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The Project: being a partner 
 

At the beginning………. 

 

Some might call it serendipity, some might call it fate and some might call it sheer fluke. I 

never intended to become involved in any EU project. I had been working at University of 

Aberdeen in the School of Education Department for a number of years and already had a 

ridiculously large workload in administration, teaching and research. I still had to write up the 

articles and book chapters of previously funded research and the last thing I needed was 

involvement with another new project. 

Nevertheless, when my colleague Dr David McMurtry asked if I might be interested in being 

involved in an Erasmus Plus European project about professional learning and inclusion, I 

jumped at the chance. Working with colleagues in other European countries seemed a 

wonderful opportunity and one that I had to be involved in. I believe passionately that only by 

working collaboratively can we address the challenges that teachers and others are facing in 

education in the twenty-first century. I suspected that many of the issues with education that 

were challenges in Scottish schools for teachers and their pupils were also likely to be 

challenges faced by our colleagues in other European countries. 

I had no idea how important this project was to become for me – both professionally and 

personally. Or how much a journey into the unknown this project would be……. 

Planning 

Planning a project with so many partners was new experience for me. Many of the meetings 

occurred early on a Saturday morning and it was a strange feeling to have such conversations 

with people I had not yet met. I was aware of forming impressions of each of the participants 

because what they said but only being able to see their heads. I was used to writing research 

bids with potentially only one or two colleagues; often colleagues in my own institution but 

certainly colleague whom I knew well. I was fascinated by the process and wondered how we 

might ever reach a consensus. There were so many countries represented and so different policy 

contexts. It seemed to me that everyone had their own perception of how the project might be 
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developed and I felt myself floundering – how would I ever fit in with this 

group? What would my role be? How might I contribute? 

However, I felt that there was clear leadership form some members of the group. Jaap and 

Brigita seemed to be the natural leaders and seemed to be able to keep the dialogue from 

drifting too far from the purpose of the task. I also remember noting that Rita and Quinta were 

always quick to consider alternatives. I valued this criticality as I was still finding my feet and 

did not feel able to articulate misgivings I might have too often. 

As ever, the submission of the document was a rush at the last minute; not helped by the attitude 

of my own University and its pedantic attitude to research bids but submit we did. 

Amazement 

 

I was actually travelling back from Finland and in a queue for a bus between Heathrow 

Terminal 3 to 5 when I checked my email to discover that the bid had been successful. As ever 

at that moment of hearing about a successful funding bid, there was initial elation followed by 

concern about being able to complete the project. Time is always the shortest commodity in 

academia and I was worried that because of my excessive workload, I might not be permitted 

to participate. 

Berlin: Side-lined 

 

In the end, it was not work that intervened but my health. The first meeting was scheduled to 

take place in Berlin in November 2015 and I was not sufficiently well to travel. David travelled 

for both of us although he had recently accepted voluntary severance and would be leaving the 

University. I was so happy for David as this meant his starting a new chapter of his life but I 

now felt that I was alone working on a project in which I was unsure of what my role was and 

who the people I would be working were. 

Alarmingly when David returned from Berlin, he was unsure of how we fitted into the project 

also. Looking back now at my reflections at the time, I now know that this was the reality for 

all of us as partners. We needed time and space to sort out our working relationships, our 

friendships and despite our project bid success how we would fulfil the funders’ expectations. 
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Over the following three years, we developed understandings of each other as 

people. We developed understandings of the different work roles we each had. 

We developed understanding of the tensions in the different national educational contexts. 

What emerged was stronger and more productive in the long term but in the short term, it took 

time, energy and commitment to get to that point; despite the challenges along the way. 

New Beginnings: Ljubljana 

 

My first project meeting was in Ljubljana; the first time to actually meet the people I had been 

working with for over a year.  I was nervous when I arrived at the meeting unsure how I might 

be greeted as my University were being difficult and not permitting my colleague David to 

continue on the project. I was struck by the energy in the room. There was a genuine desire to 

move the project on and yet there was also tension. I did not know these people sufficiently to 

understand the reason for the tension but it felt like something was bubbling under the surface.  

At the time I felt like an outsider. What I did not understand was that we were perhaps all 

feeling like outsiders. We all wondered what our role within the project was. We all could 

demonstrate our commitment but felt still in the dark about how we might succeed in the 

project. 

