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Welcome
‘Crossing Boundaries and Building Bridges’ serves as both the theme for ICSEI’s
2021 Virtual Congress and the stimulus for this first ICSEI Dialogic. An idea
sparked by the Dialogic series published by Dr. Leyton Schnellert and the
Canadian Association for Educational Psychology (CSSE), it was our hope that
the ICSEI Dialogic will give space and amplification for a plurality of voices
from across the ICSEI community and beyond.
We are delighted to share with you this first ICSEI Dialogic that does exactly
that. We are grateful to the authors who represent a range of voices from an
equally diverse range of spaces, places, and perspectives. Not only do we hear
their important perspectives on the conference theme, but we are also left
with the opportunity to ponder and explore some critical questions, and are
invited to continue these important conversations.
During and after reading, we encourage all those who engage with this
dialogic to continue the conversation through the ‘Dialogic Padlet’, details of
which are on Page 23, and by joining our ‘Dialogic Chat’ at the ICSEI 2021
Virtual Congress on Tuesday, March 9 from 1:00-1:45 pm (CET). More details can
be found here.
We are thrilled with the generosity of spirit of the first contributors who have
shared their thoughts with us. These words come from across the globe and
pick up a range of different issues. We look forward to future editions and
encourage all members and friends of the ICSEI community (policymakers,
practitioners, and researchers) to contribute.
Paul Campbell, Trista Hollweck & Joelle Rodway February 2021
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Educational bridges: why crossing may be
more important than building
Berni Moreno | The University of Melbourne (Australia)
According to Wikipedia, the Arkadiko Bridge in
the Peloponnese Peninsula (Greece) dates back to
circa 850 BC, making it one of the oldest bridges
in the world. However, it is not its longevity that
has captivated my interest in this structure, but
rather its continued functionality and use; locals
continue to cross this bridge every single day,
although the creek below it no longer exists.
This

year’s

ICSEI

conference

theme:

Crossing

Boundaries and Building Bridges , is a timely
Arkadiko Bridge (Greece)

topic, particularly given the challenges global
education has faced in the last fourteen months.

In retrospect, it may seem as though many new bridges have been built during
this time, not only at a system and school level but also at an individual one,
between educators and other members of their community. Yet, I ponder: "are
these really new bridges or simply a case of limited crossing?"
The history and literature on school effectiveness and improvement has clearly
evidenced that educational bridges are fundamental pieces of its architecture.
Schools that are committed to improving students’ educational outcomes do so by
creating and crossing many of these bridges, which can also contribute to a more
equitable and just education. Models of distributed leadership, for example, I
believe are successful examples of this architecture. My doctoral research on
teacher responses to a change of principal has also brought into focus, amongst
other things, the importance of crossing boundaries early and often. In establishing
the selection criteria, for example, school boards that included teachers in the
discussion resulted in them being better prepared and open for change. Similarly,
new principals whose priorities included developing relationships and trust crossed
established and new bridges daily, resulting in less disruptive and smoother
principal succession processes.
Just like the Arkadiko Bridge, and many others that have come later, educational
bridges serve to create avenues for connection and interaction, however, if they
are not used regularly, they cease their functionality and become obsolete. It is the
frequency of the crossing that really counts. If used regularly in both directions,
bridges also have the potential to improve the quality of life of those that stand at
either end. In light of this year’s conference theme, we need to ensure bridges, old
and new, continue to be crossed every single day if they are to remain functional
and contribute towards the improvement and effectiveness of our schools.
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What boundaries need to be crossed and what
bridges need to be built within the context of
school effectiveness and improvement
Andrew Wambua, Doctoral Candidate | Institute of Educational Sciences,
University of Heidelberg (Germany)
The Covid-19 pandemic exposed what is wrong with education systems across the
globe, but also provided opportunities to make changes amidst the confusion
(Fullan, 2020). Galloping inequity in access to digital technologies and data
packages to support remote learning has been further reinforced by the Covid-19
pandemic (van Dijk, 2020), particularly in marginalized areas. In addition, even for
families who could afford digital tools and data packages, teachers’ responses to
their students’ emotional and intellectual struggles have been far from easy
(Hargreaves & Fullan, 2020). Conventional teaching strategies — characterized

by

hand raising question and answer, teaching and
learning in silos, learners learning passively in
an

often

silent

classroom,

and

adapting

curriculum that does not address societal needs
— have dominated teaching and learning, and
in a way contributed to the many unending
challenges facing mankind. We are in a unique
period in history where seemingly the only
option we have is to cross these boundaries and
Photo credits: Kilian Schönberger

build bridges for a better world.

