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The study presented in the article focused on school-based development in lower
secondary schools in Norway. School-based development represents a new practice
not only for school leaders and teachers but also for teacher educators, who should
assist schools in their development processes. The study was conducted within the
framework of cultural historical activity theory (CHAT). The aim of the professional
development project was twofold: to develop teaching practice in schools and also
to evolve the teaching in the participating teacher education institutions. The problem
formulation for the article is the following: How does teacher educators’ collaboration
with schools contribute to learning in their own institutions? The purpose of the
study was to find out how the teacher education institutions’ participation influenced
the activity within the institutions and what factors could impede or support teacher
educators’ actions and learning, and even expansive learning. Expansive learning
means that a new collective practice or activity is developed in the institution. To
answer the research question, a collective case study was conducted to understand
the premises and promises for expansive learning in teacher education. The study
found “Organizing of the work at the institutions,” “Teacher educators’ experiences
and learning,” “Teacher educators as researchers,” and “Leadership and change” to
be central categories that can describe teacher educators’ work and its premises and
promises. The study concludes that leadership at the institutions is the main factor that
can impede or enhance expansive learning and thus institutional development, and that
an interplay between content, culture, and structure is necessary for expansive learning
in teacher education.

Keywords: cultural historical activity theory, teacher educators’ learning, school-based development,
organizational learning, expansive learning, teachers’ professional development, leaders’ role

INTRODUCTION

In a national project conducted over the period 2013–2017, the central Norwegian education
authority wanted to improve the quality of teaching in lower secondary schools by focusing
on school-based development. The Norwegian authorities provide a definition for school-
based development:

School-based development means that the school, including school leaders and the entire staff,
undergoes a workplace-development process. The aim is to develop the school’s collective knowledge,
attitudes, and skills when it comes to learning, teaching, and collaboration.

(Directorate of Education, 2012, p. 5, my translation)
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For 4 years, all the 19 teacher education institutions in
Norway took part in supporting the schools as development
partners for three semesters in each school, in 1114 schools
altogether. The authorities said that school leaders should
direct the development processes, with assistance from teacher
educators, but that local education authorities were responsible
for the local projects. The objective was to develop a
teaching practice that was varied, practical, relevant, and
challenging for students (Directorate of Education, 2012) leaving
them with a sense of mastery and a motivation to learn
(Ministry of Education, 2011).

School-based development represents a new practice not
only for school leaders and teachers, but also for teacher
educators, who should assist with the development processes
in schools. The aim of the project was not just to develop
teaching practice in schools, but the intention was also that
the teaching in the participating teacher education institutions
should be developed (Directorate of Education, 2012). The
teacher educators taking part in the project could meet other
teacher educators twice a year to share experiences and to
plan their future activity in collaboration with the schools
(Normann and Postholm, 2018). The article focuses on how
the teacher educators’ actions, which supported the schools,
were handled in their institutions and on the outcomes,
both at the individual and organizational level. The research
problem is formulated as the following question: How does
teacher educators’ collaboration with schools contribute to
expansive learning in their own institutions? Expansive learning
is “to learn something that is not yet there” (Engeström
and Sannino, 2010, p. 2) and thus, to creatively develop
something collectively new in an organization. The purpose
of the study was to understand how the teacher education
institutions’ participation influenced the collective activity
within the institutions and what factors can impede or
support teacher educators’ actions and learning. The study
was conducted within the framework of cultural historical
activity theory (CHAT).

First, I will present CHAT and the related research connected
to the study. Next, I will describe how the research was conducted
to answer the research question, before I present the findings. The
findings will be analyzed and discussed within the framework of
CHAT and the related research. I will end the article with some
concluding remarks.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND
RELATED RESEARCH

Theoretical Framework
Expansive learning is as already mentioned defined as “to learn
something that is not yet there” (Engeström and Sannino, 2010,
p. 2). According to Virkkunen (2006), transformative agency can
be defined as “breaking away from the given frame of action
and taking the initiative to transform it” (p. 49). Engeström
and Sannino (2016) stated that expansive learning requires
and fosters transformative agency. According to Engeström
(1987), “expansive learning activity is mastery of expansion

from actions to a new activity” (p. 125). Actions are conducted
by individuals through the division of labor to move practice
toward an object for collective and societal activities (Engeström,
1987), for instance, actions conducted by teacher educators in
their institutions.