Sometimes smaller is better: Tilburg 

 

A few months later and my health had improved. This was to be my first trip away from home 

since a major operation. Following the ATEE conference, we met as a small group. Others 

arrived at the meeting buzzing with how well the conference had been organised and the new 

ideas they would be taking home. I arrived just for the one night and yet, it felt like I was 

meeting old friends. How can one get to know colleagues so quickly? 

A smaller group allowed for more open conversation; both in the official meetings and in 

informal conversation. I began to realise that I was not an outsider but just one of a group of 

committed colleagues who were separated by our lack of common understanding of how the 

project would be developed; how we would develop our roles within it. 
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Asking Questions: Tubingen 

 

By the time of the next project meeting in Tubingen, my health had improved. I also felt a 

pressing need to clarify exactly what was expected of me. I had begun to develop my individual 

module but I carried with me many questions. One of the biggest questions for me was what 

we all meant by the word – ‘module’? 

In Aberdeen, it means 30 credits and 300 hours of study time for our students. This was not the 

understanding that I felt the others had. I became braver and asked questions trying to clarify 

issues for myself and hoping by asking these questions I would also answer them for others. 

Being bold; Aberdeen 

For the next meeting, I was the host. As such, I felt emboldened to lead some discussions, not 

just participate at the fringes.  

I also began to see a way in which I could contribute with my identity. Before the Aberdeen 

meeting, I often felt like a fish out of water. My primary identity is a qualitative researcher and 

the emphasis within this project seemed to be on the development phase. Again, I asked myself 

questions about my role? As I completed my reflections each time we met, I puzzled over how 

I could be part of the group; how I could contribute? 

By now I had participated in two of the learning events in Tilburg and Berlin and I felt that I 

now carried information that was unique to the group. I was able to report that something every 

extraordinary was occurring in the learning events. Collegiality were being forged at a very 

deep level. Understandings were being developed not only about not only the host country’s 

education system but all the participants’ countries’ education system, even the attendees’ own 

country’s education system. I wanted as a researcher to document this and examine exactly 

what was going on. Why did the learning events feel so special? 

Bringing a Friend: Tilburg 

 

Sarah Cornelius from University of Aberdeen has joined the learning event in Berlin with me. 

I had found it challenging to recruit colleagues from my own University to attend the events 

and so had begun to attend them alone to represent Aberdeen. Many of my colleagues found it 
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challenging to attend the events for a whole week as they had heavy 

undergraduate teaching workloads spread through each semester. Fortunately 

my colleague Sarah worked on a programme educating college lecturers and her work schedule 

was similar to mine – some weeks with extensive teaching and some free for preparation and 

research which permitted her attendance at the events. 

Following involvement in the Berlin learning event, Sarah agreed to become a partner for 

Aberdeen. Tilburg was her first full partners’ meeting and we were struck by how valuable it 

was to be able to discuss each day’s proceedings in our own language. Being able to discuss 

issues with a common background was invaluable. It allowed us to rehearse our thoughts each 

evening about the issues prior to returning to the whole group. 

At the partners’ meetings also it was also beneficial to have an ‘outsider’ join the group and 

ask questions. Some questions were ones that clarified issues we had already become aware of 

and some challenged us to think more deeply about the progress of the project. 

I was also delighted to hear that the ‘final product’ had been decided. This was a decision that 

should have been taken at the very beginning of the project by all the members but at least it 

seemed to have been taken now. It was to be a website. I still had concerns that we did not have 

all the data on the google drive to populate the website with the actual products that were being 

developed in each country. Was this a light at the end of the tunnel? 

What next? Leiden and Berlin 

 

I look forward to the final two partners’ meetings. I now feel that they are colleagues’ and 

friends’ meetings. We would seem to have developed a mutual understanding between us. This 

has taken the length of the project to develop and there are still cultural misunderstandings 

along the way. But from these cultural misunderstanding and our shared commitment to 

improving education across Europe, we have found a way of working together. Perhaps like 

family, we are all different and occasionally we misunderstand and emotions run high but we 

have stuck together, despite the possibility of abandoning the project at the first meeting in 

Berlin and the messy divorce of Brexit, we will continue to work together. 
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Being a Partner: What I have learnt 

 

I have learnt many things from working on this project. I have changed both professionally and 

personally. I have been frustrated and joyful; sometimes at the same time. Most significantly, 

I have learnt that transnational projects are perhaps the only way to tackle the challenges facing 

society and education across Europe. Just as my country has made the disastrous decision to 

distance itself from Europe, I have discovered that the solution to the problems we face in the 

UK lies in working cooperatively with our colleagues in Europe.  