It is said that necessity is the mother of all inventions. The Covid-19 pandemic and
the social distancing that followed resulted in an unprecedented push to online
learning with many schools embracing technology like never before. In Kenya for
instance,

the

Kenya

Institute

of

Curriculum

Development

entered

into

a

partnership agreement with StarTimes Kenya—a digital television provider—to
provide access to interactive educational content to all learners in both primary
and secondary levels across the country. This is in addition to free online lessons
that are provided at home through the Kenya Broadcasting Corporation and Kenya
Education Cloud.

As a result, several online platforms were made available to

engage students. Zizi Afrique—a member of PAL Network—has also been playing a
key role in supporting continued learning at the household level. The organization
collaborated with local community radio stations to air one-hour learning sessions
daily, the focus being on improving literacy and numeracy. Collaborative efforts
between families, students, and educators led to community based learning,
especially in communities that need it the most. How prepared are we in
embracing hybrid teaching and learning and how effective will it be to the
marginalized students who unfortunately could be in the majority and who
seemingly have a challenge in accessing the digital tools?
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At the same time, educators from different countries in Africa — Dr. Robyn
Whittaker, Prof. Abdelaaziz Zohri and myself — came together to co-found the
‘Africa Voices Dialogue’ with the aim of co-creating spaces where the voices of all
educators and learners on the African continent are seen, heard, and loved, and
where the experiences and learning within the continent are validated, amplified
and shared. Since its inception, we have seen educators from the continent and
beyond work together to share knowledge, skills, and expertise to improve their
well-being and that of students alike. We have witnessed breakthroughs of the
mind and heart and a great shift towards interpersonal caring that supports all
learners, fueled by the realization that no single agency can ever meet the current
challenges facing teaching and education more broadly. How can we strengthen
and sustain the many great teaching and learning innovations even beyond the
Covid-19 era?

All these innovative investments and decisions being made today create a new
normal as hybrid schooling takes shape.

In the continuous search for new

knowledge, my take is that we have to bring down the continental boundaries, and
Covid-19 has provided us with such an opportunity.

References:

Fullan, M. (2020). Learning and the pandemic: What's next? Prospects 49(1), 25-28.
Hargreaves, A., & Fullan, M. (2020). Professional capital after the pandemic:
revisiting

and

revising

classic

understandings

of

teachers

work.

Journal

of

Professional Capital and Community 5(3/4), 327-336.
van Dijk, J. A. G. M. (2020). Closing the digital divide: The role of digital
technologies on social development, well-being of all and the approach of the
Covid-19 Pandemic. Retrieved from https://www.un.org/development/
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The silent voice in educational reform in the
Arab Gulf States
Ibrahim Alhouti, Doctoral Candidate | UCL Institute of Education (UK)
During the past two decades, Arab Gulf States (AGS)
have

conducted

many

comprehensive

reforms

(economical, political, and educational). These reforms
are aimed to diversify their economies by shifting the
national income from one that relies primarily on oil
revenues towards one that relies on a knowledge
economy.

Solta a guela

Yet,

despite

the

heavy

investment

in

reforming their K–12 education systems, these systems are still underperforming. The
region continues to struggle with providing quality educational practices that enable
citizens to contribute to the “knowledge economy” specifically or to the future of their
states more generally. Many international consultants have been involved in these
reforms to develop the so-called ‘neoliberal’ education reform agenda; many projects
have been launched and implemented. While sporadic changes have been observed,
the situation remains largely unchanged, and the education reform process is still
ongoing (Akkary, 2010; Alfadala, 2015; Kirk, 2015; Mohamed, 2019; Romanowski,
Alkhateeb, & Nasser, 2018).