CHAT is developed on the basis of Lev Vygotsky’s thoughts
and ideas and has several features that correspond to Vygotsky’s
fundamental thoughts. According to Vygotsky (1981),
consciousness is not a product of society; it is produced in the
interactions between individuals and society. Thus, external and
internal activities have a developmental relationship. Vygotsky
(1981) wrote: “It goes without saying that internalization
transforms the process itself and changes its structure and
function” (p. 163). The individual is active in both transforming
and changing the structure of the processes, and the use of
language has a central function in these processes (Vygotsky,
1978, 1981). In CHAT, the externalization process is also
central (Leont’ev, 1981; Engeström, 1999). In human activity,
internalization and externalization continuously operate at
every level. Internalization is related to the reproduction
of the culture in question, and externalization refers to
the processes that create new artifacts or new ways to
use them. Externalization thus enables development and
creative processes (Engeström, 1999) and can be linked to
expansive learning.

In CHAT, the overall aim is to develop practice toward a
collective object, and thus, individual actions and development
are connected to the division of labor when acting on a joint
object. Engeström (1987) p. 174 has expanded on Vygotsky
(1978) individual definition of the concept zone of proximal
development. According to Vygotsky, learning is a process that
starts at the social, external level before it is internalized. At
the individual level, the person’s learning should be supported
in his or her zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978).
Engeström (1987) writes in his collective definition: “It is the
distance between the present everyday actions of the individuals
and the historically new form of the societal activity that can be
collectively generated [. . .]” (p. 174). Leont’ev (1981) pointed out
that “the object is the true motive” (p. 59) for our actions. When
people share a motive for acting on a collective object, the object
will be “invested with meaning and motivating power” (Sannino
et al., 2016, p. 602). In teacher education, teacher educators’
motivation should thus be built into the object to create “initiative
and commitment” (Sannino et al., 2016 p. 81).

Engeström (1987) has developed CHAT in what he has
named three generations. He refers to Vygotsky’s work as the
first generation of CHAT, Leont’ev’s contribution as the second
generation of CHAT, and his own contribution as the third
generation of CHAT. The first generation of CHAT is represented
by Vygotsky (1978) triangle, showing an intermediary step
between the stimulus (S) and the response (R) through an
auxiliary stimulus (X) (see p. 40). A limitation of this first
generation of CHAT is that individuals are the unit of
analysis. This individual perspective was expanded on by the
second generation of CHAT developed by Leont’ev (1981). He
introduced, in his example of a hunt scenario, the division of
labor and thus described collective activity. Each person conducts
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goal-directed actions that together satisfy their needs, as in the
example of hunting directed at the object of obtaining food.
One person is chasing, another is preparing for the ambush,
and another should fire the rifle. Engeström (1987, 2001) has
visualized this second generation of CHAT in the activity system.
The upper triangle in the activity system (see Figure 1 below)
corresponds to Vygotsky’s fundamental triangle, but it is turned
upside down, with the node mediating artifacts at the top.

Engeström (1987, 2001) also developed the third generation
of CHAT. The third generation focuses on collaboration between
two or more activity systems that form networks of interacting
systems. The activity system, which is the basic model of CHAT,
is thus expanded to include a minimum of two systems in the
graphical development of the third generation of CHAT. The
subjects are in their networks acting on an object that is partially
shared between the systems. At the same time, subjects, in each of
their systems, also act on their own objects. The third generation
of CHAT is visualized in the model below.

In CHAT, boundary crossing is an important concept.
Engeström et al. (1995) stated that boundary crossing is
characterized as “horizontal expertise where practitioners must
move across boundaries to seek and give help, to find information
and tools wherever they happen to be available” (p. 332).

FIGURE 1 | The activity system, representing the second generation of CHAT.

The concept of boundary crossing can thus be useful when
focusing on the collaboration between teacher educators, leaders,
and teachers in schools. Collaboration within a “shared meeting
ground” (Engeström and Toiviainen, 2011 p. 35) can lead to the
adoption of ideas from one another and, thus, to developmental
transfer between different arenas (Engeström and Sannino, 2010),
for instance, from school to teacher education and vice versa.
Collaboration between systems can thus lead to learning and
development within systems.

