of Shared Education. Hughes and 

colleagues alluded to such a finding in an earlier study, claiming that ‘informal 

relations are a critical plank in the collaborative process’ (Hughes et al, 2010: 53). 

However, findings from the current study add clarity to that assertion and propose 

that multiplex relations are more critical. Multiplexity was perceived by the 

researcher as important for maintaining focus on partnership goals and had the 

potential to mitigate competitive tendencies between the staff and schools—

contributing to their collegiality.  

   Our results suggest that establishing the partnership’s collegial culture 

required ensuring that the staff had time to develop relationships and that their 

domains overlapped unimpeded. This appeared to result in an emerging 

community of practice (Wenger, 1998) in which the staff were seen to claim 

ownership and become motivated to adapt and sustain their shared activity. For 

that reason, developing a culture of collegiality was also seen as material to 

sustaining interschool collaboration between schools in Northern Ireland. 

  Maintaining this model of collegial engagement was reported as being 

difficult at times. Some participant reports suggested that the sense of collegiality 

within the Contested Space partnership threatened to fragment, as certain 

relationships became subject to challenge and dissent—such as the withdrawal 

of classes or internal rebranding of the activity as 'Detested Space'. This signified 

to many leading the partnership that a fresh approach was required. 
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Disagreements and dissent are not necessarily negative and have been 

construed as challenging norms and important for partnership development. 

Achinstein (2002a, 2002b) argues that conflict is a necessary element of collegial 

relations within professional learning communities. They contend that 

‘communities that can productively engage in conflict, rather than those with low 

levels of conflict or those that suppress their differences, have a greater potential 

for continual growth and renewal’ (Achinstein, 2002a: 448). For that reason, for 

Shared Education partnerships to realise their full educational potential, openly 

dealing with differences of opinion should be considered important.   

 

Shared Education facilitated learning relationships and knowledge creation 

Involvement in Shared Education was seen to have facilitated the sharing of new 

practice amongst staff members. Their participation in the Contested Space 

project exposed them to novel information and practice that they considered 

worth adopting. In the absence of formal provision, sharing education had 

facilitated alternative informal forms of professional development. As a 

consequence of their ties, learning took place between individuals from different 

schools, orchestrated by network processes in which the permeability of 

knowledge was apparent. In the binds of partnership, the staff members co-

constructed knowledge and created new norms of practice, as a consequence of 

their interdependencies. It was understood that the Shared Education teacher 

was not constrained by typical challenges, even though they might have arisen 

during collaboration, as they had a network of expertise to draw upon and extra 

resources to access. Some scenarios regarding the issues arising from sharing 

appeared to make the staff members’ anxious—things like the possibility of 

sectarian bullying, teaching pupils from another tradition of education and 

spending time travelling back and forth to other schools; yet, collaborative 

engagement, a sense of interdependency, and commitment to their relationships 

assisted in co-constructing resolutions to these anxieties. For that reason, the 

researcher contended that sharing education might be more effective for 

stimulating deeper collaborative relationships because of the inherent need to 

address contentious issues arising from cross-community interactions. In light of 

the participating staff members’ multiplexity and the finding that social and 

expressive interactions were more instrumental for the operation and delivery of 
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shared activity, it was reasoned by the researcher that Shared Education in this 

particular partnership had provided the necessary interactive ingredients for the 

developing learning relationships as critiqued by Stott, Jopling and Kilcher (2006). 

  Sharing education was also perceived to support a certain level of 

organisational learning for the schools—although no exact measure of this was 

taken. For the most part, organisational learning during the Contested Space 

project involved learning through 'exploration', as described by March (1991) and 

borrowed by Finnegan and Daly (2012). In this way the participating staff 

members were seen to be experimenting with and exploring new knowledge, 

helping them to identify and revise existing internal organisational norms that may 

have been incompatible, enabling them to subsequently establish new priorities. 

Moreover, the schools' participation in the Contested Space project also 

appeared to have provided great opportunity for learning through 'exploitation', in 

the sense that they made better use of existing knowledge. This also suggests 

that those who were not directly involved in Shared Education were able to learn 

from participating colleagues within their own school by exploiting their existing 

knowledge, to the benefit of the school as a whole—in what might be seen as an 

organisational learning spill over effect.  