One of the critical observations that I have observed while studying these reforms is
that teachers’ voices are absent. The frontline workers such as school leaders and
teachers remain neglected in the policy process. Policymakers in the region have not
considered teachers as stakeholders in the process toward reforming the education
system. Teachers in the region are not allowed to form professional unions or
associations, and if they were allowed to (e.g. Kuwait), the unions would be without
any power given their lack of status as a professional labour union. Scholars have
placed significant emphasis on the role of teachers and their unions in improving
education systems and implementing education reforms, arguing that the absence of
teachers’

involvement

hampers

educational

reform

processes

and

may

block

implementation (Bailey, 2000; Fullan, 2016; Hargreaves & Fullan, 1998; Moe & Wiborg,
2017).
Policymakers in the region are investing in reforming educational policies that aim to
enhance

teacher

practices

by

adopting

international

best-practices

without

considering contextual variation. In a TV interview, a minister of education in Kuwait
once stated that he is working to make all Kuwaiti teachers similar in terms of quality
to Finnish teachers. However, he forgets that Finnish teachers did not achieve the
professional reputation they have without a powerful and active teacher union to
support them in developing their profession (Simola, 2005).
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Therefore, it is not fair to ask AGS teachers to act as Finnish teachers, for example,
without giving them the chance to practice Finnish teachers’ rights. One of the
crucial rights of teachers is to be involved in any matters regarding their profession
and be considered a key player in any attempt to reform the education system.
If the AGS' governments are genuinely interested in reforming their respective
education systems successfully, they need to cross boundaries and build bridges
between policymakers and teachers. Teachers in AGS must feel that they are an
asset to and key players in the reform process. This will not be achieved without
giving teachers the chance to speak about the matters that concern them as well
as involve them as stakeholders in the reforms through the right to organize by
establishing

powerful

and

effective

unions

or

associations

in

the

region.

Policymakers in the region must believe that teachers are central to education
reform. Successful implementation of education reform requires teachers to be
fundamentally and meaningfully involved throughout the reform process. So what
approaches and techniques can be used to make sure that teachers’ voices are
involved in policy decisions and educational reforms?

References:
Akkary, R. K. (2010). Facing the challenges of educational reform in the Arab world. Journal of Educational Change,
15 (2), 179–202. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10833-013-9225-6

Alfadala, A. (2015). K-12 reform in the Gulf Corporation Council (GCC) countries: Challenges and policy
recommendations. Qatar Foundation.

Bailey, B. (2000). The impact of mandated change on teachers. In N. Bascia & A. Hargreaves (Eds.), T he sharp edge of
educational change : teaching, leading and the realities of reform (pp. 112–128). Routledge-Falmer.

Fullan, M. (2016). The new meaning of educational change (5th ed.). Routledge.
Hargreaves, A., & Fullan, M. (1998). What’s worth fighting for in education? Open UP in association with Ontario
Public School Teachers’ Federation.
Kirk, D. (2015). Innovate or replicate? Education reform initiatives in the Gulf cooperation council states. Muslim
World, 105 (1), 78–92.

Moe, T., & Wiborg, S. (Eds.). (2017). The Comparative Politics of Education: Teacher Unions and Education Systems
Around the World . Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316717653

Mohamed, M. (2019). Buying and selling education policies: Educational reforms in the Gulf. Unpublished PhD
thesis. UCL Institute of Education.
Romanowski, M., Alkhateeb, H., & Nasser, R. (2018). Policy borrowing in the Gulf Cooperation Council countries:
Cultural scripts and epistemological conflicts. International Journal of Educational Development, 60 (November
2017), 19–24. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2017.10.021
Simola, H. (2005). The Finnish miracle of PISA: Historical and sociological remarks on teaching and teacher
education. Comparative Education, 41 (4), 455–470. https://doi.org/10.1080/03050060500317810
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Moving Beyond Internal Affairs: Principals’
Building Bridges for Collaboration and
Learning
Susanne Sahlin, Senior Lecturer in Education | Director of the National School
Leadership Training Programme (Sweden)
School leadership and school
improvement are highlighted by
political

representatives,

researchers, and practitioners as
important if schools are to be
able

to

meet

requirements

and

future
give

all

children and young people the
opportunity
achieve

the

to

develop
goals

of

and
the

curriculum. The increased focus

Photo credits: Christina Fryle

on leadership and improvement can be understood as being related to the broader
trend of accountability and rationalisation. In recent years, there has been
increased attention on collaboration and networking as major school improvement
strategies in a number of countries, including Sweden (Ainscow, 2016; Azorín, 2019;
Brown & Poortman, 2018).
On the one hand, the increased focus on collaboration and networking in school
improvement processes can be seen to arise from shifts in the understanding of
learning and especially perceived advantages of collaborative learning (Muijs et al.,
2011). On the other hand, it can be seen in the light of institutional pressure on
schools emanating from sources such as the state and other regulatory bodies. The
emphasis on a school’s collaboration with its surrounding community is something
that is increasingly emphasized in policy as a way of improving schools. Based on
the above-mentioned changes, the reflections in this dialogic are based on a study
from Sweden which focused on principals' leadership practices when local schools
collaborate with different actors (e.g., university, researchers, companies, other
organizations, international collaborators) in the community (Sahlin, 2019).

