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When, back in the eighties, I applied for further education in the 

performing arts my father made quite a show of his disbelief. How on 

earth could someone who did so well in school choose acting over 

knowledge?! How could you choose fi ddling about in shabby tights 

over earning a respectable degree in academia?! His disbelief was, 

mainly, just for show as he attended every school presentation, every 

performance, following. To fast forward, he would have been quite 

pleased, to know that, after my forays with tights, I fi nally studied for 

a classically academic master’s degree and even a PhD. “And now for 
something completely diff erent!” I can hear him proclaim. 

Yet, over the past fi ve years, I have come to understand that the 

process of theatre and the process of academic investigation are not 

so diff erent, after all. As a theatre maker, you choose your subject: an 

issue that intrigues you, or troubles you, or needs to be addressed. 

Next, you do your research. This may be desk research, or physical 

work in the studio, improvisation sessions, soul-searching. You spend 

long hours not knowing where to go, and you spend long sleepless 

nights fretting over whether you’ve got what it takes. Every now and 

then, you fl eetingly glimpse The Illuminating Light - you try to get hold 

of it. Finally, you’re in a position to put together your information, your 

theatrical “argument”, and you present your performance, your expla-

nation of reality, your story. Because this is how we come to explore 

and understand our world, by investigating and telling stories. 

Preface
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Doing a PhD is nothing diff erent. Intriguing topics, hard research and 

sleepless nights: creating a story that helps us to understand the world. 

This dissertation tells a story of collaboration for inclusive education.  

I hope it inspires other stories that want to be told. 
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CHAPTER 1.  
General introduction
Samuel stares at the page in his workbook. Funny little drawings of people sit on the 

right side. They appear to be somehow related to words on the left side of the page. 

Each word in Dutch is followed by a dotted line. There must be a connection, but 

he cannot get his head around what it might be. Three little figures holding hands 

and smiling happily. “They wouldn’t be smiling happily if they were studying for the 

test of chapter 3, vocabulary”, Samuel thinks. He looks up and tries to get Sacha’s 

attention. After the most recent teacher meeting, Sacha’s desk was moved to the 

other end of the room. The two friends, the teachers said, were too chatty, disturb-

ing their classmates. Samuel doesn’t understand how this placing is supposed to be 

helpful, as now he is forced to shout in order to get Sacha’s attention. Sacha answers 

his call by making faces, while Owen, his closest neighbour, feels his temperature 

rising, his neck and face slowly turning red. Filling in the blanks and memorising 

words is hard enough as it is, without Samuel and Sacha providing additional sensory 

stimuli. When “Miss Kate” looks up from her desk, and looks around her mainstream 

class, she cannot find anything “mainstream” about it. The preparatory vocational 

students, second grade, are busy memorising chapter 3 vocabulary for next week’s 

test. Or, more accurately, that’s what they are supposed to be doing. And some are, 

though. Like Jeremy, whose pace is so slow that Kate fears he will be memorising 

chapter 3 for the next four years. Angel tries to text her (way too eager, way over-

18) boyfriend. Mobile hidden in her lap, forehead on the table – Angel pretends to 

be exhausted. Owen is turning red. Next thing will be Owen throwing a tantrum. In 

the other corner of the room, Kelsey has thrown in the towel, drawing unicorns on 
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her lower arm with her impressive collection of fancy coloured pens. Pink, purple, 

azure-blue. Patiently waiting for Mr Peter to arrive, who will accompany her to her 

weekly social skills group. Mr Peter, who, for the life of him, cannot understand why 

the focus in this class should be on grades and testing and results. He knows Kate is 

with him on this and they can picture how, joining forces, they could work together 

with these kids. However, the head of department claims he’s bound by regulations. 

In his office, HoD Thomas has other things on his mind as Angel’s dad has sent him 

another email, complaining about school policies and threating to send in a “bunch 

of lawyers”. In class, meanwhile, Amin tries to convert groups of letters into sounds. 