 

Relational embeddedness as a critical aspect of network leadership  

As a consequence of their participation in the Contested Space partnership, the 

principals gained enhanced access to ‘critical friends’ with whom they could find 

solutions to their problems, share practice, and socialise. The quality of their 

relationships, emerging from Shared Education, was considered to have 

enhanced their social capital and influence over exchanges within the network 

(Lin, 1999). Consequently, the school leaders’ relational embeddedness was 

interpreted as augmenting their capacity to lead collective action and mobilise 

partnership staff (Diani & McAdam, 2003). The strength and quality of 

relationships between the subgroup of leaders influenced their schools’ 

experience of Shared Education and demonstrated the model’s value to staff 

members. 

  The primary concern of the school leaders, from their perspective, was 

to support the smooth delivery of shared activity and to ensure that the interests 
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of their schools were represented within the partnership. It was observed that the 

subgroup’s social integration and professional interdependencies were pulling 

these distinct interests closer together, as the bedrock of their institutional links. 

From these relationships, novel leadership structures and processes were 

thought to have emerged that enhanced the leaders’ social capital and capacity 

to mobilise staff for collective action. In doing so, they augmented their leadership 

capacity and ability to mobilise staff for collective action. However, this was 

interpreted as being moderated by their internal leadership capacity and size. It 

was found that the leaders were required to maintain a balance between both 

network and internal leadership structures to effectively deliver shared activity. To 

do this they facilitated the empowering of leaders outside the formally established 

hierarchies, but to provide stability, they maintained their centrality and oversight 

positions. In this manner, the school leaders’ practice, the quality of their 

relationships, and the internal capacity of their school were all perceived as 

correlating with one another. 

   In the Contested Space partnership, the central coordinator functioned 

as an intermediary for collaborative activity. Their primary role was to support the 

schools in the delivery of shared classes and by occupying their ‘operational 

space’ (Jones, 2009) this actor enabled the staff members to attend to other 

aspects of the partnership. Structural authority was conferred to the coordinator 

in the sense that they influenced and utilised the network's configuration to 

effectively deliver the project. As an apparatus of leadership the central 

coordinator maintained the network’s trajectory and permitted the school leaders 

to focus on the strategic concerns of partnership as agents of change. The 

coordinator’s efficacy in doing so was predicated upon mobilising their social 

capital, which emerged from their role as a source of knowledge, connector, and 

bridge between the staff members. Without the central coordinator, reports from 

participants suggested that the partnership would cease to function. This 

encapsulated their structural importance. For that reason, there is potential in 

employing coordinators within larger partnerships that can become difficult to 

manage—a view shared by researchers in an English educational context (Muijs, 

West & Ainscow, 2011)—and purposively develop their social capital. 

   Our findings of multiple leaders pooling together in order to strengthen 

their leadership capacity resonates with recent reports of a shift in traditional 
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notions of institutional leadership concerning discrete schools to educational 

leadership that implies a broader influence (Armstrong, 2015).  

 

8.3 Chapter Summary 

In this chapter we endeavoured to address the main themes of the thesis by 

presenting the key findings from the analysis to develop an informed 

interpretation of interschool networks in Shared Education. We began by 

presenting the findings that demonstrated a more analytical interpretation of 

networks in Shared Education research, before moving to give staff members a 

more focal regard by presenting some structural interpretations about their 

relationships. The key findings of this thesis are as follows: 

• Shared Education facilitated network structures that overcame systemic separation; 
• Schools had a preference of partner based on desirable structural characteristics; 
• Partnership sustainability was interpreted as an extension of social network 

adaptability;  
• Shared Education offered an alternative model for collegial engagement; 
• Shared Education can facilitate learning relationships and knowledge creation; 
• Relational embeddedness may be considered a critical aspect of network leadership.  

 

All that remains now is to summarise the thesis and draw some conclusions. 

These are found in the next chapter, which brings the thesis to a close. 
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9 FINAL DISCUSSION 

Chapter Nine: 
 

Final Discussion 
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Over the course of the preceding eight chapters, the context in which teachers 

are deployed in Northern Ireland has been discussed, literature on Shared 

Education and networks in education has been reviewed, a theoretical framework 

has been critiqued and developed, the methodology has been described, the 

collected data was presented, analysed, and discussed, from which key findings 

have emerged. The purpose of this chapter, then, is to draw some concluding 

insights from the study. To that end, an overview of the project will be offered in 

which its distinctiveness and contribution to knowledge will be highlighted; the 

implications for policy and practice; some reflections about the methodology; and 

suggestions for further research. The thesis closes with some concluding 

remarks.   