The findings of a recent study in Sweden (Sahlin, 2019) showed that principals have
the opportunity to build professional capacity in their schools, create a supportive
organisation for learning, and connect with different external partners as a result of
different

beyond-school

collaborations.

However,

while

partnerships,

outside

support, and collaboration with the surrounding community are important,
consideration must be given to how these are based on the school’s own needs.
Partnerships need to be learning-oriented, guided by mutual goals, and be based
in research. The forms of collaboration discussed can support the principal and
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development of the principal’s professional practice (Sahlin, 2019; Sahlin & Styf,
2019; Sahlin, 2020; Sahlin, submitted). However, challenges were present and they
were important to be aware of, such as difficulties with priorities in relation to
everything else going on in the school, difficulties in finding time for teachers to
engage in collaboration, and lack of teacher influence and participation in the
implementation of collaboration. This study reinforces that we need to build
powerful collaborations between educational professionals crossing organizations
and disciplines placing children and young people at the center of collective
action. Every school leader should consider, ‘Where in my work can I build bridges
within the community?’ Similarly, researchers should ask, ‘How can we support,
challenge, and help school leaders in building bridges?’ All of this should be
oriented towards crossing boundaries and building bridges with the primary goal
of all children being able to develop the values, skills, and knowledge necessary for
the onward journey in life.

References:
Ainscow, M. (2016). Collaboration as a strategy for promoting equity in education:
Possibilities and barriers. Journal of Professional Capital and Community , 1(2), 159–172.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/JPCC ‐ 12 ‐ 2015 ‐ 0013
Azorín A. (2019). The emergence of professional learning networks in Spain. Journal of
Professional Capital and Community , 4(1), 36–51. doi:10.1108/JPCC ‐ 03 ‐ 2018 ‐ 0012

Brown, C., & Poortman, C. (2018). Networks for learning: Effective collaboration for teacher,
school and system improvement. Taylor & Francis Group.

Muijs, D., Ainscow, M., Chapman, C., & West, M. (2011). Collaboration and networking in
education . Springer Science+Business Media B.V.

Sahlin, S. (2020). Making sense of external partnerships: Principals’ experiences of schooluniversity collaborations. Journal of Professional Capital and Community,5 (1), 51–71.
Sahlin, S. (2019a). Collaboration with private companies as a vehicle for school improvement:
Principals’

experiences

and

sensemaking.

Journal

of
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Capital

and

Community,4 (1), 15–35.

Sahlin, S. (2019b). Moving beyond internal affairs: Making sense of principals' leadership
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Unpublished
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Sahlin, S. (2019c). Teachers making sense of principals’ leadership in collaboration beyond
school . Manuscript submitted for publication.

Sahlin, S. & Styf, M. (2019). Internationalization as an internal capacity builder for school
improvement: a case study. International Journal of Leadership in Education.
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A video reflection on some of the
boundaries we need to cross and
bridges we need to build in order to
support effectiveness and
improvement in education
Mauricio Pino Yancovic, Associate Researcher of the Advance Research Center of
Education at the Institute of Education | University of Chile (Chile)

How can we build a bridge to reach students in the most challenging and difficult
situations?
How do we, as scholars, put ourselves as facilitators to the service of teachers and
headteachers?
How can we, as scholars, connect with media and social media to share our ideas
and concerns with those not in the field of school improvement and effectiveness?
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Building bridges to enhance English learners’
accessibility amid a pandemic
Adil Bentahar, Assistant Professor, English Language Institute, College of Arts
and Sciences | University of Delaware (USA)
The abrupt and mandatory transition into
online classes has uncovered the need
for equity, inclusivity, and accessibility in
education.

To

understand

the

issues

related to college student access during
the pandemic, Gierdowski, Brooks, and
Galanek (2020) collected responses from
over

16,000

undergraduate

students

across 71 U.S. institutions on student
Photo credits: Pedro Jarque Krebs

access to

technology.

