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Using collaborative inquiry
to examine equity-linked problems of
practice
L E X IE GRUDNOF F, M AV IS H A IGH, CL A IR E JACKSON,
A ND PAUL A PA S SF IEL D

K E Y P OIN T S
•

This article focuses on the professional learning of two deputy principals
from two different schools who worked together to research an equityrelated problem of practice which they had in common.

•

Collaborative inquiry focused on problems of practice is a powerful
way of enhancing teacher learning aimed at improving student learning
outcomes and opportunities.

•

Cordingley’s (2015) key components of the contribution of undertaking
research to continuing professional development and learning were found
to be factors in the deputy principals’ professional learning. In addition,
we identified that emotional engagement, trust, and time were also
significant contributors.
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The focus on teacher inquiry to enhance student learning is a key feature
of The New Zealand Curriculum and in New Zealand’s approach to teacher
professional learning. This article examines how a collaborative inquiry team
comprising two teachers (one each from two Auckland primary schools) and
a teacher educator used inquiry to address equity-linked problems of practice.
The findings showed that working collaboratively on practice problems was
more than sharing examples or ideas. Rather, it involved systematic, intentional,
iterative data gathering and analysis, and critical discussions about how the data
could be used to change practice to improve learner outcomes.
Introduction
Nations around the world are grappling with the
challenge of ensuring all students have access
to inclusive, equitable, good-quality education
(UNESCO, 2017). This challenge takes on particular
significance in New Zealand with its persistent
problem of differential achievement between highachieving students, predominately Pākehā and Asian,
and low-achieving students who often come from
poor communities and are Māori and Pasifika (Snook
& O’Neill, 2014). Although the challenge of teaching
for equity is not new in New Zealand, it has become
even tougher because of the mounting diversity of its
population. According to the 2013 Census, 18.2% of
New Zealanders were born overseas, and Auckland
(the context for this article) is the most culturally
diverse city, with 39% of Aucklanders born overseas
(Gomez, King & Jackson, 2014).
In line with the widely accepted view that teachers
are the most critical in-school factor in student learning
(Hattie, 2009), increased attention has been placed
on teacher professional learning and development as
a way of improving student outcomes. However, in
their significant review of professional development,
Opfer and Pedder (2011) note that much of the research
on this area has produced discouraging results,
with teachers often describing professional learning
approaches as being ineffective. Opfer and Pedder
believe that this is due to a lack of understanding or
recognition of the importance of professional learning
being embedded in teachers’ professional lives and work
contexts. Additionally, Timperley, Parr, and Bertanees
(2009) argue that for professional development to be
effective in terms of improving student outcomes,
teachers should use inquiry to identify their
professional learning requirements through an analysis
of their students’ learning needs.
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The focus on teacher inquiry to enhance student
learning is a key feature of The New Zealand
Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007) and
is evident in New Zealand’s approach to teacher
professional learning and development (Timperley
et. al, 2007). A current example is the Ministry of
Education’s Teacher-led Innovation Fund (TLIF),
which is part of the investing in educational success
(IES) initiative to raise student achievement and
strengthen teaching and education leadership. The aim
of the TLIF is to support teachers to develop innovative
practices that improve learning outcomes, especially
for students who are Māori, Pasifika, need additional
support to learn, or come from low socioeconomic
backgrounds. However, a recent evaluation of the
TLIF (Uni Services, 2018) noted that, although those
participating in TLIF projects were very positive about
this initiative, there were issues to do with teachers’
confidence in gathering, analysing, and using data to
shift knowledge and practice in the service of student
learning. This article examines how two teachers
engaged in collaborative inquiry used data to address
problems of practice to enhance learning outcomes.

Background
This study arose from a larger 2-year TLRI project,
Teaching for Equity: How Do We Do It?, which
involved 9 teachers from two Auckland primary
schools situated in low socioeconomic communities
and 5 teacher educators from the University of
Auckland.1 The project had two phases. In Phase
1, Year 1, we examined the efficacy of the Facets of
Practice for Equity (Facets) for New Zealand primary
teachers. The Facets are:
1. Selecting worthwhile content and designing and
implementing learning opportunities aligned to
valued learning outcomes.
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2. Connecting to students’ as learners, and to their lives and
experiences.
3. Creating learning-focused, respectful and supportive
learning environments.
4. Using evidence to scaffold learning and improve teaching
5. Adopting an inquiry stance and taking responsibility for
further professional engagement and learning.
6. Recognizing and seeking to address classroom, school
and societal practices that reproduce inequity.

