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Partnerships for Learning:
Using an Innovation Configuration Map to Guide
School, District, and University Partnerships

Cathy Kinzer, Lisa Virag, Sara Morales, and Ken Korn, New Mexico State University

here is a pressing need for effective partnerships

between government, business, communities,

schools, universities, and other stakeholders in

education. This need is magnified by the current
involvement of foundations, business, and government in
educational endeavors such as the Common Core State
Standards for Mathematics and research grants funded
through the National Science Foundation. These endeavors
often require focused collaborative interactions between
all stakeholders that ultimately support a learning system
and students’ achievement. The purpose of this article is
twofold: (a) to report key findings that emerged from our
research partnerships, and (b) to offer an instrument that
assesses the readiness and measures the effectiveness of
educational research partnerships between schools and
universities.

Background

As mathematics educators, researchers, and mathematicians,
we have engaged in university and school- or district-based
projects for over eight years. The central goals of our
collaborative work have been to improve mathematics
achievement for students and develop cultures for contin-
ued learning through two projects funded by the National
Science Foundation (NSF): the Scaling Up Mathematics
Achievement project (Kinzer, 2007a) and the Gadsden
Mathematics Initiative (Kinzer, 2007b). These NSF projects
have required complex district and university organizations
to work together effectively in order to attain project goals.
This article builds from a prior publication of the initial
partnership work (Kinzer, C. Wiburg, K. Virag, L. 2010).
Based on our learning from these projects, the Innovation

Configuration (IC) map was developed (see pgs. 59-62).

It provides a tool for assessing the key elements necessary
for initiating and maintaining successful research partner-
ships. The IC map provides a softer approach than using a
checklist or evaluative instrument and provides a range of
descriptors that are helpful in developing a robust research
partnership.

The Need

Partnerships between universities and schools and districts
are usually very complex and vulnerable. Building profes-
sional relationships requires thoughtful collaboration focused
on explicit, shared project goals. These associations are
influenced greatly by the personalities of the key stake-
holders, their abilities to develop a mutual working culture
within a changing political landscape, and the establishment
of structures and processes for implementing and monitoring
project goals over time (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Elmore,
2005; Fullan, 2001, 2005; Kinzer & Bradley, 2010). A rubric
or IC map (Hall & Hord, 2001) helps partners see what is
needed for professional working relationships based on
project goals. The IC map also serves as a formative
assessment tool for monitoring the development of the
partnership over time and can serve to support thoughtful
examinations of what it means to establish and maintain
healthy, productive research partnerships.

Domains

The map is organized into four key domains: (a) Culture,
(b) Structures, (c) Processes and Practices, and (d) Research.
Each domain is divided into levels with key characteristics
for each level.
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A. CULTURE

It is important for partners to design a collaborative
culture in which to develop and share knowledge and meet
measurable goals over time to accomplish the intended
work (Barth, 2002; Fullan, 2001). Building a collaborative
culture to support the project requires considerable commit-
ment and the ability to consider one’s individual interest
and the collective needs of the project. In particular, this
means becoming familiar with the working culture of each
partner, especially in terms of their beliefs about learning,
teaching, change, use of resources, and how internal
systems and policies impact (and sometimes impede)
upon the shared work. Developing an understanding of
each organization provides a basis for codeveloping cul-
tural values, goals, and principles and/or a theory of action
in the shared project space.

Assumptions can become barriers, and therefore, prelimi-
nary discussions are essential to determine the viability of
a research partnership. Norms, beliefs, and strategies for
collaboration should be explicitly discussed “up front”
before investing in a shared project. This is because part-
nerships are greatly affected by how key stakeholders
leverage their beliefs about how project goals are imple-
mented and monitored, how problems are solved, and how
the “reculturing” that occurs in working together takes
place (Fullan, 2002). Preliminary conversations are likely
to reveal previously unstated assumptions so they can then
be discussed and addressed.

Agreements about the work requirements and the imple-
mentation process are critical for success for partnerships.
For example, one NSF research grant was written with
different district administrators, and when the project was
funded there was new leadership in the school district.
This required intensive work with the new administration
to develop an understanding of the project design, com-
mitments, costs, affordances, and research plans. A central
administrator played an integral role in bridging the
leadership changes to ensure a continued commitment to
the project partnership and agreed upon scope of work.

As the partnership develops, ways of working and interact-
ing should be co-constructed and clearly defined, with
norms for the intended collaboration clearly established.
This norming process often requires a shift in perspective,
with a focus on creating partnerships that function as
learning systems, with shared components and perspectives,

rather than partnerships that consist of unique separate
entities (Fullan, 2005; Senge, 2006). This involves develop-
ing a shared culture over time, building the collective
capacity of the partners to learn together, both within each
partnership and across the partnership, with a focus on the
shared work of the project. Understanding the stages of
group development provides insights into the process of
building interdependence and ways of working together
(Tuckman & Jensen, 1977). We began with the nuts and
bolts of when, where, and how to manage the work and,
over time, began to understand how to collaborate and
communicate as partners to achieve project goals. This
includes important details like clarifying roles and respon-
sibilities to best ensure the project will benefit the school
district as well as the university. It must be a reciprocal
relationship without hierarchal dynamics that marginalize
or minimize the partners.

