
 

“To collaborate well, one needs to be 

able to listen to others.” – CoP 

memer. 

 

 

 

 

Setting the scene 

A key theme that has emerged this year has been the potential for collaboration and partnership to 

enhance the value of improvement projects in the teacher development space. The Teacher 

Development Community of Practice (CoP) has begun to unpack some of the benefits and challenges 

of collaboration, which has highlighted the need to effectively manage the process. 

This year’s final CoP, hosted BRIDGE’s Melissa King, who explored some of the theoretical 

underpinnings of collaboration. The meeting also included a presentation by Janet Genis, of 

Performance Solutions Africa (PSA), who shared some of PSA’s insights into the dynamics of 

successful collaboration.  

The CoP opened with members sharing their 

thoughts on collaboration. Here are a few views: 

➢ collaboration lowers costs – organisations 
don’t have to reinvent the wheel, which 
saves their funders money – we work in the same communities, so it is a matter of knowing 
who is doing what, and using this knowledge to maximise the benefits while containing 
costs,   

➢ collaboration creates a platform for knowledge sharing and is a good way of empowering 
less experienced organisations and is a way out of our silos, but it needs to be managed 
carefully, 

➢ collaboration gives us multiple perspectives, requires time and planning, the costs of which, 
must be factored into the project. To successfully implement any project, you cannot do it 
on your own and need to pull in resources to make it work – you need to find others who 
would love to engage with your project, and relationships will flow from that. 

➢ BRIDGE is all about collaboration – which needs trust, and for people to go in with open 
hearts and minds, to learn from one another, and to give of themselves.  

➢ collaboration is not an objective in itself – it needs to be seen in the context of whatever it is 
you are doing, and it is an essential part of teacher development. 

 

Overview of presentation  

Melissa King (BRIDGE) – Collaborating for Impact in Education Projects 

Melissa discussed lessons learned and the key drivers and principles for collaboration that BRIDGE 

has identified, in the context of two very different interventions. One of these is a BRIDGE ECD 

Community of Practice collaboration that began informally, then grew organically to evolve into a 
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partnership with a concrete output, the ECD Quality Toolkit Pilot. The other is a formal consortium 

for the three-year EU and DHET funded PIECCE project for which BRIDGE is providing knowledge 

management and developing a collaboration model.   

Funders are beginning to specify collaboration as a 

requirement for educational interventions. They 

have begun to see collaboration as a way of 

maximising impact and increasing the return on 

investment, through its potential for spreading 

practice, bringing about systems-level change, 

scaling up and replication. 

There are many ways of collaborating. The 

BRIDGE/Zenex typology of collaboration levels 

illustrates how the elements of collaboration 

(communications, structure, roles, links, decision-

making processes and leadership) play out in 

different ways, depending on the formality of the collaboration.   

BRIDGE has found it useful to map collaborative projects in terms of their:   

➢ motivation – the motivating factors, starting conditions or contexts, and how these link to 
goals and outcomes, 

➢ process dynamics – the systems, processes and mechanisms for working together, within 
which lie a host of enabling conditions and barriers to successful collaboration, and  

➢ tracking of growth and impact – of the collaboration itself, being explicit about how well it is 
working, and reviewing and adapting the systems and mechanisms if necessary. 
 

Identifying principles for collaboration was a significant step towards the development of a PIECCE 

collaboration model.  These principles provide a context for self-reflection as a consortium, and a 

basis for monitoring and tracking the barriers and enablers of the collaboration.   

This process of monitoring and tracking has 

confirmed the value of reflective practice. It has 

also emphasised the significance of: 

➢ accountability – the need for formal 

agreements and defined roles and 

responsibilities but also the importance of 

attitude and commitment;  

➢ knowledge management and 

communication – to record, report and 

share information relating to both the project and the collaboration; and  

➢ adaptation and evolution – an iterative process of reviewing and building the model.  

 

You can access Melissa’s presentation here. 

http://bit.ly/2hHYMfX


 

“Education service providers continue to operate 

in disparate ways, often on a small scale and 

without reference to other providers and their 

initiatives. This has hampered the effectiveness 

of providers and limits their impact on the 

schools they are working with. There is therefore 

an urgent need to build collaboration between 

providers in order to improve impact and 

effectiveness.”  CoP member. 

 

Questions and comments on the presentation: 

● Self-reflective practice is vital, not necessarily to do better, but to be better as an entity. In 

any group there is a life cycle, and it is important to consciously keep developing the process 

by reflecting on what has happened. This ‘maintenance work’ must be scheduled and 

facilitated. One might think the process of collaboration is not working, but negative issues 

could be part of the normal development of a collaborative team. Collaboration often starts 

on a high point but drops off as partners become more involved with the work, and unless 

there is an explicit process in place to reflect on that, it is difficult to return to the initial 

level. All collaborations will have their own graphs in terms of highs and lows.  