The Facets framework was developed from an analysis
and synthesis of major programmes of international
research that took a complex view of learning and
teaching, and empirically linked teaching practices to
equitable learner outcome, broadly defined to include
social–emotional and academic outcomes (Grudnoff et
al., 2017). In Phase 2, Year 2 of the TLRI project, we used
the knowledge generated from Phase 1 to inquire into and
improve practice within classrooms and in the school.
In Phase 2, three collaborative inquiry teams from the
two schools engaged in an iterative research process of
systematically gathering and analysing data in order to set
and answer their inquiry questions related to an identified
problem of practice. The teachers were teamed with a
faculty member and the group members acted as critical
friends for one another as the inquiries progressed.
In this article we focus on how inquiries, carried out
by one team comprising two deputy principals (DPs), one
from each of the two TLRI schools, and a faculty member,
identified and addressed a problem of practice related
to teaching for equity. Both DPs had noticed a marked
increase in students being sent to them by teachers because
of behavioural problems. They were concerned about
equity issues related to the impact on the opportunities to
learn for the misbehaving students and their classmates.
This common problem of practice led to their initial
research question: Why are teachers sending increased
number of students to senior staff because of behavioural
problems, and how will addressing this reduce classroom
and school practices that reproduce inequities?
To address this question each DP gathered data over
2 weeks on the type, frequency, time, and location of
the incident that led students being sent to them. They
also interviewed a sample of students sent to them, and
the teachers doing the sending, to gain insights into the
reasons for the misbehaviour. Data analysis showed that,
in both schools, students being sent to the DPs were
mainly from specific year groups and at specific times in
the school day. Collaborative analysis and discussion of
the data suggested that the “causes” of the misbehaviour
were different for each school, which led to two different
research questions for the next stage of the inquiry.
At School 1, the data suggested that most of the
behaviour difficulties relating to Years 3 and 4 might

be because the children had not been adequately
prepared for the “big jump” in learning expectations
from Year 2. Hence, the DP's next inquiry question
became: How can we better prepare Year 2 students to
become more independent and so facilitate a smoother
transition to Years 3 and 4? After researching ways
of building independence, the DP worked with one
teacher volunteer to trial a “can do/must do” strategy to
build self-management skills in Year 2 children. Given
the positive outcomes from this approach (ascertained
from the reduction to nil in children being sent out for
misbehaviour and observations of their increased task
independence), the school decided to introduce this
strategy to all Year 2 classes the following year, and to
investigate the results of this innovation.
At School 2, data analysis showed that most of the
misbehaviour incidents occurred during writing and were
from a specific year group. This led to a new research
question: How will changing our approach to writing in
Years 5/6 affect student engagement and enjoyment in
writing and what, if any, effect will this have on student
behaviour? The DP worked with one Years 5/6 teacher
who volunteered to a 4-week trial of a new approach to
writing that encouraged more student choice. The DP
worked as this teacher’s critical friend to implement and
assess the impact of this new approach. Data showed that,
during this period, no children were sent out of class for
misbehaviour. Furthermore, all the children completed
writing (which had not been the case previously) and
interview data showed that they really liked being able to
choose rather than being told to write in a particular genre.
The outcomes of this inquiry led to the development of a
school-wide focus on this approach to writing.

Studying the impact of collaborative
inquiry on teacher learning and
practice
The research question for our study was: How did two
teachers’ engagement in collaborative inquiry provide
an example of professional learning that leads to change
in practice? Data were captured through transcripts
of critical-friend discussions throughout the inquiries.
In addition, data were generated by a 60-minute
semistructured interview with the two DPs that focused
on their experience of undertaking their inquiries and
how this had influenced their own professional learning
and practice. The interview was audio taped and
transcribed. We had previously gained ethics approval
from Auckland University’s Human Participants Research
Ethics Committee approval for the TLRI project.
We carried out a deductive data analysis using the key
components of the contribution of research on effective
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continuing professional development and learning (CPDL)
that were identified by Cordingley (2015). We selected
Cordingley’s framework because it had been developed
from a synthesis of systematic reviews of international
research including two New Zealand best evidence
syntheses (Timperley, Wilson, Barrar & Fung, 2007;
Robinson, Hohepa, & Lloyd, 2009). Cordingley’s (2015)
key components of the contribution of undertaking
research to CPDL are specialist expertise, peer support and
professional dialogue, inquiry-oriented learning and the
use of tools, learning to learn from looking, aspiration for
pupils, understanding why things do and don’t work (the
role of theory), leadership, and proactivity.
In the next section, we report on the findings from
the deductive analysis using examples and direct quotes
provided by the deputy principals, identified as DP1
and DP2.