Their

findings

reveal how the pandemic has exposed some existing inequities and exacerbated,
inter alia , the issues of technology accessibility. Furthermore, there is concern

about how institutions are handling students’ data and privacy and how they meet
the needs of students with disabilities, who may struggle with access to content
and technology (Foresman, 2020).
My involvement with the instructional and course-design teams at the University of
Delaware’s English Language Institute has made me more aware of the issues
faced by adult English learners (ELs) in their access to content and to technology.
What follows elucidates important considerations for making access to learning
through technology for ELs a priority during the pandemic.

Focus on Learning and Learners

Before

incorporating

new

technology

into

the

language

classroom,

course

designers and teachers should first consider these questions:
How comfortable are students using this technology tool or application?
Is the new application or tool accessible where the students live (e.g., China and
Turkey)?
What does “free app” entail in terms of students’ privacy and identity
protection?
How safe is their access to the technology?
How linguistically prepared are the ELs to download and understand the terms
of the application?
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ELs’ diverse individual preferences and needs, coupled with possible limited facility
with English language literacy in all its forms (Gaston, 2020), make it incumbent
upon language course designers and teachers to adapt not only the content but
also the chosen teaching tools, by evaluating what these students can do and what
they cannot do and what they know and what they do not know. Technology tools
should be adopted by teachers with learners in mind. In Cottom’s (2019) words, “It
doesn’t matter whether or not a [technology] tool can do something; it matters
whether or not students can make sense of what the tool is doing” (p. 27).
Catering to the Diverse Backgrounds of Learners

With a consideration for English learners’ (ELs) language proficiency levels, easing
student access to content and technology can be just a couple of steps away. For
instance, requiring course designers and teachers to include an orientation
module, where students can find explanatory information about using Canvas and
Zoom (or other e-learning platforms), serves 1) to enhance student autonomy and
ease of use of technology, and 2) to accommodate their diverse language
capabilities. Otherwise, how would ELs new to the language be able to access
module pages and complete assignments if they are left unsupported? In our
program, it was found helpful to also make available an audio and video
troubleshooting document translated into five languages, which helps meet the
needs of accessibility and inclusivity for our diverse student populations.

Finally, catering to the individual preferences, abilities, and needs of ELs should
feature in online course offerings through clear expectations, relevant content, and
opportunities for autonomous and self-directed learning (Baxter, 2020). Blended
language classes, for instance, offer students asynchronous learning opportunities
for them to review class materials (including class recordings), process the learned
concepts, and work on assignments (e.g., discussions or synthesis papers) at their
own pace.
Given the existing challenges, empathy and flexibility remain key in cementing the
efforts aimed to bridge student access to technology. During these unusual times,
there is an even greater need to accommodate students’ individual needs by
imparting messages of trust, hope, and empathy.
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What is the agility of post-COVID schooling
going to look like? The case of the state of
Victoria, Australia
Venesser Fernandes, Lecturer, Educational Leadership Studies, Faculty of
Education | Monash University (Australia)
The

agility

of

school

improvement

models in light of growing effects of
disruption

such

as

pandemic

lockdowns, disruptive climate change
weather patterns, growing effects of
multiculturalism across the developed
world,

increasing

disadvantage

after

educational
the

pandemic,

increasing mental health and social
wellbeing
requires

Photo credit: iStock/Imgorthand

issues,
serious

and

many

others

consideration.

Are

school and system leaders able to lead, manage, and develop robust as well as
evolutionary

school

improvement

systems

that

can

continue

to

develop

generations prepared to take on possible future challenges? A close look at
Victoria, Australia provides insight into how the face of school education rapidly
changed over 2020 as Victoria underwent two lockdowns with some of the
strictest rules in the world put in place. Schools went online for the longest they
have ever been, parents became more actively involved in their children’s learning
than ever before, and technological advancements put in place a decade ago
provided the infrastructure to absorb the shock of school lockdowns. Across
Victoria, it was found that school leaders and teachers, over a very short period of
time, had to provide and deliver a transformation in the delivery of school
education using technology.