● If the planning and roll out of a project is done too quickly, this can be problematic as there 

will be no learning taking place. It is important to consciously apply a ‘learning practice’ 

approach of doing some planning, then some implementation, learning from that, refining 

your planning and doing better. This means starting small, becoming effective, then 

becoming efficient, and only then scaling up.  

● If people are not adhering to agreed platforms and methods of communication, the 

partnership is not working. In this case one would reaffirm the principles and the 

commitments that partners made. Indicators of a more serious level of collaboration 

breakdown would be power-plays, a single dominant perspective or work being driven by 

one sector. In this case a neutral facilitator would be needed to help the partners reflect on 

and if needed, restructure the processes.  It would be useful to define the indicators that 

would point out problems when setting up the collaboration. 

● A shared notion of the project goals is essential.  In any collaboration it is important to be 

explicit about what quality means in the context of the collaboration, for the partners to 

take time to get to know one another, and for reflection (‘distilling’) and learning to lead to 

improved practices. This process can be represented visually as: 

 

Overview of presentation   

Janet Genis – Performance Solutions Africa (PSA)  

Janet added a practical perspective to the conversation, based on PSA’s extensive experience of 

collaborating. 

Performance Solutions Africa (PSA) is part of a coalition 

of leading educational service providers that delivers a 

programme to improve school performance. The 

Performance Management Development Programme 

(PMDP) uses an integrated training-coaching model 

and focusses on school and curriculum leadership and 

management, as well as teaching practices in maths, 

science and literacy. It has been implemented in close 

to 3000 schools in KwaZulu-Natal, the Eastern Cape 

and Mpumalanga over the past 9 years, is certified by 

the University of KZN, and carries SACE professional development points. 



 

An important learning for PSA has been that educational improvement programmes are more 

effective when they address both management and teaching.  Programmes that focus on only one of 

these aspects invariably find that their effectiveness is compromised by not being able to influence 

the other aspect. PSA focuses, as a company mainly on school management and leadership, and 

collaborates with other organisations to address the teaching aspect. 

Janet shared the following thoughts on collaboration: 

➢ Before you can collaborate, you must be known, and you have to be available to collaborate. 

You will need to put yourself ‘out there’ to show what you do, and how you can contribute 

to potential partnerships. To reflect on this, ask yourself why, and in what ways, you are 

open to collaborating. 

➢ Terminology relating to collaboration varies and is often used loosely (e.g. association, 

coalition, partnership, alliance, joint venture, consortium) so it is important to know what 

the terms mean, as well as any negative undertones they may have for funders.   

➢ It is essential to be clear about the type of collaboration being considered and to describe it 

accurately. Key aspects to consider are whether the collaboration will be formally 

structured, and whether the parties in the collaboration will remain as separate entities with 

their own identity, or whether a new joint identity will be generated for that specific product 

or project.  

➢ A collaborative relationship with one partner does not prevent an organisation from 

collaborating with others, even when the potential partners have the same focus as the 

existing partner. What is important is to inform all partners about your other collaborations, 

and to commit to all of them equally.  

PSA has found these elements to be important when considering partners: 

Delivery models  

It is critical to understand the potential partners’ delivery models, and for collaborating 

organisations that normally use different delivery models to agree to use the same delivery model 

(e.g. workshops, coaching and mentoring) in a specific project. Not doing this can lead to problems 

with M&E, because the different inputs will make it difficult to evaluate the project as a product.   

Focus Areas 

Collaborations are easier when partners have different focus 

areas. There are additional challenges when partners focus on 

the same area. This calls for more complex discussions around 

which parts of the same area the different partners will be 

responsible for. The nature of the collaboration will differ 

significantly from collaborations where each partner takes 

responsibility for a different focus area.  

 



 

Vision and Goals 

Collaborators should share the same vision and goals. Collaborating for the purpose of securing 

funding is risky and frequently leads to problems in relationships between partners, or in the project 

itself.  

Expertise and competencies 

It is important for organisations to recognise when they can add value by diversifying within 

themselves and when partnering would be a more effective way of providing this expertise.  NGOs 

should identify their key focus area and strengths, and make sure that their role in collaborative 

projects centres on their core competence. Taking on additional responsibilities outside of their key 

area could put them at risk of failure in these respects, and detract from success achieved in their 

core provision.   Organisations should check the expertise and competencies of potential partners 

carefully, particularly when partnering with inexperienced organisations.  