Critical to successful partnerships is knowing the formal
and informal, procedural policies and chains of command
for effective communication and collaboration within

the unique systems of each partnering school, district,
and university. For example, one of the district-based
co-principal investigators presented the organization chart
of the school district to help the university researchers
understand the structure of the district. This provided
ways to think about how to effectively facilitate the logis-
tics of the work. Understanding the leadership and
management structures ensures that project conversations
include the essential partners. Knowing the organizational
structures of each partnership and who is responsible for
procedures and policies can build relational trust.

Partnering requires flexibility regarding some responsibili-
ties, such as the facilitation of the weekly meetings, but
also requires firm commitments to other responsibilities,
such as agreed commitments to the data feedback process,
ways to address challenges, and monitoring of the work
plan. Developing “partnership competence” requires hon-
oring key stakeholders as individuals, while at the same
time rising above a focus on individuals to the creation of
a synergistic team with collective responsibility for achiev-
ing shared goals (Ravid & Handler, 2001).

A working partnership is grounded in an action/work plan
with specific measurable benchmarks and mechanisms

for monitoring progress toward achieving those bench-
marks, with a management team of leaders who agree on
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project roles and responsibilities. These include a full com-
mitment to regular meeting times, the use of equitable
communication practices, and frequent data feedback to
support decision-making and to inform stakeholders of
progress towards achieving project goals.

In particular, it is important that expectations regarding
data collection, analysis, and the process for public presen-
tation are made explicit. Researchers should honor agreed
upon processes for sharing data with school district
administration or appropriate stakeholders. These data
conversations across the partnerships are crucial for guiding
the project, developing knowledge, and determining future
directions. In our project, we found that processes for
sharing data—including classroom observations, case stud-
ies, research articles, and stories from practice—provided
opportunities to build a knowledgeable and viable part-
nership with a common vision and shared language

to discuss that vision. This can only happen if there are
protocols about how data are shared and discussed both
within the project and with the broader community.

Opportunities for partners to learn together are essential
for building trust, creating shared knowledge, and engag-
ing in unified decision making. Such opportunities neces-
sitate a culture of sustainable learning in the partnership
in relation to the project goals and purposes. Developing
common professional knowledge is important in order for
the partnership to clarify purposes, strategies, and lan-
guage for their own learning. The partnership itself can
become a professional learning community, developing
common knowledge and skills needed for the work at hand.

B. STRUCTURES

To be sustainable, it is important for partnerships to build
their capacity to support and sustain distributed or shared
leadership, both within and across the partnerships and
with key stakeholders in the school district. District leaders
should serve as co-principal investigators on projects.
School board members and teacher-researchers can func-
tion as leaders across both the school and university
domains. These opportunities to develop shared leadership
help build collective capacity to achieve project goals and
are paramount to the sustainability of projects.

In many cases, structures need to be created to support
effective and collaborative communication across partner-
ships. Some of these communication structures help
support the management of the project. For instance, it

can be important to provide ready access to school district
and university calendars so meeting dates and times can
be easily set and posted.

In other cases, it is a matter of leveraging existing organi-
zational structures within each member of the partnership,
including understanding the broader contexts of these
structures as well as the barriers and opportunities they
present. For example, in schools where professional learn-
ing communities of teachers meet regularly to discuss
project data and consider implications, it can be useful for
researchers to become members as well—participating in
the discussion alongside teachers.

The school, district, and university partners should focus
on developing a systemic and inclusive approach through
the partnership. This requires not simply developing and
strengthening communicative structures between collabo-
rators across the partnership, but among the broader
community as well. Sustainable capacity for the project is
strongly influenced by the development of both internal
and external stakeholders’ understanding and commitment
to the project over time. Support from the wider school
community and those who influence policy, such as school
board members, politicians, or external stakeholders, is
vital. Shared knowledge helps to build a comprehensive
base for understanding the research project, especially
when leadership changes. Many worthwhile partnerships
have ended because of a single leadership change.

At times, existing leadership structures may serve as barriers
for true collaborative practices. Partner projects should
utilize readiness instruments and tools to identify where
the partnership is, what the concerns are, and understand
how change occurs within organizations (Banathy, 1996;
Fullan, 2005; Hall & Hord, 2001). Learning brings change
and the partners will need to understand how to assess the
levels of implementation, collaboration, and determine the
impact of their efforts.