The skillsets of school educators were rapidly enhanced to meet with the new
reality of lockdowns, and school leaders worked within evolving health and
political advice to lead their school communities so that children could continue
to learn. The technological transformation that both students and parents have
had

to

be

equally

involved

in

provides

opportunities

for

diverse

school

improvement models for a future COVID-normal world. These models could be
built with multiple innovative ideas around how to facilitate agility within school
stakeholders as well as promote their agency and voice. The hope would be that
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schools and school systems continue to make use of blended models of
educational

delivery

and

continue

to

strengthen

the

robust

home-school

partnerships that were developed. This offers the possibility of increasing both
student and parent voice and continuing to support agentic leadership qualities
that teachers and school leaders demonstrated across Victoria. It was a tough gig,
no doubt! But it was encouraging to see that school systems across Victoria be it
public, independent, or Catholic were able to deliver this remote online mode of
education. Considerations in 2021 and beyond into how this shape-shifting can be
further translated into viable socially-just school improvement models need to
keep taking place.

It would be sheer folly to go back to pre-COVID thinking and action. Research,
policy, and practice nexuses need to be actively opened up so that both
educational decision-making as well as school improvement processes transform
how education will be delivered. The bridges built across partnerships, coalitions
and delivery systems during pandemic lockdowns were characterized by

‘trust’.

Trust will probably be the proverbial bridge that builds agile and resilient schools
over this decade. Conversations that began should be encouraged and lessons
learnt during the pandemic brought into the open for critical, evolutionary, active,
and democratic change to shape our schools in the future.
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My thoughts over the past 9 years working in
formal learning, semi- and informal learning
environments in India, West and East Africa
Damilola Fasoranti, Chief Listener | Prikkle Academy (Nigeria)

Boundaries to Cross in School Effectiveness
One size fits all: There are standards—assessment,

curriculum,

operations

and

teaching

methods—and

these are great. Yet, I have seen that they create
different forms of limitations. There is a need to remove
and cross the barrier of thinking and acting in one
direction

to

ensure

school

effectiveness.

Students,

teachers, parents, and school leaders/ managers have
unique

roles

and

distinct

ways

of

approaching

education; we need to allow diverse voices to help
education flourish, without neglecting core standards.

Bridges to Build in School Effectiveness
Relevance to wider society: In my experience, schooling hasn’t led to better

societies in most cases with more jobs and fewer community problems as
intended. There is an urgent need to ensure that we build school effectiveness
through visible reflection based on the outlook of wider society, beyond the school
and its direct stakeholders. We have to build on the already existing ‘trust’
(although, diminishing) between the school and communities to be in sync with
today’s realities. This is one of the reasons I started creating innovation hubs
(makerspaces) in communities to connect formal learning and the informal sectors.
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Boundaries to Cross in School Improvements
Fewer materials, more possibilities: Some policies and guidelines highlight the

required setup for improving schooling generally. There is a temptation to want
more tools and learning resources by teachers and school managers to trigger
productivity. In my experience, many policies are impracticable, as resources aren’t
evenly distributed. The impression that the barrier to learning and productivity is
lack of resources needs to be challenged—either through creativity to create
alternatives or intentionally providing proof that less (or more) resources are
directly related to school improvements. For example, most parents buy readymade toys for their children, but in rural communities, toys aren’t affordable. So,
children intuitively play with whatever they can find around — sand, sticks, and so
on. Nonetheless, parents have always stopped their children from playing with
these materials. We decided to introduce a creativity classroom project where
children have the freedom to make and break. Those students ended up creating
gift items for their parents and moving toys, and parents became excited seeing
their children’s creativity. Now, they don’t need to ever bother buying more toys.

Bridges to Build in School Improvements
All hands on deck – From policy to practice: I see the widening gaps and

disconnect between education policies and practice—either outdated policies that
don’t fit new and diverse realities or the non-engagement of all stakeholders to
ensure increasingly successful implementation. For example, parents should know,
collaborate, and be engaged in any school improvement plan. Will it be a tall order
if student leaders were to participate in these plans too? I don’t think so. School
improvements will yield better results with shared leadership, responsibility, and
accountability.
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Boundedness, connectedness, and mutuality rethinking ICSEI as a network for change
Joelle Rodway, Assistant Professor | Memorial University (Canada)
In