What made the DPs’ inquiries such
effective CPDL?
The DPs addressed all of Cordingley’s components in their
stories about how their engagement in research led to a
change in their knowledge and practice about teaching for
equity. In addition, in our study emotional engagement,
trust, and time availability were important in supporting
their CPDL. We consider each of these in turn.

Specialist expertise
Cordingley (2015) identified teachers in “making use
of specialist expertise, including expertise in the form
of research evidence; using evidence and expertise to
support planning in particular” (p. 240) as a significant
contributor to effective CPDL. In our study, the presence
of outside experts who were trusted and respected was
important. The DPs brought their areas of professional
expertise to the discussions and the faculty member
brought research expertise.
Both sets of expertise facilitated deeper consideration of
the school-wide behavioural challenges that both DPs were
experiencing. Establishing a relationship with someone
from elsewhere who could be trusted (the other DP and
the faculty member) enabled them to share concerns and
in a safe environment and helped them to make decisions
about the way forward. Both DPs believed that having
research expertise in the team was a necessary component
for success of their research into their practice.
I found it refreshing [to research with] others from the outside
because when you are in the situation you actually can’t see it
and I would think, “Gosh, is it …?”. (DP2)
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And the interaction with a critical friend. I still think that
worked because we had an expert. (DP1)
I don’t think it would have worked if it had just been us, we
still would have talked, we enjoy our time together. (DP2)
But the pushing of the research aspect, the probing … (DP2)
Yes, we needed that. We met a few times without you. (DP1)
It wasn’t as productive as when you were here … It was good
but … (DP2)
We needed the expert with the research focus there. [The
faculty member] had a sound understanding of what we were
doing, the research process, to help us. (DP1)
And I learnt a lot from the other DP because I was new in the
role. (DP2)

Peer support and professional dialogue
Cordingley’s (2015) second effective CPDL strategy was
teachers’ involvement in “giving and receiving structured
peer support using collaboration, especially reciprocal
risk taking and professional dialogue, as core learning
strategies” (p. 240). Analysis of transcripts of meetings
between the DPs and their critical friend from the
faculty showed very clearly that both DPs engaged in
deep professional dialogue and encouraged each other to
take risks. This continued in the post-project interview
with the two DPs, with one DP asking questions of the
other to clarify the different circumstances they found
themselves in.
My situation was different as I think you had people who
had issues that needed to be addressed while in my setting
they were quite open to change and I didn’t come up with
people who are resistant to change. Was this different for your
setting? Would you say that? (DP1)
Working with a critical friend from a different site but in a
similar role supported me to go deeper and to keep going.
(DP2)

Inquiry-oriented learning and the use of
tools
Cordingley’s (2015) synthesis identified one of the
contributing factors of effective CPDL was teachers’
involvement in “undertaking sustained, enquiry-oriented
learning over (usually) two terms or more supported
by use of tools and protocols to discipline learning and
secure coherence and progression” (p. 240). Inquiryoriented learning for the project’s participants involved
them doing research framed by one of the six Facets of
Practice for Equity listed earlier. Both DPs selected Facet
6, recognizing and seeking to address classroom, school and
societal practices that reproduce inequity, as they wanted to
challenge and address a perceived inequity. Having their
“equity glasses on” provided the DPs with a framework
to plan and carry out their inquiries, and to analyse
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their data. Post-project, the Facets continue to provide
a standard against which they gather evidence to make
decisions that can impact the children in their schools.
[What was important] was really going through the inquiry
process, investigating, noticing, that sort of stuff and then
coming back and prioritising, going through our discussions,
thinking cycles really. (DP1)
The Facets really made us think about the reasons why
different learners might be marginalised … and the Facets
focused our inquiries. (DP2)

Another tool was a formal inquiry process. The DPs were
introduced to a research framework for conducting a
sustained inquiry and supported to follow that process.
For the DPs, this process deepened their professional
knowledge about teaching for equity, enabling them to
make changes to their schools’ practices.