 

9.1 Overview of the Project: Distinctiveness and Contribution 

This thesis addresses perceived gaps in how Shared Education in Northern 

Ireland has been researched. As its point of departure, it takes the oft-cited 

issues of a de facto parallel system of education in Northern Ireland and argues 

that staff members are also subject to separation. It considers the role of Shared 

Education in challenging separation by promoting positive interdependencies 

between schools, within partnerships. The value of interpreting Shared Education 

through a theoretical framework of networks is discussed, suggesting that 

existing research has been pupil-centric and would benefit from understanding 

the social structures that underpin the delivery of shared activity; it does this by 

exploring the phenomena of interschool networks, on which there is understood 

to be a paucity of analytical studies (Lima, 2010b; Moolenaar, 2012). This 

exploration is achieved through the analysis of social network data and semi-

structured interviews with Shared Education teachers, school leaders, a central 

coordinator, and teachers who were not involved in Shared education—each of 

whom offer their own subjective and varied interpretations of the chosen 

partnership and an introspective view of its network structures. The results 

substantiate the efficacy of Shared Education as a model for promoting positive 

interdependencies and establishing cross-sectoral links. In so doing, they also 

highlight the importance of staff relationships for providing structure and collective 
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action that ultimately supports collaborative activity. This therefore raises key 

questions relating to how staff members are currently regarded within Shared 

Education discourses. 

   In terms of its original contribution, the focus of this study—the networks 

that develop between staff members—stands alone within the paradigm of 

Shared Education. To date, no other study has systematically and rigorously 

explored the social structures that underpin Shared Education activities. Much of 

the existing research has been pupil-centric and as such the current study 

establishes the legitimacy of staff relationships in Shared Education. In addition, 

the researcher addresses the analogous use of the term 'network' in Shared 

Education discourse and connects the substance of the social network 

perspective to the model of interschool collaboration. In doing so, a 

methodological template is provided that offers potential for future studies of 

Shared Education.  

 

9.2 Implications of this Study for Policy / Practice 

This section briefly discusses the implications of findings from the current study 

for policy and practice. 

9.2.1  Regarding Staff Relationships in Shared Education 

Perhaps the most significant contribution of the current study is that it 

substantiates the importance of establishing relationships that go beyond their 

function and become personal or social ties. Arguably, the current structures of 

education in Northern Ireland provide little opportunity for staff members to 

establish relationships with their counterparts in other sectors, and ergo, the 

development of informal networks.  

   The current position of staff members within Shared Education policy 

discourse is secondary to pupils. The MAG report (Connolly, Purvis, & O’Grady, 

2013) promotes a definition that this study perceives as limiting in the sense that 

it eliminates shared staff professional development, in and of itself, from the 

scope of Shared Education. To adhere to this definition and other 

conceptualisations, pupils must be involved. This is not a contestation of the 

merits of enshrining educational opportunities for pupils, but it is an advocacy for 
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ensuring that the professional opportunities for staff members are also 

considered. This study has illuminated the extent of staff interschool relationships 

in a partnership and has also highlighted the advantages that staff members gain 

through these relationships. In circumstances where pupil-pupil sharing is not 

possible due to financial constraints or distance, staff members should not be 

prevented access to these benefits, by extension. A counter argument might 

maintain that the staff members can establish these links through their own 

volition, but this study found that those involved valued a supporting project, 

which helped galvanise their institutional links. Without the banner of Shared 

Education to support staff in their newly established relationships, it may lack 

substance and direction. One of the key theoretical assumptions of this study is 

that the social fabric of staff relationships is critical to the activity of Shared 

Education—the stronger these relationships, the more determined the staffs 

become to sustain the partnership, as validated by the frequency of preservative 

sentiments from participants and their resilience in facing exogenous shocks. 

Permitting schools to share amongst staff members as a precursor to pupil 

interactions may strengthen the subsequent shared classes. This hypothesis 

requires further consideration as it is beyond the scope of the present study, yet 

some participants did report that strong relationships between staff members 

acted as an example for pupils to model their own behaviour.  

9.2.2  Teacher Education: Initial and Continued 

The Department of Education aims to offer professional development courses 

and monitor teacher progress in the delivery of Shared Education (DENI, 2015a). 

Whilst this provision is encouraging for the outcomes of staff members, the merits 

of permitting them to work together in preparation for bringing pupils together 

should not be underestimated. Participants in the present study valued the 

planning days in advance of pupil sharing and emphasised the importance of 

getting to know their peers on a more personal level. This is verified by the 

network data pertaining to expressive interactions between the Contested Space 

staff, namely meeting socially.  