He’s having a hard time. Sacha and Samuel are loudly discussing their plans for the 

weekend, which doesn’t help when you’re trying to convert groups of letters into 

sounds. His mum will not send an email. She’s still trying to figure out the Dutch 

school system. Still trying to convert foreign ideas into meaningful concepts. For 

Kate, her short-term “Things to Do” list reads like this: get Owen in some sort of 

time out facility: tell Jeremy to speed up: call Angel’s dad regarding way-over-18 boy-

friend; make a phone call to Amin’s mum (or dad), to discuss his difficulty reading. Or 

maybe put off the latter … (because Kate doesn’t know quite how to approach this 

without getting lost in an awkward feeling of not being able to communicate). 

Then, a chair falls. Owen speeds out of the room, almost knocking Peter over. Sacha 

and Samuel laugh and Kelsey starts screaming. Kate snaps at Samuel, who quickly 

returns his attention to his workbook. Three little figures holding hands and smiling 

happily. Eight little dots. And suddenly it hits him: “Teamwork”! 

One down.

The ideal of inclusive education implies an aspiration that all children, regardless of 

special educational needs or disabilities, receive quality education in their local com-

munities, in ‘schools for all’ (Ainscow, Slee, & Best, 2019). In this dissertation the term 

educational needs is defined as: the variety of support needs for difficulties and chal-

lenges students may encounter in education, such as reading difficulties or behavioural 

problems (Ainscow, 2013). To include all, mainstream educational settings need to be 

adaptive to this variety of educational needs. The general research question for this 

dissertation is how collaboration between teachers, parents and child support work-

ers can contribute to effective student support in mainstream secondary education. 

The underlying assumption is that collaboration between teachers, parents and child 

support workers is beneficial to student support in inclusive education. To substantiate 

this line of reasoning, I first need to establish what we mean by inclusive education and 
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what I mean by student support in secondary education. Second, I need to elaborate 

on how collaboration might help to improve student support. In this general introduc-

tion I will first address the concept of inclusive education and its operationalisations. 

Second, I will address the role of learning environments in effective student support 

and third, I will address the role of collaboration between teachers, parents and child 

support workers in building supportive learning environments for all.

Inclusive education: the medical 
model and the social model

The act of ‘inclusive education’ was established in the Salamanca Statement and 

Framework for Action on Special Needs Education of 1994 and signed by ninety-two 

governments (Unesco, 1994). The general emphasis of the statement is on the inclusion 

of marginalised groups. However, the operationalisation of inclusive education differs 

across countries (Migliarini, Stinson, & D’Alessio, 2019). For instance, in some countries 

the focus is on including marginalised ethnic groups, in others on providing access for 

physically handicapped students. In the Netherlands, the focus is on the inclusion of 

special educational needs students (Gubbels, Coppens, & de Wolf, 2018). 

 Over time, the inclusive education agenda evolved from a focus on the inte-

gration of special needs groups to a model that embraces diversity in the classroom in 

general (Ainscow et al., 2019; Kozleski, 2020). According to this view, each and every 

student has educational needs and the learning environment needs to be adaptive 

to all these needs (Ainscow, 2013). Moreover, an adaptive learning environment will 

develop and improve with each challenge students bring (Kozleski, 2020). In the actual 

classroom, however, teachers struggle to accomplish this ideal of inclusive education 

(Moberg, Muta, Korenaga, Kuorelahti, & Savolainen, 2020; Weiss, Muckenthaler, Heim-

lich, Kuechler, & Kiel, 2019). Teachers are expected to deliver education of high quality 

that includes all students and thus need expertise and skills to address varied educa-

tional needs (Florian & Spratt, 2013). Moreover, teachers need to believe that they are 

capable of assisting students with these needs and that their students are capable of 

growth (Florian & Spratt, 2013). Like Kate, the teacher in the vignette, professionals 

struggle to support the various special needs of a minority of students whilst at the 

same time trying to execute effective classroom management for all students. 

 As a consequence, the ideal of inclusion is often converted into its more prac-

tical form: integration. As a result, special needs students’ receive additional training 
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or support outside the classroom (Nilholm, 2020; Qu, 2020). The assumption that lies 

at the root of integration practice is the distinction between two groups of students: 

typically developing students, who do not need any kind of support outside the main-

stream teaching and education program and special needs students who need addi-

tional cognitive or behavioural support (Terzi, 2005). This reflects the medical model 

of inclusion that perceives special needs students to have a deficit in comparison with 

their more commonly functioning peers (Ainscow, 2013; Nilholm, 2020). The normative 

group of students (i.e., the students experiencing no diagnosed learning or behavioural 

difficulties) receives education as a group in the actual classroom whereas the special 

needs students also receive support in small groups or individually (Qu, 2020). This 

additional support is the responsibility of child support workers, remedial special needs 

teachers and school psychologists (Qu, 2020). 