Related Research
Teacher Educators’ Learning
Lampert and Graziani (2009) state that schools collaborating
with universities seem to be places where education might be
connected to the improvement of teaching. However, according
to Labaree (2006), there can be problems when trying to bring
together two institutions, the school and the university, as
they are systems that have different cultures, different reward
structures, different calendars, and different goals. That various
institutions have different objects is visualized in the third
generation of CHAT (Engeström, 1987, 2001) and that people
from the two different systems can act on a partially shared object
at the same time. Loughrang (2014) describes teacher educators’
development as professional growth and states that teacher
educators have more autonomy and control over their work
than teachers have. However, Anthony et al. (2018) observe that
professional growth needs to “embrace more than an incidental
trajectory occasioned by learning on the job” (p. 7). Meijer
et al. (2017) studied teacher educators’ transformative learning,
and they found that the teacher educators’ learning and their
development of a shared vision were enhanced by opportunities
to learn. Transformative learning and deep learning is embraced
in Engeström (2001) concept of expansive learning, and he writes
that it means “qualitative shifts in the functioning of the activity
system as participants react to growing of contradictions within
it, which in turn may lead to a deliberate collective change
effort” (p. 137).

In Norway, since 2017, teachers complete a master’s degree
and are expected to conduct research on their own practices

FIGURE 2 | A network of activity systems, representing the third generation of CHAT.
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and learn from it (Ministry of Education, 2014; Postholm and
Jacobsen, 2018). Teaching and research also described as key
factors in teacher educators’ professional development (Cochran-
Smith and Lytle, 2004; Loughrang, 2014; Lunenberg et al., 2014).
This is, according to Lampert and Graziani (2009), a challenge in
universities, and they suggest that teacher educators should take
advantage of what is known about how teachers learn in schools,
but according to Levin and Greenwood (2011) teacher education
institutions have a long way to go in developing culture; culture
defined by Wolcott (2008) as the different ways groups act and the
convictions they connect to these actions. Ping et al. (2018) found
in their review study that learning through collaborative activity
was important for teacher educators to improve their practices.
Windschitl and Stroupe (2017) state that teacher educators have
the responsibility to learn and take up new roles that are different
from the status quo. Parker et al. (2016) suggest that teacher
educators can draw on models of teacher professional learning,
such as engagement within communities of practice. Below, the
research on teachers’ professional development is presented.

Teachers’ Professional Development
According to several researchers, school leaders play an
important role in creating a positive learning environment
in schools. School leaders can help teachers identify their
own developmental needs, encourage experimentation, provide
resources to support teachers’ learning, and support the
implementation of new learning (Thoonen et al., 2011; Vanblaere
and Devos, 2016). Research findings also show that it is crucial for
teachers to contribute to the content of development processes if
they are to gain ownership of the processes (Knowles et al., 2005)
and emphasize the importance of taking the teachers’ needs into
account (Ermeling and Yarbo, 2016; Olin and Ingerman, 2016;
Tan and Caleon, 2016). Confidence is a word that dates back
to research that focuses on the role of leadership in teachers’
learning processes in schools. This implies a responsibility that
is given to the leaders when it comes to developing a trust
relationship both between themselves and teachers and between
teachers (Liu et al., 2016; Piyaman et al., 2017). One way of
supporting teachers is for leaders to make sure that there is
time, for example, observation and reflection in their schedules
(King, 2016; King and Stevenson, 2017) but time alone does
not lead to development. Research shows that there must be an
interaction between structure and school culture for development
to take place (Forte and Flores, 2014; Postholm, 2016). Elmore
(2000) states that practice is unlikely to develop in a school if the
school, as an organization, and its leaders do not focus on this
development practice. This means that an organizational capacity
must be created for the professional development of teachers
(Feeney, 2016).

Based on a study that encompassed an entire school, the
researchers conclude that a common goal is essential for
developing the practice across a school (Sung et al., 2017).
Research on teachers’ action research (McNiff, 2013) in which
teachers develop research questions based on their own needs,
shows that teachers experience gaining control of their own
learning situations (Goodnough, 2016). Teachers also feel
that they are emotionally rewarded when they collaborate

(Chen, 2017) and that collaboration contributes to greater
satisfaction in teaching (Postholm and Wæge, 2016; Soini et al.,
2016). However, research shows that teachers can find themselves
in “the land of nice” (City et al., 2010) supporting each other
using cumulative talk, rather than exploratory talk that can lead
to competition between ideas (Mercer, 2004).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Data Collection
To answer the research question: How does teacher educators’
collaboration with schools contribute to expansive learning in their
own institutions?, I conducted a collective case study (Stake,
1995; Creswell, 2013). I gathered data by writing field notes
when observing reflection dialogues between teacher educators
at network seminars where teacher educators from the 19
the teacher education institutions in Norway were present.
The country was divided into four regions, and thus teachers
educators in the 19 teacher education institutions met in
four groups, three with five institutions and one with four
institutions. Two network seminars were arranged in each
region each year, and thus the teacher educators from each
region met each other eight times throughout the project
lasting for 4 years (Normann and Postholm, 2018). Furthermore,
reflection notes written by groups of teacher educators at
the end of each seminar are included in the data material.
Focus group interviews (Fontana and Frey, 2000; Kamberelis
and Dimitriadis, 2011) were also conducted in each teacher
educator institution throughout the project. These interviews
were recorded. During the first 3 years in the project focus
group interviews were conducted with five different institutions
each year. At the end of the last year in the project, four
institutions took part in focus group interviews. The participants
in these interviews were teacher educators taking part in the
project collaborating with schools. The number of participants
in these interviews varied from three to ten, depending on
the size of the institution and their opportunity to take part.
The intention of the focus group interviews was to produce
information about the situation at each institution at the time
each focus group interview was conducted, and to get insight
into what participation meant for development and learning
in the project across institution. The observation- and the
reflection notes could also trace learning and development in
each institution over time.