Project scope and funder requirements 

Before applying, it is critical to establish whether the type of collaboration you are considering will 

be acceptable to the funder (for e.g. many projects exclude joint ventures).  

 Questions and comments on the presentation: 

 Building relationships with the provincial Departments of Education is a long term process 
involving physically being there, knocking on doors and meeting officials, making the most of 
opportunities that present themselves. 

 The need for an explicit moral code as part of collaboration depends on the relationship. It 
would not be appropriate to over-regulate a good relationship, but in the case of a new 
relationship, where there is a lot of uncertainty, it is necessary to be explicit.   

 PSA grew steadily over a period of years, first increasing the number of schools in KZN, and 
then spread to other provinces. PSA believes that critical factors enabling growth are an 
understanding of what is measured and clarity on the contributions of the collaborating 
entities. PSA’s projects also address both management training for school leaders and 
content and pedagogical training for teachers, which together lead to higher rates of 
improvement in learner performance. 

 It is advisable to create a brand for this kind of venture, underneath which the partners, 
their individual brands and the project components sit. People will then see the project as an 
entity and the collaborating partners as part of the project. It is important that all the 
partners accept the overall project brand and ‘live it’ for the duration of the project.  

 

Group discussion  

The CoP engaged in lively discussions on collaboration, using these questions to structure the 

interaction:   

➢ What are the enablers or conditions for successful collaboration? 

➢ What are the barriers to collaboration? 



 

“Existing knowledge can get in the way of new 

knowledge.”  (Charles Marriott) 

➢ What systems need to be in place to support collaboration? 

➢ Can collaboration be sustained?  

 

Enablers or conditions for successful collaboration 

➢ shared and clearly articulated vision, purpose and goals and a willingness to collaborate. 

➢ genuine willingness to collaborate 

➢ realistic identification of partner focus areas and recognition of strengths and weaknesses.  

➢ honesty and trust – which takes time to build and can be expedited by transparency and 

disclosure 

➢ some form of agreement to clarify roles and accountability  

➢ critical conversations to uncover potential barriers and what is really happening, and 

repeatedly checking the process positive group dynamics 

➢ a climate that facilitates hearing the different voices, e.g. encouraging contributions from 

introverts 

➢ having not just a plan, but a guide for action 

➢ having the necessary logistics in place.  

 

Barriers to successful collaboration 

➢ avoiding conflict by not having the difficult conversations 

➢ people on the ground not fully understanding the benefits, or committed to the 

collaboration 

➢ lack of self-esteem which leads to a range of problems such as disengagement, half-

heartedness and fear of blame 

➢ a spirit of competitiveness involving egos and hidden agendas 

➢ not acknowledging the contributions of the different partners 

➢ too much certainty about existing knowledge and ways of doing things 

➢ lack of understanding of cultural 

diversity and ways in which this 

might be expressed 

➢ lack of clarity on the scope, the roles 

to be played and what the different 

roles will contribute to the project  

➢ different operational approaches, e.g. to managing finances 

➢ lack of heart, belief in what is being proposed, commitment and ownership 

➢ not responding to or following through on communication received. 

 

Systems needed to support collaboration 

Partnering organisations are likely to have different procedures and ways of operating, so systems 

need to be agreed upon and put in place for the project.  

➢ systems for communication and coordination  

➢ ongoing M&E with progress markers and milestones, as the project is implemented 

➢ project management methodology and governance structure 



 

➢ a system for engaging funders on finances and keeping them involved, so they are available 

if for e.g. the project has to be changed  

➢ a reporting system that enables funders to walk the journey with you – when funders see 

how you are collaborating and realise what is involved, they are more likely to support you if 

problems develop 

➢ a high level overview of the context and the project, together with high level coordination, 

to spread the effects of the project across the target area. 

  

Sum up  

➢ clear rules of engagement required, so all involved understand the expectations and what is 

required to deliver on the MOUs 

➢ a sense of shared responsibility, personal investment and ownership  

➢ an effective M&E tool and processes agreed beforehand  

➢ regular reflection and renewal through rethinking, embracing error and learning from 

mistakes, adapting and growing – but not ‘mission creep’   

➢ being transparent with funders and partners about problems and solutions you have tried/ 

are trying, and why  

➢ partners having the expertise and capacity to deliver on what they undertake to do (i.e. not 

too dependent on others) 

➢ regular updates, effective communication and follow through on communications and 

meetings. 

 

This has been a year of growth and exciting innovation for the teacher development CoP, especially 

in our attempt to increase knowledge around collaboration. This CoP has seen many organisations 

collaborating, forming partnerships and inspiring one another. We look forward to further progress 

in 2018. 

 

 


