Potential in the space between: a sociocultural analysis of a learning and teaching
programme with a partner HEI in Sri Lanka (0039)

Hazel Messenger

London Metropolitan University, UK

Sutton and Obst (2011, xvi) suggest that international partnership activity may be
seen on a continuum from “transactional” to “transformational”, with the latter
referring to partnership arrangements that transcend the original purpose, having the
power to transform organisations, individuals and communities through the
generation of common goals, projects and products. This is part of the moral
responsibility of higher education in the 21 century, as to see partnership activity
simply as an economic exchange reinforces a colonialist perspective and limits
mutual growth and development (Hudson and Mayo 2012). This is a significant area
for research with international perspectives converging to inform the nature and

purpose of partnership development in higher education.

This paper concerns a capacity-building programme in learning and teaching
undertaken with an overseas partner in Sri Lanka, viewing it as a cooperative, third-
space activity (Bhabha 1994), one that was neither ‘home’ nor ‘away’ but existing as
a bi-national academic entity with the potential for both partners and the partnership
to emerge changed as a result. The Sri Lankan government is encouraging
partnerships between non-state (private) providers and overseas universities in order
to help meet a substantial shortfall in higher education provision, identifying a key
challenge to be the encouragement of active learning and teaching in HE (Ministry
of Higher Education Sri Lanka 2012; The Economist Intelligence Unit 2013).
Wagstaff (2013) indicates the significance of organisations learning from their
partnership activity, and this paper presents a case study analysis of this programme
from a sociocultural perspective, aiming to provide both partner organisations and

the external community with information that may inform future activities.

Dwyer, Schorr and Oh (1987) propose a lifecycle model of partnership development,

identifying five phases; (i) awareness, (ii) early interaction, (iii) expansion, (iv)



commitment and (v) dissolution. The capacity building programme was undertaken
in the exploratory second phase, a time of great significance in partnership
development because, as Heffernan and Poole (2005) suggest, it is in this period
that organisations identify mutual benefits that could eventually lead to expansion.
They propose that factors having significant influence during this period are
communication of mutual expectations and developing rapport, being trustworthy,
showing commitment, establishing a culture which is entrepreneurial rather than
bureaucratic and valuing face to face interaction. For a partnership to develop,
these factors need to be taken into account and revisited in the light of changing
circumstances. At their heart is “the human experience of being with another”
(Wagstaff 2013, 12) but this aspect is the least studied of partnership development,
therefore opening up a number of avenues for close-up research. Key to the
development of transformational partnerships are the characteristics of ‘boundary
spanners’ (Wagstaff 2013; Whitchurch 2008; Williams 2010; ), ‘third space’
individuals that are capable of operating successfully between ‘home’ and ‘away’ as
they can be the catalysts for the development of genuinely transformative

partnership arrangements (Sutton, 2011).

The development programme was instigated as a condition of validation for the
partner institution to deliver undergraduate and postgraduate programmes, with the
anticipation that it would be devised and delivered by the university’s CELT.
Transactional partnerships are instrumental and product orientated, exchanging
resources in a pre-arranged fashion (Sutton 2010) and the development programme
could have been devised and implemented in this way. However, because of
resource constraints, the programme was devised in the UK by the course leader of
one of the validated programmes working in collaboration with CELT and then
delivered by her in Sri Lanka in collaboration with the faculty’s Partnerships
Manager. Rather than an expert team being parachuted in for a one-off activity, the
programme provided an authentic opportunity for relationship development and the
chance to influence the future. It provided a ‘third space’, where developmental,
spiral time (Yamamuzi 2007) took precedence over the linear nature of the
bureaucratic time often associated with the academic calendar and partnership

working.



The programme took place over two separate weeks in 2014, generating a wide
range of formal and informal data, including records of meetings, prepared
resources, participant materials, photographs, reflective diary, participant comments
and feedback and records of impact. This data has been used to undertake
sociocultural analyses using cultural historical activity theory, CHAT (Engestrom
1987) and an analytical tool developed by James and Biesta (2007:35) which helped
to identify what was ‘permitted, promoted, inhibited or ruled out in a particular
context. These approaches enabled the integration of different sources of data, the
isolation of significant contextual mediators and the identification of how they
influence development. They had the advantage of being able to incorporate the
influence of personal characteristics alongside more structural mediators (Roth
2009) so was very helpful in identifying relational factors involved in development
and for comparing the local context with the organizational. This approach allowed
firstly the identification of close-up ‘small stories’ which were then built up to identify
a range of factors on an expansive-restrictive continuum which could potentially
contribute to transformational partnership development. Adapted from the work on
individual and organizational development undertaken by Fuller and Unwin (2004),
an expansive-restrictive continuum works well alongside the conceptualization of

international partnership activity suggested by Sutton and Obst (2011).

Findings from the research identify expansive features influencing the programme’s
potential to contribute to a transformational partnership to include; that it provided an
autonomous, uninterrupted space where relationships could be developed, the
visible and proactive involvement of the partner’s senior management team and the
developing confidence of the course coordinator. Restrictive features identified
included the limited acknowledgement or interest in the nature, purpose and
outcomes of the programme within the university, the ability to follow-up actively with
the course participants on a longer term basis by linking with the courses offered and
the challenges of working in an unfamiliar environment and culture. On the ground,
the expansive features far outweighed the restrictive ones, and the programme had
the potential to provide the partnership with a hyperexpansive opportunity and
transcend the original transactional purpose by impacting on individuals, the

organisations involved and their communities. However, although there has been the



development of mutual trust and respect between those involved in the programme,

the impact on the UK side of the partnership is at yet limited.
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