The questions for the focus group interviews, focusing on what
significance the teacher educators’ participation in this project
had for the work in their own institutions, were the following:

• In what way has the project affected your own learning?
• In what way do you feel that the work has contributed to

your own teaching in teacher education?
• What significance did the project have for the organization

of disciplinary and interdisciplinary cooperation in your
institution?

• How important has your participation in this project been
for the development of your own research expertise?
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• How would you describe the leaders’ commitment to the
project at your own institution?

In addition to these questions, the participants were also asked
about how the work was organized at their institutions. At the end
of each gathering of teacher educators during the project, they
were asked, as mentioned, to write reflection notes. In groups,
formed of participants from each institution, they wrote about
their experiences connected to their own learning and to the
work in their own institutions. Furthermore, they were asked to
write about something that had gone well when collaborating
with schools and their thoughts on this, about something that
had been problematic and their reflections related to this,
and about anticipated upcoming challenges and opportunities
regarding the project.

Data Analysis
The focus group interviews constitute the primary data material,
and they were transcribed verbatim. The transcripts were
analyzed using the open coding process, as described in the
constant comparative method of analysis (Strauss and Corbin,
1990, 1998). The categories developed from this analysis were the
following: “Organizing of the work at the institutions,” “Teacher
educators’ experiences and learning,” “Teacher educators as
researchers,” and “Leadership and change.” The developed
categories from the analysis of the focus group interviews also
gave direction to the analysis of the total data material that
supplemented the content of each developed category. The
categories structure the presentation of the findings that are
narratively constructed (Riessman, 2008) within each category.

Ethics and Quality
The study was approved by the Norwegian national research
ethics committee. Before data collection, the study’s participants
signed a consent form, so the study was based on informed
consent. Furthermore, the study kept all the participants
anonymous (NESH, 2016) no one is therefore mentioned by
name. A collective summary of the focus group interviews
conducted was sent to the participating teacher institutions
for member check (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) to ensure
trustworthiness of the study.

The presented experiences are connected to a specific project,
but the findings presented may have transferability and resonance
beyond their context if readers of this article can use them
to think creatively and imaginatively (Geertz, 1973) thereby
using them as a thinking tool (Gudmundsdottir, 2001). This
means that the findings could contribute to the development
of teacher educators’ learning, also connected to other school-
based development projects, and to the development of their own
institutions as a learning organization.

FINDINGS

Organizing the Work at the Institutions
A big puzzle for the institutions was organizing teacher educators
into development groups during the project, both in the context

of academic background and personal fitness. These development
groups should collaborate with schools to develop the teaching
practice toward the objective of the project, that was to develop
a varied, practical, relevant, and challenging teaching practice to
leave the students with a sense of mastery and a motivation to
learn. In general, the teacher educators emphasized that members
of the group should have prior experience from the schools,
should speak “the right language” so that they were understood in
schools, and should be personally suitable for this type of work.

Capacity problems at the institutions created challenges
related to the composition of the development groups.
In addition to teaching on campus, the teacher educators
experienced during the project that parallel work with
several national projects could be too much for the individual
institutions. It was clear, at an early stage, that teacher educators
had organized themselves somewhat differently, and that there
was a lack of continuity in the development groups. This lack of
continuity was experienced as a challenge throughout the project.
The constant changes in teacher educators in the development
groups became a challenge when it came to maintaining,
transferring, and further developing the experiences of the
teacher educators during the project. However, at one institution,
the development group was stable, and the participants at this
institution had also supported schools in pairs, with one teacher
educator in pedagogy and the other in a specific subject.