  Staff highlighted dealing with contentious issues as a challenge and as 

such they moved to harness and mobilise the resource of their networks to 

address this. Staff members’ responses also highlighted a gap in teacher CPD for 

sharing education and a lack of formal or alternative qualifications in this regard. 
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Therefore, it is recommended that policy-makers honour commitments to offer 

specialised training and also focus on providing Shared Education opportunities 

for student teachers in the formative years of their career (DENI, 2015b) as 

recommended by others (Connolly, Purvis, O’Grady, 2013). This might be 

approached in two ways—first, in the traditional manner of didactic instruction or 

group CPD; or second, by utilising the staff network structures as revealed in this 

study to target influential, central individuals to disseminate in the manner that 

has successfully been adapted within the Contested Space partnership. A further 

option might be to combine these approaches.   

9.2.3  Advancing the Collaborative Continuum 

To define and capture the pervasiveness of collaborative arrangements in Shared 

Education, scholars refer to a collaborative continuum (Duffy, 2014). This offers a 

conceptual typology of collaborative models in which schools begin in isolation 

from one another and progress over time into interdependent institutions with a 

type of symbiotic relationship. From this position partnerships can potentially 

pursue full integration—an outcome that has yet to occur. However, using a 

continuum to describe structural changes can be problematic in that it suggests 

that progressive alignment and transit along this continuum is a desirable pursuit. 

This might not be the case, nor the goal for many schools involved in Shared 

Education. Therefore, network typologies, similar to those outlined by Hadfield, 

Kubiak and O’Leary (2005), might offer an alternative means of classifying stages 

of structural change and partnership. However, this is only a hypothetical stance 

and would require much more interrogation of networks from a wider range of 

partnerships before making any significant assertions.  

  It must also be cautioned that as schools progress along the continuum 

into more integrated forms of partnerships with higher density, the value of ties 

may decrease and the partnership could potentially regress into less integrated 

forms as collaborative commodities become exhausted. Using network methods 

and typologies could offer a way of monitoring partnership maturity through 

measures of density, thereby allowing schools to plan strategies for renewal or 

adaptation, in an informed manner. 
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9.2.4  Targeted Shared Education Network Interventions 

In section 3.3.1, the model of Shared Education was conceptualised as a network 

intervention. It was reasoned that although Shared Education was not 

preconceived as a network intervention in the purest sense, as described by 

Valente (2012), it had the potential to be utilised in such a manner. The 

researcher maintains this opinion having now collected network data and 

established the network structures of a Shared Education partnership. There is 

potential to use network data to target specific, influential staff members that 

might save time and resources for establishing cross-sectoral links at the 

embryonic stages of partnership. Furthermore, in consideration of the staff 

members who had no involvement in Contested Space remaining largely 

disconnected from their counterparts in the other schools, there is potential to 

apply interventionist approaches—in the form of segmentation, induction, and 

targeting individuals (Valente, 2012)—to stimulate tie formation. In this way, 

network interventions could be applied to strengthen partnerships and improve 

sustainability.  

  It should also be appreciated that an interventionist approach might 

have applications that prove useful and enhancing of current intergroup contact 

approaches between pupils in Shared Education. The only caveat with this is that 

the ethics of any intervention would require enhanced scrutiny.    

 

9.3 Methodological Reflections 

SNA remains a developing methodology with continued advances in 

computational and statistical tools that enhance its measures and capabilities in a 

wide range of disciplines. It is conceded that the full power of these measures 

was not harnessed in the current study. Novel and emerging approaches to 

analysing networks longitudinally (Snijders, 2005) have been advocated for 

studying the impact and dynamics of networks in education (Lima, 2010b; 

Moolenaar, 2012) and specifically for evaluating the desegregation of schools 

(Granovetter, 1986). However, with the limited time and resources available, the 

researcher elected to apply a cross-sectional approach. This type of network 

research fails to account for the dynamics of social networks, which are fluid, 

ever-changing and often follow different trajectories (Kilduff & Tsai, 2003). In this 
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regard, the narrative data from supplementary interviews were important in the 

current study, to contextualise the networks and offer an introspective view of the 

network phenomena and their development over time. Nevertheless, it is 

recommended that any future research on networks associated with Shared 

Education should consider taking a longitudinal approach to track their 

collaborative evolution—a term used by Duffy & Gallagher (2015) to describe 

partnership development—and how time might affect relationship building, 

collegiality, and interactions. 