One strategy to build collective capacity for the project is
through supportive team structures. The Scaling up
Mathematics Achievement (SUMA ) research project utilized
a district mathematics leadership team as a structure to
think interdependently about mathematics teaching and
learning in the district (Kinzer & Bradley, 2009, 2010).
This leadership team included stakeholders from all levels
of the system—teachers, administrators, parents, university
researchers, mathematicians, professional development
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providers, and project staff. The leadership team had the
opportunity to engage in classroom observations, analyze
data, develop a shared vision of effective teaching, and
provide feedback to the research project (Kinzer & Bradley
2009, 2010). Additionally, another project team considered
management details, such as scheduling classroom obser-
vations, meeting with evaluators or statisticians, and when
to arrange data sharing with key stakeholders. The teams
must have access to relevant project information through
effective communication structures.

C. PROCESSES AND PRACTICES FOR LEARNING

It is necessary to determine whether the schools or district
even desire change or whether the organization is satisfied
with the current state. If a partner district is not actively
interested in change, or does not see a need for change,

it may be difficult to form a collaborative partnership.
Project data can often be a useful tool for addressing the
need for change as well as documenting how that change
can be accomplished.

In our partnerships, gathering data at both the classroom
and district levels regarding changes in mathematics
teaching and learning and sharing that data across the
partnership was important. While the research team
gathered much of the data, it was necessary to develop
feedback loops to inform university and district partners,
so all could meet together to discuss the meanings and
implications of the data.

The careful use of data can be helpful in mediating project
decisions, allowing decisions to be based not just on
opinions, but on what is actually happening in terms of
teacher and student growth. For that reason, a process for
scheduled data and knowledge sharing is essential. This
process, a learning cycle, uses data purposefully to support
continued improvement.

In the SUMA project, the school district used its school-
based professional learning communities to discuss project
data and its implications for teaching. Data based decision-
making increased in the schools. Because of the focus on
data to support learning, there was growth in teacher’s use
of formative assessment data in their math classrooms.

As a result of these collaborative discussions about project
data, both the schools and the university partners are
asking better questions about the data and the implications
for both the research project and student learning.

D. RESEARCH

School, district, and university partnerships require a
commitment to share goals, provide appropriate resources,
measure progress toward those goals, and utilize a recursive
process to collaboratively study and learn through the
research.

It is important for everything associated with the research
agenda of the project to be made explicit, including
project timelines, resources, research plans, data analysis
strategies, and data reporting protocols. Any managerial
details associated with the unfolding of these collaborative
efforts also need to be clarified. Unexamined assumptions
about this aspect of the project work and the proposed
work plan can create obstacles.

The research focus of a project can provide opportunities
for professional learning in the district, particularly when
district-based teacher-researchers are involved in the
research effort. These individuals are important connectors
between the cultures of the school district and the univer-
sity. While they are learning the skills and knowledge
needed as researchers, they observe in classrooms and
work with school district administrators and practitioners.
These district-based partners support effective communi-
cation, as they have both the district and university
contexts in mind, and are integral interpreters during

the implementation of the project that can help bring
coherence to the partnership.

The research effort can also provide opportunities for
university partners to gain a better understanding of the
challenges district leaders face as a project unfolds, espe-
cially with regard to district, state, and federal guidelines
and expectations of compliance. As our research partnership
progressed, we were often reminded of the fact that the
school district has many masters, subjects, guidelines, and
emergencies that need to be addressed. There are also the
ongoing working realities and challenges related to chang-
ing policies, budgets constraints, and mandates. With a
shared commitment to project goals and a viable process
for collective decision-making, these types of challenges
are minimized when engaging in school based research.

As a partnership, we developed a shared understanding of
the essential components in effective mathematics class-
rooms and refined classroom observation instruments
based on both research and the shared vision. Through
this purposeful collaboration the research process has
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contributed to improvement of mathematics teaching and
learning in the school district.

Summary

Partnerships between schools, districts, and universities
require a collective responsibility for collaborative struc-
tures, processes, and resources for achieving shared project
goals. It is essential that crucial conversations take place at
the onset to address possible preconceived notions,
assumptions, or conflicting agendas.

Conversations that are supported by norms, protocols, and
explicit structures that reinforce collaboration and provide
time to build trusting relationships can be instrumental in
bringing partners together to engage in collective work.

Partners learn from each other and create a shared culture
for collaborative knowledge building and continued
learning beyond the research project. Sometimes it is best
to start with small projects so that confidence and compe-
tence in the partnership are built slowly and provide a
foundation for growing efforts.

Both the district and the university will initially come to
the table with very different lenses and ideas; the IC map
can stimulate critical conversations about the shared work.
The IC map is useful to collectively assess readiness; design
and monitor progress, and strategically consider the roles
and responsibilities of the school district and university
within the project plans to implement a successful research
partnership.
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