Teacher Educators’ Experiences and
Learning
The teacher educators’ understanding of what school-based
competence development is had evolved, and the willingness to
work in teams at the institutions had increased. The collaboration
across institutions had also led to a curiosity around and a
motivation to participate in the project. Working closely with
colleagues at their own institutions had made the teacher
educators feel useful, and it had been professionally enriching.
That it was professionally enriching was also connected to
the inexperienced being given the opportunity to work with
experienced teacher educators. This was a strategy at one
of the institutions. The emphasis on collective learning in
multidisciplinary groups seemed to be one of the most
important characteristics of why some groups of teacher
educators had learned. However, there is little evidence that
the content and learning that had taken place in the context
of the work in the schools had spread to teacher educators
not members of the development groups at the institutions,
and individual learning in the institutions had been the
most prominent type.

Teacher educators supported the schools in different ways.
Some of them gave lectures, and others observed teaching,
believing that these observations helped them to understand
how they should meet the needs of the teachers in the whole
school and how they should contribute to the collective practice
at the school. One of the teacher educators said the following
when interpreting the observations of teaching practices as the
starting point when communicating with the all the teachers:
“The teachers then had something to jointly talk about.”
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Some of the teacher educators were excited about the
opportunity that they had to bring experience from their work
in schools into their teaching, as the following statement shows:

Just being there to stick my head inside all those schools, it does
matter to me in terms of learning something more about schools.
So, either consciously or unconsciously, I draw those things into
the teaching somehow in my own institution, I think.

In this way, the project has echoed within their own
institutions, but mainly learning on the individual level, and
the teacher educators experienced a connection between what
happened in the field of practice and the content of the education
program. They also learned that they gained greater credibility in
meeting the needs of their own students on campus.

Others, again, did not use their experience of investing in
teaching as they were neither responsible for basic education nor
had teaching within further education. They nevertheless saw
the transfer value of the experience and thus, of the knowledge
that they had acquired during the project, for other tasks at
their own institution. Some of the teacher educators who were
not directly involved in the education of new teachers were,
however, working on master’s programs in school leadership,
on the principal’s education, on the supervisor’s education, or
in the further education sector. In some cases, master’s students
were also given the opportunity to obtain data from the schools
where their supervisors worked as teacher educators supporting
the schools. This was a practice that depended on which teacher
educators the students had. No institutional practice existed that
allowed master’s students or undergraduate students who were
to write their research and development (R&D) assignments to
participate in school-based competence development in schools,
but teacher educators want a plan for how students should be
involved. There were also some teacher educators who were fully
engaged in the project and therefore did not teach on campus.

During the project, many teacher educators experienced that
they were able to develop collective knowledge, but there were
structures that were lacking in the organization that contributed
to the teams’ experience and knowledge of being part of the
organization. It is clear that many institutions lacked an overview
of the various tasks that were performed and how the experiences
could be developed and utilized. Teacher educators, during the
course of the project, also learned that they lacked competence
in college guidance. They experienced that the teachers did
not challenge each other, but for the most part supported each
other when reflecting on each other’s teaching. The teacher
educators also felt that they did not know enough about how
to express themselves in dialogs with teachers to manage to
support them to develop their practice. The teacher educators
therefore expressed the desire to develop their own professional
competences in this field.

Teacher Educators as Researchers
The teacher educators believed that research should be linked to
development work in the schools, but several teacher educators
stated that they lacked networks or a leader that could drive
research projects. However, several teacher educators also formed
their own research groups during the project and stated that they

perceived the project as a “gift package for teacher education.” A
teacher educator uttered: “The schools as a research field became
easily accessible for us.”

The teacher educators experienced that the project was
important both for research and in terms of having contact
with the field of practice. Although there was a unified desire
to conduct research in the context of the project, it turned out
that it was not so easy for everyone and that such activities
depended on the time each individual could allocate to research
in his or her position. The activity in these research groups
also decreased during the project. At the same time, teacher
educators maintained that it was important to develop their
knowledge about and a better understanding of how practices
and development processes could be researched in R&D work.
“We have to develop our methodological competence,” was an
utterance that was reiterated.

Leadership and Change
Employees at 12 of the 19 institutions experienced the leaders as
being absent or peripheral during the project. “When we work on
external development projects, we also have to work internally
to develop, also when it comes to research, but that requires us
having the leadership with us,” a teacher educator uttered.

At several institutions, the staff found that there was good
leadership support for meetings, with experience sharing between
the teacher educators taking part in the project, but that there
was little support for investment in the professional staff as a
whole and in the education programs. They thought that the
work they did needed to be communicated further and even
to teacher educators who have not cooperated so much with
schools in the past. The teacher educators communicated the
need for staff to share experiences of how they work at their own
institutions. “What do we do to develop as mentors in schools?”
one of them says.