   The second perceived limitation of this study is that the measures used 

to examine the strength of reported ties and trust, were inadequate. This was 

attributed to a limited amount of variation in response, as a consequence of the 

chosen scale only having three points—low, medium, high. An effective measure 

of tie strength and trust would have added-value for the current study in terms of 

understanding the staff members’ social outcomes and further clarifying the 

efficacy of the model for establishing cohesive cross-sectoral links. Additionally, 

measures of contact frequency and duration of relations were taken, which might 

prove useful in follow-up research appending this study. Their omission was 

dictated by limited time and resources.      

  The network boundary specification during this research did not pose 

any particular challenges (Laumann, Marsden, & Prensky, 1983), despite 

inclusion tactics remaining a grey area more generally (Borgatti, Everett, & 

Johnson, 2013). Furthermore, contrary to research highlighting concerns of 

teachers sharing their social network data (Penuel et al, 2006), staff members in 

the Contested Space partnership did not raise issue. Admittedly, this could be a 

consequence of lacking understanding of the methodology and work should be 

furthered with participants to involve them discretely in the analysis process and 

provide opportunities to review the results.  

  Despite its potential limitations, the current study has shown that social 

network analysis offers a valuable multi-level perspective of network activity 

within Shared Education partnerships. Critics have highlighted a paucity of 

research in how different levels of analysis influence one another (Moolenaar, 

2012: 28) and in particular how network characteristics of teachers might impact 

student outcomes. If we are to further the area of research on collaborative 

effectiveness in Shared Education, we should pursue such a line of enquiry. The 
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next stage would be to examine the causality between the social structures 

underpinning partnership activity and partnership outcomes   

   A further perceived limitation is of network research more widely and 

pertains to the generalisation of findings (see also section 4.10). As discussed, 

networks are dynamic and it is also understood that no two networks are the 

same—they are often shaped by their context (Friemel, 2008). For that reason, 

we might expect Shared Education networks to vary according to a range of 

variables including a partnership’s purpose, size, duration, and local context. 

Thus, the researcher urges caution when borrowing from the present findings to 

describe another Shared Education partnership. If we are to generalise we must 

expand the use of SNA in Shared education to find common patterns across 

different partnerships; perhaps even attempt comparative studies between 

distinct partnerships. 

  It is also important to reflect upon any potential limitations that may 

affect the qualitative data, specifically the interviews. The first concern, is that all 

the interviewees, particularly the school leaders, were selected according to their 

central positions within the partnership's network. It should be noted that these 

individuals may have been biased in their responses as a consequence of their 

core positions. For that reason, any replication of this study may benefit from 

incorporating a more varied range of network positions when selecting for 

interview, or simply by increasing the number of interview participants.  

  A final reflection on the methodology, is the extent to which the 'case 

study' approach taken was limited. Hodkinson and Hodkinson (2001) describe a 

range of limitations associated with case study research that they generalise from 

a series of more idiosyncratic studies—some of which are evident within the 

current study. They discuss the extent to which case studies are generalisable, 

suggesting that in a conventional sense they are not. This reiterates the point 

noted above that no two networks are the same and therefore generalisability is 

limited. However, Hodkinson and Hodkinson (2001) make the point that theory 

can be transposed beyond the original sites of study, findings can 'ring true' in 

other settings and case studies can provide 'provisional truths'. Nevertheless, it is 

important to acknowledge that the case study of the Contested Space partnership 

may not generalise directly across all other Shared Education partnerships, but 

some of its findings and insights may prove valuable in establishing more solid 
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'truths' through future research. Furthermore, the data sources for the current 

case study were selected and collected by the researcher according to personal 

expertise and intuition, thereby limiting its potential objectivity. By this, the 

researcher acknowledges that alternative or additional data sources from the 

case may have led to other or more nuanced findings. It is also worth drawing 

attention to the amount of time spent within the site under investigation—a total of 

ten days for data collection and appointments. It is acknowledged that more time 

spent within the partnership may have proved fruitful for a deeper understanding 

of the processes within the case study—it would also have offered greater 

opportunity to observe the evolution and dynamics of the schools' networks.    

   The current study represents the first step towards connecting the 

substance of the network concept to the paradigm of Shared Education and 

contributes to our understanding of the social structures of relationships that 

underpin partnership activity. The methodology applied in this research was the 

first of its kind within the context of Shared Education and as such required a 

broad scope. In doing so, it has established a baseline of network research in 

Shared Education from which we may now continue in a more focused and 

incisive manner.  