Learning to learn from looking
Collecting and analysing data became increasingly
important to the DPs as they moved through their
research. They had learnt to “learn from looking through
exploration of evidence about pupil outcomes and from
observing teaching and learning exchanges especially
those involving experiments with new approaches”
(Cordingley, 2015, p. 240). Though both had started with
an issue that was similar, as a result of collecting and
looking carefully at data they identified very different
causes for the issue. They were emphatic that systematic
inquiry had been a very powerful way of testing their
assumptions. Being reminded by the faculty critical
friend to constantly “go back to the data” meant that they
questioned their original assumptions and ended up with
very different conclusions and suggestions for change.
We were testing an assumption—what was assumed at the
start was not where we ended up. .. Somebody telling you
to keep going back to the data [DP1 agreeing here]. Without
that I would have gone down the path of “I know why, I know
why!” (DP2)
It was systematic—research practice—you can’t jump to a
conclusion—need to keep looking at the data. … I think it was
important that we got information to talk about. (DP1)

Aspirations for pupils
Cordingley (2015) noted that a contributing factor
to effective CPDL was “using aspirations for speciﬁc
pupils and evidence about their learning as driver for
development” (p. 241). The DPs’ schools had a strong ethos
of high aspirations for all the children in their school.
We are committed to diversity and difference and inclusivity
… all children have the right to learn. For example, when we
take children on school trips everyone, including children in
wheelchairs, has to be able to access the same opportunities.
(DP2)

We have to see diversity as a positive, as opposed to seeing
it as a problem. To see diversity as a problem it becomes
something you have to manage, rather than enjoy. (DP1)

Both DPs were concerned that no students were left out
of learning opportunities because of perceived difference
in capability and their research was motivated by their
commitment to reaching that objective. For example,
DP2’s concern about a small number of children who
walked away from learning situations very upset
because their needs were not being met was a prompt for
her research.

Understanding why things do and don’t
work: The role of theory
Carrying out the equity-linked research helped the
DPs to focus “on why things do and don’t work in
different contexts to develop an underpinning rationale
or practical theory alongside practice” (p. 241), another
of Cordingley’s (2015) identified contributing factors
of the influence of research on CPDL. Discussions in
the critical-friend team were characterised by exploring
their own theories of practice. They also theorised about
the evidence they were gathering against the Facets of
Practice for Equity framework.
[The choice of factor 6 was critical], because we were both
DPs and this naturally brought us to that as we could bring
about change in our system. (DP1)
I think that doing the research made me think that at the end
of the day it is about the kids and watching those kids walking
out so mad, so angry and that to blame them is really scary. I
don’t want that to happen so I suppose I have become more
focused on “What are you doing?” (DP2)

Leadership
Cordingley (2015) noted “seeking out leadership support”
(p. 241) as a contributing factor when teachers are
engaged in research as part of their CPDL. Both DPs
commented on the importance of the support for their
inquiries from their principals and other members of the
senior leadership teams in their schools. Both principals
were very supportive of their school’s engagement in
the TLRI project, its focus on equity and the potential
for CPDL that was accruing for the teachers directly
involved in the project and their colleagues. One DP
acknowledged close interest from all members of the
senior management team. The other commented that,
although she did discuss the direction of the inquiry
with her principal, in future she would more deliberately
discuss her inquiry at senior management team meetings.
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The other senior team were on board, that we were trialling
something. I interviewed them [senior leaders], showed them
the data, put down in concrete exactly what it was, what
happened. I had the backing of them to follow the inquiry
through. (DP1)
We had a management meeting once a fortnight and if I had
said this is where I am at, this is what I have done, this is
where we are going, that would have benefited me. (DP2)