I would suggest that this entails not just working together but becoming friends to face those 

challenges together – that means articulating challenging things sometimes about the project, 

our progress and our mutual working. Despite our rocky start, I felt we were truly becoming 

greater than the sum of our individual parts. 

On a practical level, I now know much about how to run a European project. It must have 

content leadership as well as organisational management. It must have clear aims, objectives 

and end products that are agreed by all partners and deadlines. I learnt to trust my colleagues 

even when they use different language to me and seem to be going in a different direction. At 

first I was very frustrated by the organic way in which the project seemed to develop and yet, 

I am now aware that this permitted each country to develop their own project which suits their 

individual and national context. Now I must trust the process to the end that all the data will be 

published in the report. 

 

Learning Events: taking part 
 

It has been a privilege to take part in all the learning events during the project. Each one was 

unique focusing on differing elements of education in the host country. And yet, each one also 

was linked by the themes of professional learning, reflection and our growing portfolios. As a 

side note, it was also interesting that each learning event featured refugee education in one form 

or another. 
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As mentioned previously, I was very aware of something very special occurring 

in each of the learning events. A bond was developed very quickly in each 

instance between the team involved. Strangers often coming together in foreign country and 

yet by the end of the week, it felt like saying goodbye to close friends. The intensity of being 

thrown together for long tiring hours may have been a factor. As shared passion for our jobs in 

education may have been another. It may have been the opportunity to leave behind our usual 

busy lives and concentrate on the important instead of the urgent. 

Alongside the friendships developed, each learning event was marked by a deep sense of 

reflection. This was evidenced in the conversations the groups had internally but also in their 

conversations with the hosts in the various learning establishments we visited. It was also 

evidenced in the commitment to completing the reflection booklets provided by the host 

institutions.  

I have been struck nevertheless by two unforeseen factors which proved decisive. Firstly I was 

aware of the need to distinguish between public and private reflections. In writing up this 

narrative, I have had to transfer my private reflections into ones for common distribution. In 

many ways this is quite a personal reflection but even so, I have omitted some of my thoughts 

and comments for a variety of reasons. I wonder what merit there is in keeping private reflective 

narratives as teachers; I certainly find that I need to write my thoughts down to sort out my 

thinking. 

Another unexpectedly helpful reflective activity was attending the learning events with a 

colleague from my own institution. Both Sarah and I have commented that having evenings 

when we could discuss our impressions with someone else from the same background 

invaluable as we compared what we saw with our experiences in our own country. I can only 

imagine this is even more so when the participants were able to do this in their own native 

language after a long day operating in English. 

Tilburg 

 

I attended Tilburg as I could not find two colleagues from Aberdeen who were permitted by 

management to travel to the Netherlands. This was frustrating but turned out to be a blessing. 

It led to one partner attending all the learning events and therefore having an overview of the 

whole project. 
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I confess that I also wanted to attend to find out what a learning event was. I 

needed to run my own and thought that I could copy Quinta and Rita’s model. 

My impressions in each of the learning events were too many to relate in this document. 

Nevertheless, I will comment on a couple from each event. In the Netherlands, I was struck by 

the buildings. Many schools in Scotland are old Victorian properties with all the maintenance 

problems that this brings. The Netherlands seemed to be investing in new educational buildings 

where the design was linked to choices around pedagogy. This seemed very far-sighted. I 

wondered how much the teachers or educators were consulted; indeed whether the pupils 

themselves were consulted in some of the choices being made? 

I was also struck by the Welcome classes for immigrants to the Netherlands. I was challenged 

by the separate provision for these young people. I wondered if our system of additional needs 

in Scotland does our new pupils a disservice. By trying to integrate them immediately, do we 

under-prepare them for school and society? 

I also loved the transport system; a public transport system that seems integrated and works for 

the people it serves. 

Berlin 

Berlin was a different and yet a similar experience; a wonderful group and a well-planned 

programme. I began to expect the bond between the group and the deeply reflective 

conversations. Again I will comment on a few of the many impressions I had of the experience. 

The two-stream Turkish/German comprehensive school was thought-provoking; is this the 

answer to the ‘refugee’ issues?  

The starter teachers sounded just like our student and probationer teachers in Scotland. One 

could hear the passion for the job that they hoped to be successful in and the anxiety at the 

reality of the task they were faced with. Is it possible to prepare and support them adequately 

so they do not leave the profession? 

The Temple Grandin school was inspirational; a haven for young people with autism and their 

families. Is the notion of growing the mainstream around the pupils with autism the way 

forward for how we include young people with autism? 