The teacher educators concluded that the lack of leadership
reduced the possibility of there being lasting effects of the project.
The teacher educators wanted leaders that facilitates knowledge
sharing in their institutions. They found that the competences
that they acquire in collaboration with the schools are not
used in the institutions in a systematic manner. However, a
tangible evidence of lasting change is the establishment of a
separate professional group of teacher educators working on the
development in schools in one of the institutions. The leadership
at the institution impelled the organization of this group, and
they had a clear rule: it was the teacher educators working at the
institution that should constitute the group, not teacher educators
working part time and hired from outside their organization.
The idea behind this decision was that the teacher education
institution should learn, and therefore the teacher educators had
to be permanently employed at the institution.

DISCUSSION

The study presented in this article was framed by the following
research question: How does teacher educators’ collaboration with
schools contribute to learning in their own institutions? In the
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following text, I will discuss the findings within the framework
of CHAT and the related research.

First and foremost, it is the teacher educators who have
actively participated in the project that have learned. However,
due to a lack of collaboration they work differently with the
schools, which indicates that they have not developed a common
understanding of how to meet the needs of the schools at
work. Experience sharing and reflection helps individuals to
put into words what they do and thus become aware of their
own actions or practices (Vygotsky, 1978, 1981). According to
Ping et al. (2018), collaborating activity is important for teacher
educators to improve their teaching. It is when individuals as
teacher educators become aware of their own practice that they
can also develop it on the basis of sharing and reflection with
others (Postholm, 2008). There were not formal arenas in place
for the sharing of experience and knowledge development for
all teacher educators who worked on the project, so time for
collaboration was not scheduled at all institutions, as suggested
by King (2016) and King and Stevenson (2017). According to
Anthony et al. (2018), professional growth needs to embrace
more than occasional learning on the job. Despite the lack of
formal arenas for knowledge sharing, some teacher educators,
nevertheless, felt that they experienced profitable collaboration,
both internally and across subjects, at their institutions in
connection with their work in the schools. The project may
therefore, in some cases, have contributed to a more integrated
teacher education, which Nokut (2006) has also pointed out as
an aim to act on for teacher education institutions but this still
applies especially to some of those who have had an active role in
the project. It does not appear that there is a widespread sharing
culture at the institutions that allows all the teacher educators to
develop together.

Levin and Greenwood (2011) point out that teacher education
institutions have a long way to go in developing culture. This
study shows that individuals and groups of individuals at the
institutions have learned. They have learned that collaboration
in teams is useful and professionally enriching. They have,
furthermore, learned about practices in schools and that
observation of teachers teaching can be the starting point
for a dialog between all the teachers in a school, and that
the collaboration between them and schools can enrich their
teaching in their own institutions. The teacher educators have
also learned that teaching including examples from practice
can give them greater credibility in meeting the needs of their
students. Additionally, the teacher educators have learned that
they can develop their methodological competence, and that they
can develop collective knowledge, but not a knowledge being
part of the whole organization. They have, furthermore, learned
about the leaders’ importance when it comes to development in
teacher education.

Except in one teacher education institution learning can
be connected to the individual or group level. In this teacher
education institution, they developed a new form of collective
societal activity (Engeström, 1987). They expanded to a new
activity and thus broke away from the given (Virkkunen, 2006)
and created something new that was not yet there (Engeström
and Sannino, 2010) in the organization. They worked together

and divided the work between them (the division of labor),
conducting actions to reach goals. They were also supported by
their leaders who created good conditions (operations), within
which the individuals conducted goal-directed actions through
their joint activity (Wertsch, 1981). They created something
new in terms of expansive learning processes (Engeström and
Sannino, 2010) and found themselves in an activity system where
the context, made up by the factors of rules, community (also
comprising the leaders), and the division of labor (Engeström,
1987, 2001) supported the object-oriented goal-directed actions.
What the individual teacher educator has learned can be lasting,
while organizational learning and lasting collective learning
are dependent on good leaders, such as the leadership at this
institution. This finding is supported by Elmore (2000) and
Feeney (2016) who found that professional development needs
to have an organizational focus, with leaders leading the way if
practice in the whole organization is to develop.