   

9.4 Areas for Further Study 

The current study adopted an exploratory approach that permitted a broad scope. 

Consequently a number of areas have been identified for more focused research. 

Only a few of these key potential directions are highlighted and are those that can 

strengthen the knowledge claims made in this thesis. The first, which was 

mentioned in section 9.3, is that the development of Shared Education networks 

should be examined longitudinally to capture their dynamics. In addition, to 

strengthen generalisability of findings, we should endeavour to examine multiple 

partnerships using SNA to identify commonalities in network properties and 

phenomena in Shared Education—this may entail comparative network studies. It 

would also offer a platform to explore the potential of implementing network 

interventions for improving partnership sustainability. It is also important to 

highlight the causality between network structures and the outcomes of Shared 
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Education. Developments regarding Shared Education campuses and 

commissioned builds could offer possible sites for this line of enquiry.  

   During this study, the participants made reference to the community 

relations outcomes of their partnership and how these were supported by staff 

relationships. However, the attitudes of staff members towards their outgroup 

were not considered by the researcher. In subsequent studies exploring Shared 

Education networks, the inclusion of attitudinal measures could potentially identify 

interdependencies between network structures, effective collaboration, school 

improvement, and positive intergroup relations outcomes. In this pursuit, SNA 

offers a way of connecting different levels of analysis, yet studies have seldom 

simultaneously examined multiple levels of analysis (Moolenaar, 2012: 28). Such 

attitudinal measures would open up promising lines of enquiry for examining 

intergroup contact in its relational context—which also offers potential for 

complementing the existing work on pupil contact through Shared Education.  

   Appending this consideration of attitudinal measures, there is potential 

for further exploring teacher identity within Shared education networks. This 

would build on existing Shared Education identity research by Donnelly (2012), 

and further it by examining identity sharing behaviours as observed in online 

networks (Stutzman, 2006), interrogate the relational processes by which 

identities are formed (Somers, 1994), and substantiate claims that educational 

networks have the potential to establish new professional and collective identities 

(Chapman & Hadfield, 2019; Duffy & Gallagher, 2015).   

   In consideration of Shared Education’s focus on improving education for 

the pupils of Northern Ireland, it is important to test ‘the impact of the 

collaborative school-improvement infrastructure on pupil learning outcomes’ as 

stated by Croft (2015) in discussions of English education. By exploring the sub-

structures of staff relationships through which pupil engagements are organised 

and delivered, and the structural aspects of how partnerships function to support 

pupil sharing, the current study has taken initial steps towards connecting the 

multiple levels of analysis.    

   A final prospect for further enquiry is that of coteaching as a form of 

curriculum delivery in Shared Education. Typical coteaching methodologies 

require co-presence (Cook & Friend, 1995), which may not always be the case in 
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Shared Education partnerships. Nevertheless, instances in which teachers share 

a classroom could have research potential. This recommendation may entail 

methodologies other than SNA, but could equally be of interest to network 

analysts with a background in egonets and classroom based networks. Such 

insight has potential for appending Shared Education discourses on professional 

development and the development of novel practice.  

 

9.5 Concluding Remarks 

To conclude our exploration of the staff social structures that underpin Shared 

Education, the researcher offers some closing remarks in the hope of capturing 

the essence of this thesis.  

   By connecting the substance of the network paradigm to the concept of 

Shared Education, this study has taken steps to demonstrate and advocate social 

network research in Northern Ireland education. It has brought to the surface 

aspects of collegiality in Shared Education and interschool dynamics that were 

previously concealed and subsequently contributed to our interpretation of the 

model. We can now state with reasonable authority that Shared Education 

facilitates and supports the development of cross-sectoral links—of which the 

network graphs provide a powerful and intuitive evidential tool. In addition, we 

might now appreciate the importance of staff members within the model of 

Shared Education having legitimised their role and acknowledged the potential of 

their relational patterns. Crucially, it was shown that the cross-sectoral 

partnerships provide space and opportunity for staff members in Northern Ireland 

to get to know one another. The hope is that this work can continue given the 

positive outcomes for those involved, both staff members and pupils. Admittedly, 

there is still much to do in the pursuit of a more cohesive system of education in 

Northern Ireland, which includes overcoming challenges that do not solely pertain 

to religion and community background—such as raising educational standards. 

Nevertheless, the Shared Education model of interschool collaboration has made 

progress by affecting real systemic change by weaving a measurable tapestry of 

staff relationships through which they can communicate, innovate, develop 

practice, and support one another. 
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