Two other impressions mentioned by my colleague were also stark; the locked doors within 

the schools and the apparent dearth of technology. In Scotland, since the Dunblane tragedy, 
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schools are locked on the outside but in Berlin, the internal doors all seemed to 

be locked. What impression does this give to the pupils of their ownership of 

their learning space as none of them had keys? Also how does pedagogy differ when 

technology is present/absent in our learning establishments? 

Aberdeen 

 

The next learning event was the Aberdeen one and I felt a keen sense of anxiety as I wanted 

the event to be worthwhile for my colleagues attending. The practical elements were easily 

organised but I wanted to ensure that the activities gave them a flavour of Scottish education; 

both practical and theoretical through an understanding of the philosophical underpinning 

narratives of our system. 

Hosting my European colleagues in Aberdeen also felt special for me. Often, when we look at 

our own context, we can begin to agonise only over what might be better; what we are not 

getting right. Through the eyes of our guests we were able to see some of the elements that we 

were getting right as well as having our thinking challenged by their probing questions. 

Ljubljana 

 

I would like to highlight two aspects of the Ljubljana learning event. Firstly, arriving felt like 

coming home as my first day was filled with greeting colleagues I had met as partners in the 

project and during the learning events. 

Secondly, I was overwhelmed by the ambitious scale of the project in Slovenia. The partners 

work at the Zavod and therefore have responsibility for the professional development of all the 

teachers in Slovenia; an opportunity but a daunting one. I was staggered at the number of 

teachers who had taken part in the project activities and were now working on their portfolios. 

The quality of the work undertaken was evident to all the group when we met with teachers in 

a school in the north-east of the country. The leadership of the head teacher was outstanding 

and he had permitted a small group of staff to develop the project in ways that were appropriate 

for their individual context. It would be interesting to visit again in a couple of years and 

examine how this develops. 
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Tubingen 

 

The Tubingen learning event was the last to be held and interestingly we had the same 

impressions as Berlin; the lack of technology and the use of keys internally in the schools. 

I also has two of the most personally meaningful conversations throughout the project in 

Tubingen. The first was with Michael, a teacher in the German class, as he prepared the senior 

pupils for their Abitur. He articulated the sense of pressure he experienced to prepare the pupils 

to succeed in their exams but also held a deeply held commitment to instil a love of literature 

in all the pupils for life. As a former English teacher, this resonated deeply with me. The tension 

between love of subject and accountability at examination phase is surely felt by all teachers 

across Europe. 

Secondly was the opportunity to meet one student in the Vocational School learning English 

in the refugee class. He struggled through the class with its challenging worksheet but was 

desperate to share his story in English in the few moments allowed as we left the class. He was 

originally from Afghanistan but had left his parents in Saudi Arabia to travel on to Germany 

on his own. Meeting him even briefly made me even more determined to have future projects 

that facilitated the voice of this boy and others like him to be heard. 

I was anxious when told we would be attending a clinic for young people with autism. This 

seemed a medicalised model of disability to me in contrast to Scotland’s aspiration to a social 

model of disability. What I discovered however were a deeply committed staff who had 

developed the TuTass system of support learning for young people with autism. I hope to 

return. 

The Learning Events: what I learnt 

 

It is challenging to articulate all that I have learnt through the learning events. My narrative 

research project, will endeavour to examine why the participants found them so worthwhile in 

comparison with other professional learning opportunities. Initial findings seem to indicate that 

those educators who volunteered for the learning events are willing to take risks and cross 

boundaries. I wonder if this is reflected in the learning opportunities they construct for their 

students. 
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Four particular commonalities stand out for me. Firstly, the commitment of 

educators and teachers in all the countries we visited to their subject and to their 

students. Secondly, as Donald McIntyre of Cambridge Faculty of Education always stated, the 

solutions to the problems of education can be found in the knowledge and skills of the teachers. 

Our job as researchers is to help them articulate their good practice. As I visited schools and 

colleges in each of the cities, I was struck by the immense theoretical and practical knowledge 

carried by our teaching profession. 

Thirdly, one of the common challenges across the four countries which could be turned into a 

strength are the refugees. Not only have these young people have much to offer our society if 

we can facilitate their authentic participation in education but getting it right for them, may 

give us insight into how other marginalised groups might be included more effectively in 

schools and wider society. 

Finally I learnt that to understand your own situation better, it is beneficial to study another 

country, culture, language and educational system. We all need to cross boundaries to 

understand ourselves better. 

 