Proactivity
The last of Cordingley’s (2015) integrated research
contributions to effective CPDL involves “actively seeking
out specialist and peer support and taking responsibility
for creating and taking opportunities for professional
learning within day to day school life” (p. 241). Through
their engagement with the TLRI project the DPs happily
seized an opportunity to take responsibility both for
their professional learning and for those of the teachers
they were researching with and/or working alongside.
They were drawing on both their professional knowledge
and research knowledge. The critical-friend triad of two
DPs from different schools and an education-faculty
member brought these knowledges together, enabling
rich discussions of problematic practice. On reflection,
they commented that the structured process and the
support of their critical friends with practice and research
knowledges were significant factors in their professional
learning and practice.
I think it is the process, having gone through it in such a
structured way – it has allowed me to think about the different
steps of the cycle that we use here. I think that the critical
component of that helped, with you DP2 and you [faculty
member], having that person to bounce ideas off and when
goals setting. I think that was useful. (DP1)
I think [being in the project] definitely improved my leadership
in terms of my relationship with the teachers and hearing the
stuff that DP1 was doing and having that critical friend and
having that other place to come. I don’t think it would have
been as successful if I was on my own … because that outside
person, for me, I could see through [their eyes], I just talked
to DP1, and you [faculty member]. (DP2)

Other important components—emotional
engagement, trust, and time.
As well as Cordingley’s key framework components, we
identified three additional factors influencing the impact
of taking an inquiry approach to practice on professional
learning. These were emotional engagement, trust,
and time.
Emotional engagement was both a trigger for
direction of inquiry and a spur for continuing. Although
some negative emotions arose during the inquiries most
of these emotions were positive in nature. Emotions
commented on by the DPs ranged from frustration

38 set 2, 2018

when meeting resistance from colleagues, to joy of data
collection and analysis, and satisfaction with positive
outcomes for students.
The critical-friend discussions were really important to deal
with the emotional stuff. (DP2)

Trust was a key ingredient for professional learning as
the depth of each DP’s learning required each member to
be vulnerable and open to critique from the other team
members. It was also dependent on the contribution of
the others in the collaborative inquiry team as they built
relational trust (Robinson, Hohepa & Lloyd, 2009).
Trust was paramount in the critical-friend relationships
because we were dealing with tricky situations. (DP1)

Both DPs were “walking” DPs without a scheduled
regular class. This facilitated their inquiries. They had
flexibility of movement and time to collect data. They
could support teachers by observing teaching, and
teaching classes. They could more easily meet their
collaborative inquiry team members.
Freedom of not being in a classroom is that you can go in
and out, you can go into a classroom when teachers are doing
things. You can just drop in. I wouldn’t normally have been
able to do this except once a week at a set time. Sometimes
you can’t fit it in on that day. (DP2)

Conclusion and implications
Although generalisations should be made with caution,
the findings from this qualitative study support
Cordingley’s (2015) argument regarding the importance
of engaging with, and in, research for teacher professional
learning. The study also supports claims that to be
effective, professional development needs to be embedded
in authentic teaching and learning contexts. Furthermore,
the findings indicate that collaborative inquiry is a
powerful way to enhance teacher learning and improve
student learning outcomes and opportunities. The study
shows how teacher inquiry, intentionally constructed
as a research process, can deepen and extend teachers’
understandings of what equity/inequity means in
practice. In the words of the participants:
I think about equity a lot…do the children fit the system or
does the system fit the children? (DP1)
I think equity is a bigger picture thing. Like in terms of what
the children have access to in our school, who does and
doesn’t, and is that fair, and how do we as senior leaders
address that? And to go about making change, because
just because this was the way it was always done, doesn’t
necessarily make it the right way. (DP2)
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It was clear from the data that working collaboratively
on problems of practice was more than the DPs just
sharing examples or recording ideas. Rather, collaborative
inquiry involved systematic, intentional, and iterative
data gathering and analysis, and critical discussion
between the DPs and an “external expert” about the
implications of data for the learners in their schools. This
deliberate collaborative inquiry process enhanced the
robustness of the findings from the inquiries. Professional
learning around building rich conceptual and practical
understandings about equity was enabled through
collaborative engagement over time on real problems
of practice with trusted colleagues and critical friends.
Building trusting relationships takes time, but without
trust it would be difficult for teachers to engage in honest,
rigorous discussions about their inquiries and their
learning. Such findings have implications for Ministry
of Education’s IES initiatives such as Communities of
Learning where schools collaboratively set and address
achievement challenges to meet the needs of the learners
in their communities. The findings also speak to the
biggest issue identified in the evaluation of the TLIF
Initiative (Uni Services, 2018)—teachers’ low confidence
and capability in analysing and using data to initiate
changes in practice, and to demonstrate impact on their
teaching and students’ learning.
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