January

2015,

I

attended

my

first

ICSEI

Congress in Cincinnati, Ohio. I felt like I had
found my intellectual home. I was surrounded by
people who were passionate about educational
change and school improvement, who cared
deeply about the connection between research
and practice, and who sought to build a global

shutterstock

network of scholars, practitioners, and policy-makers who shared a common belief
in education as the great equalizer. Five Congresses later, I have become less
settled about my work in this space, wondering how we might be unintentionally
creating an echo chamber rooted in White, Eurocentric ideas about what makes
schools effective and how schools improve.
As I reflect on this idea of building bridges and crossing boundaries, I am thinking
about a framework rooted in social network theory that my colleague Liz FarleyRipple and I recently proposed (see Rodway & Farley-Ripple, 2020) to interrogate
social spaces in organizations such as ICSEI. We highlighted three social network
concepts—boundedness, connectedness, and mutuality—as constructs to consider
when thinking about the ways in which social ecosystems enable organizational
outcomes (or not). As we collectively ponder the possibilities of building bridges
and crossing boundaries, these ideas can help us think more deeply about ICSEI as
a social network, understanding how it is working, and considering how we might
diversify and strengthen it.
Boundedness relates to constructing boundaries that define an ‘inside’ and an

‘outside’ and impact on what happens within an organization (Löw & Weidenhaus,
2017).

ICSEI

establishes

formal

boundaries

by

establishing

various

policies,

guidelines, and procedures to guide its work. These mechanisms also establish
informal boundaries that (un-)intentionally impact on who participates and who
does not. As we collectively engage in building stronger education systems that
respond to learners’ needs in the (post-)pandemic world, we need to focus critically
on how our processes determine who is ‘in’ and who is ‘out’. Whose voices are
amplified and whose are not? Whose voices might be constrained (even silenced)
as a result of our systems and processes (e.g., the election of board members,
committee and network membership)? To whom might we be unintentionally
causing harm? How can we account for the voices, ideas, and experiences that are
missing?

ICSEI Dialogic | 2021

Page 20

V o l u me 1 , I s s u e 1
Connectedness emphasizes the extent to which people have access to one

another. It helps us understand how social resources (e.g., knowledge, information,
trust, social support) are mobilized within a social network through our direct and
indirect connections with others (Wasserman & Faust, 1994). ICSEI is where I
became most connected to the world of school improvement beyond my little
corner at the University of Toronto. It was where my voice was heard; it’s where I
became professional friends with many ‘leading scholars’ in the field. But is that
true for everyone? I’m not so sure. Building bridges and crossing boundaries means
ensuring opportunities for everyone to connect in ways that are meaningful for
them. Does ICSEI provide a ‘safe space’ for everyone? I have colleagues who would
say no, and as a result, they have stepped back or resisted joining our organization.
Whose voices might be lost as a result and with what consequences for our
organization?
Mutuality highlights contexts where individuals mutually benefit from their

connection with each other. It is the social and cultural conditions of an
organization that influence the presence of mutual relations in an organization
(Kadushin, 2012). This is an important concept for researchers, in particular, to think
about. We may benefit from our relationships with practitioners and policy-making
colleagues, but are they benefitting equally from their relationships with us? In our
passion for school effectiveness and improvement, it is easy to hyper-focus on our
own interests at the expense of creating space for others. How can we design ICSEI
networks and events (e.g., Congress) in ways that meet the needs of everyone in
attendance? In what ways can ICSEI improve on building relationships between
research and practice in ways that are mutually beneficial? And how will we know?

As those of us operating within a White, Eurocentric conception of education come
to understand that there are multiple ways of knowing and varied approaches to
educational improvement, it would serve us well to resist the temptation to rush to
action. Perhaps it is not our time to decide which bridges to build and which
boundaries to cross. Perhaps it is our job to open our doors, reflect, and listen.
References:
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What is the purpose of schooling?
Vidya Shah, Assistant Professor | York University (Canada)

What is the purpose of schooling? This
question has generated ideological and
practical

debates

practitioners,

and

among

scholars,

communities.

Our

answer to this question, the theoretical
lens that informs how we understand the world and the purpose of schooling,
influences every aspect of research from the questions we ask, to our modes of
inquiry, to the ways in which we communicate our findings. However, we enact
violence and coloniality when our theoretical framing has been normalized and
naturalized as common sense and everyday practice, as we forget to engage with it
as a lens that, like all lenses, is partial, contextual, and historical. For example, Patel
(2016) explores the ways in which decolonizing and decoloniality operate in
educational research. She notes that higher education in the West is focused on
knowledge production, a colonial extension of the idea that something does not
exist unless it is “discovered” and the belief that knowledge, like property, can be
owned.