The teacher educators also wanted to learn more about college
guidance in order to support the teachers in their collaborations.
They learned that the teachers did not communicate in such
a way that they challenged each other when it came to
each other’s teaching (City et al., 2010) and that they used
cumulative talk (Mercer, 2004). Forte and Flores (2014) have
found in their research that teachers lack collaborative skills.
The fact that teacher educators wanted to gain more knowledge
about college guidance can also be a sign that this theme
does not have a prominent place in the education of teacher
students either. In order for student teachers and teachers to
become better at collaboration and guiding each other, demands
are also made on teacher educators to develop their own
competences and to add this theme to the agendas in their
own institutions. The teacher educators also expressed that
they should definitely have collaborated more, even when it
comes to research.

Teacher educators described the project as a “gift package for
teacher education” and linked this to the opportunity to research
development processes that they themselves helped to support.
In connection with the work during the project, several of the
teacher educators wanted, as mentioned, to develop their research
method expertise. When conducting research on developmental
processes in the schools teachers in the teacher education system
can be more systematic in their work when collaborating with
leaders and teachers. According to Cochran-Smith and Lytle
(2004), teacher educators must both research and teach. Teacher
educators’ participation in research is described as a key factor
in their professional development (Loughrang, 2014; Lunenberg
et al., 2014). The material collected and analyzed from the school
can further form the basis for teacher educators’ teaching in their
own institutions. The fact that teacher educators have research
expertise can therefore be of importance to both the schools and
the students in their own institutions. Teacher educators will also
benefit from research expertise when guiding master’s students.

Several studies focusing on the meeting of external resources,
such as teacher educators, and teachers in the schools emphasize
the importance of taking teachers’ needs into account (McNiff,
2013; Ermeling and Yarbo, 2016; Goodnough, 2016; Olin and
Ingerman, 2016; Tan and Caleon, 2016; Sung et al., 2017).
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According to Leont’ev (1981), the overall goal or object of an
activity is “the true motive” (p. 59). Teachers may find the
work motivating if it is based on challenges or opportunities
that they see in their own practice. It will then be “invested
with meaning and power” (Sannino et al., 2016 p. 602). In their
collaborations, teacher educators and teachers and leaders can
develop a shared object, as shown in the third generation of
activity theory (Engeström, 1987, 2001). But, was the shared
object for the collaboration, focusing on developing teaching
practice to be varied, practical, relevant, and challenging for
students leaving them with a sense of mastery and a motivation
to learn, also the object for the teacher educators in their own
activity system? Should their effort be directed only to support
development in schools when the aim of the project also was to
develop practice in teacher education?

The constructivist view represented by the co-construction
(Elden and Levin, 1993) of knowledge can occur, for example,
by joint observation and reflection related to teaching. Co-
construction involves learning for all parties, both for teacher
educators and for leaders and teachers in the schools. A one-
way lecture planned and given by teacher educators, as some
teacher educators in this project did, does not necessarily
facilitate this. However, collaboration framed by dialogs between
teacher educators and practitioners can lay the foundation for
development transfer (Engeström and Sannino, 2010), from
school to teacher education and vice versa. Some teacher
educators in the project observed the teachers’ teaching and used
this observation as a starting point for dialogs. Teacher educators
and teachers and leaders can cross each other’s boundaries
(Engeström et al., 1995) and learn from each other, but according
to Labaree (2006), this can create problems when bringing
together different activity systems.

Learning for all parties also means that teacher educators need
to develop an object or an overall goal that is known for each
of them if they are to be able to move their practices toward
the object of their activities in their own systems. However,
a collective object requires that teacher educators construct
the object together, and also collaborate to be able to move
their practices toward it. According to Meijer et al. (2017),
teacher educators’ learning and their development of a shared
vision, or a shared object, can be enhanced by opportunities
to learn. However, the study shows that collaboration between
teacher educators has a potential in their institutions. If teachers
educators conduct research with a joint research focus this joint
focus can help teacher educators to be more coordinated in
their work, but, at the same time they should remember that it
is the practitioners’ needs that should be the starting point for
development and research when collaborating with schools.

Research groups are emphasized as being important for
education at teacher education institutions in order to succeed
in providing research-based education (Ministry of Education,
2009, 2014). In order to be systematic in their development work
in schools, teacher educators need data material to analyze as
a starting point for further development in collaboration with
practitioners. Collaboration with practitioners means, as already
described, that it is also their development needs that should be
the starting point for the work. However, research shows that

teacher educators have a way to go when it comes to working with
practitioners to promote school development and to conduct
research in connection with development. A review study of
all the articles published in the R&D in practice journal in the
period 2007–2017, a total of 92 articles, shows that research
was mainly initiated by researchers and their areas of interest
(Nilssen and Postholm, 2017). If the teaching is to be research-
based, it requires that teacher educators conduct research, but
this, according to Lampert and Graziani (2009) is a challenge
in teacher education. The findings in this study also show that
teacher educators seem to have a way to go when it comes to
linking development and research into a fruitful interaction that
will have an impact on both developmental processes and on what
research-based knowledge can be published and included in the
teacher education curriculum.

The teacher educators feel that they need the support of the
leaders of their own institutions if they are to succeed in their
development work in the schools and, at the same time, conduct
research. The school leaders’ role is highly documented in terms
of development work in schools. Research have found that leaders
are paying attention to teachers’ developmental needs, they
encourage experimentation, they provide resources to support
teachers’ learning, they support implementation of new learning
and they develop trust between leaders and teachers and between
teacher (Thoonen et al., 2011; Liu et al., 2016; Vanblaere and
Devos, 2016; Piyaman et al., 2017). Research shows, furthermore,
that teachers feel emotionally rewarded when collaborating
(Chen, 2017) and that collaboration contributes to greater job
satisfaction in their teaching work (Postholm and Wæge, 2016;
Soini et al., 2016). The teacher educators’ work in the schools
has helped some teacher educators to feel safer in their teaching
on campus through allowing them to use practical examples
that enrich the theory, but the teacher educators have the
potential to develop their own competences related to research in
development processes (R&D work) (Postholm, 2016). If teacher
educators manage to emphasize the R in R&D work, working
in schools could also help them make the teaching at their own
institutions more research-based. This requires a leadership with
an overview of competence and capacity so that those who carry
out R&D work in schools also have the opportunity to bring
this work to their teaching. The leaders should also organize the
work in a way that ensures continuity when it comes to teacher
educators participating to enhance the maintenance, transfer, and
further development of the experiences.

The teacher educators also want a plan for how students
should be involved in R&D work in schools. Student participation
in research activities at various levels is emphasized in White
Paper No. 16 (2016–2017), Culture for quality in higher
education (Ministry of Education, 2017b) in terms of raising
the quality of teacher education. The areas affected above are
all discussed in Teacher Education 2025. National strategy for
quality and collaboration in teacher education. In this strategy,
it is pointed out that practice relevance has been a challenge
in teacher education, that teacher education institutions need
high R&D competence, and that students must be involved
in research that should be linked to the field of practice
(Ministry of Education, 2017a, p. 11).
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Some teacher educators have involved both undergraduate
and master’s students in their work in the schools, in connection
with the students writing their R&D assignments and master’s
theses. This is also a practice that appears to be dependent on
the individual teacher educators as there are no institutional
practices in place for this. The study shows that the opportunity
to involve students in work in schools is not well utilized
and formalized in the teacher education institutions. Those
who have taken advantage of this opportunity may have an
advantage over other teacher educators when it comes to
involving students in their own R&D work. They will thus
be better equipped to engage students when writing their
master’s theses, which should be based on issues related to
school practice. From 2017, all student teachers in Norway will
take a master’s degree (BR40; Postholm and Jacobsen, 2018)
and one intention of the master’s thesis is that the student
teachers should gain greater insight into R&D work that can
strengthen knowledge-based professional practice. They can thus
research his or her own practice in order to continuously
develop this. This means that they also need teacher educators
who can provide insights into R&D work. However, teacher
educators feel that they need to develop their methodological
competence when conducting R&D work, which also involves
supporting and challenging teachers in terms of reflections on
their completed teaching.

CONCLUSION

The findings show that the participating teacher educators have
learned, but several factors need to come into play in establishing
premises for expansive learning (Engeström and Sannino, 2010)
in the institutions. The leadership at the institutions is found
to be a central factor that can impede or enhance expansive
learning and thus institutional development. Teacher educators
need to have content competences when supporting schools
in school-based development. Additionally, they also need to
collaborate to develop their competences together and to be

coordinated in their work when collaborating with schools.
Wolcott (2008) defines culture as the different ways groups
act and the convictions they connect to these actions. This
means that the teacher educators together need to find out
what their convictions are and develop a joint understanding
of the work and how it should be conducted. This means
that that there needs to be a structure for teacher educators’
collaboration in their own institutions. There also needs to be
a structure for how their competences should be transferred
to both their colleagues and student teachers. If an interplay
is created between content, culture, and structure, there should
be promises for expansive learning in teacher education. To
make this happen, teacher educators have a responsibility to
develop (Windschitl and Stroupe, 2017) but leaders have the main
responsibility for making expansive learning happen in their
institutions. For teacher educators to be able to learn collectively
in their own organizations, the study shows that expansive
learning processes need to take place in teacher education, thus
forming a new activity.
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