How

influence

might

our

very

centring

different

conceptions

of

experiences

reform,

and

capacity

knowledge

building,

systems

sustainability,

effectiveness, and improvement?
It is therefore advantageous to question the common sense and taken for granted
notions that permeate the literature on school effectiveness and improvement. For
those who believe that schooling is a site of the social reproduction of societal
inequities, notions of capacity building and sustainability become concepts that
engender harm and violence towards Black, Indigenous and racialized students
and their families, for why would we want to sustain or build the capacity of
harmful institutions? We might also consider the distinction that is often made
between excellence and equity in this body of literature, as though we can
somehow achieve “excellence” in schooling despite massive educational disparities
and disproportionalities on the basis of race, social class, and other social
identities. I offer that notions of school reform, sustainability, and capacity-building
simply

do

not

capture

the

aspirations,

needs,

and

realities

of

historically

marginalized communities, nor are they relevant to educators and educational
leaders that engage in transformative and liberatory practices and pedagogies.
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The assumption of neutrality that permeates the literature on school effectiveness
and improvement assumes that a one-size-fits-all model to educational reform
applies to all schools and all school districts, and fails to account for the ways in
which larger systems of oppression influence schooling. This myth perpetuates
colonial and neoliberal practices by negating the local, historical, socio-political
and economic realities in which schools exist and assuming that power accrued
through position and social capital does not inform every aspect of schooling. For
example, the construction of student well-being in the school effectiveness and
improvement literature constructs well-being at the individual level, failing to
account for the ways in which intergenerational trauma and the daily enactments
of racism and other systems of oppression make schools sites of trauma for many
students. Without this broader analysis, conceptions, measurements, and solutions
to student well-being simply serve white, middle-class, settler students.
Perhaps before we can think about building bridges and crossing boundaries, we
might first acknowledge and name the ways in which we have cut off bridges and
maintained boundaries in our understanding of the purpose of schooling that
never included everyone.
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Questions for Discussion:
There are a number of important questions posed in this first ICSEI
Dialogic.
comments

Please
on
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reflections
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‘Dialogic Chat’ on March 9 (1:00-1:45 pm CET) at the ICSEI 2021
Virtual Congress.

1.Moreno, 2021:
Are these really new bridges or simply a case of limited crossing? (Moreno, 2021)
2.Wambua, 2021:
How prepared are we in embracing hybrid teaching and learning and how
effective will it be to the marginalized students who unfortunately could be in
the majority and who seemingly have a challenge in accessing the digital tools?
How can we strengthen and sustain the many great teaching and learning
innovations even beyond Covid-19 era?
3.Alhouti, 2021:
What approaches and techniques can be used to make sure that teachers’
voices are involved in policy decisions and educational reforms?
4.Sahlin, 2021:
Where in my work as a school leader can I build bridges within the community?
Where can we as researchers support, challenge, and help school leaders in
building bridges?
5.Pino Yancovic, 2021:
How can we build a bridge to reach students in the most challenging and
difficult situations?
How do we as scholars put ourselves as facilitators of others and to the service
of teachers and headteachers?
How can we as scholars connect with media and social media to share our ideas
and

concerns

with

effectiveness?
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6.Bentahar, 2021:
How comfortable are students using this technology tool or application?
Is the new application or tool accessible where the students live (e.g., China and
Turkey)?
What

does

“free

app”

entail

in

terms

of

students’

privacy

and

identity

protection? How safe is their access to the technology?
How linguistically prepared are the ELs to download and understand the terms
of the application?
7.Fernandes, 2021:
Are school and system leaders able to lead, manage, and develop robust as well
as evolutionary school improvement systems that can continue to develop
generations prepared to take on possible future challenges?
8.Fasoranti, 2021:
How can parents and student leaders participate, collaborate and be engaged
in any school improvement plans?
9.Rodway, 2021:
Whose

voices

are

amplified

and

whose

are

not?

Whose

voices

might

be

constrained (even silenced) as a result of our systems and processes (e.g.,
election of board members, committee and network membership)? To whom
might we be unintentionally causing harm? How can we account for the voices,
ideas, and experiences that are missing?
Does ICSEI provide a ‘safe space’ for everyone? Whose voices might be lost as a
result and with what consequences for our organization?
How can we design ICSEI networks and events (e.g., Congress) in ways that meet
the needs of everyone in attendance? In what ways can ICSEI improve on
building relationships between research and practice in ways that are mutually
beneficial? And how will we know?
10.Shah, 2021:
What is the purpose of schooling?
How might centring different experiences and
knowledge systems influence our very conceptions of
reform, capacity building, sustainability, effectiveness,
and improvement?
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