  Whereas the medical model places the deficit within the student and the sup-

port focusses on solving this deficit, the social model of inclusion instead focusses on 

how the environmental support can be constructed in such a way that the student is 

accommodated. In other words, the social model asks the question: how can the learn-

ing environment be redesigned in such a way that adequate support can be given in 

order for the student to have the opportunity to learn? (Ainscow et al., 2019; Kozleski, 

2020). Ideally, support for educational needs is incorporated in the everyday learn-

ing environment as opposed to being additional and exclusive (Ainscow, 2020; Terzi, 

2005). Qu (2020) argues that the social model of inclusion cannot ignore the need for 

occasional specialist interventions (Qu, 2020). Yet, the focus of this additional support 

is to allow students to function within the regular classroom setting. Furthermore, the 

social model acknowledges that all students may experience support needs to some 

extent (Ainscow, 2013). Therefore, the daily learning environment must provide learn-

ing support for all in order to be inclusive (Ainscow, 2013). In finding ways to overcome 

individual challenges teachers and child support workers further develop a supportive 

learning environment for all (Ainscow, 2013).

Student support and the learning environment

Recent calls to improve student support by focussing on the learning environment 

have led to the development of various support models such as the Response to 

Intervention model and Multi-tiered support systems (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2009; Lane, 

Carter, Jenkins, Dwiggins, & Germer, 2015) The overall characteristic of these models is 
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a cyclic and data-informed approach towards educational needs and student support. 

Schools screen for educational needs, design interventions accordingly and moni-

tor the progress of their students (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2009). Models currently in use in 

educational practice distinguish between different levels (or tiers) of support (Fuchs 

& Fuchs, 2009; Lane et al., 2015). Generally, the first tier consists of regular classroom 

support in the everyday learning environment. A second tier consists of small group 

interventions such as social skills training. These interventions may be the responsi-

bility of school-based child support workers or trained teachers, or both. A third tier 

consists of individual intensive interventions that are usually the responsibility of the 

school’s child support team (Lane et al., 2015) and are organised outside the classroom 

(and sometimes the school). Thus, a three-tiered support system covers the continuum 

from general support for all through to specific support for individual learners. This 

three-tiered system can be said, therefore, to connect the medical model and the social 

model of inclusion as it acknowledges the need for both regular classroom support and 

interventions targeted at specific support needs (Lane et al., 2015; Qu, 2020). 

   The three-tied support system also helps to see that the social model of 

inclusion, which advocates for optimal support in the everyday classroom, might be 

too demanding for teachers. For, arguably, teachers cannot effectively address third tier 

support needs during their lessons (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2009). For instance, a math teacher 

cannot address a student’s severe hyperactivity disorder in her lesson. However, in 

favour of the social model it can be said that teachers can integrate some second-tier 

support in their lessons. For instance, the teacher may allow certain students to take 

short breaks outside the classroom during math lesson. Or, as an example of first tier 

support, the teacher may acknowledge that most students in the lower grades have a 

hard time focussing for a longer stretch of time and incorporate some short energising 

games into her lesson plan, thus providing short breaks for all. A combination of sup-

port options would expand the inclusiveness of this particular math lesson at the level 

of basic skills. 

 The student’s ability to exhibit goal-directed behaviour, used as an example 

in the previous paragraph, is a very basic example of general skills students need in 

order to succeed in secondary education. The collective noun for these general skills is 

executive functions. For this dissertation, executive functions was selected as a prom-

ising focus of interdisciplinary collaboration aimed at the development of supportive 

learning environments. Students need executive functions, such as inhibition, cognitive 

flexibility, working memory, planning skills and emotion regulation to succeed both 

academically and socially (Huizinga, Baeyens, & Burack, 2018). Obviously, a student 
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who cannot remain seated will have a hard time in mainstream secondary education 

where students are expected to sit at their desks in most lessons. Similarly, a student 

having trouble regulating emotions will encounter challenging situations inside and 

outside mainstream secondary classrooms. Executive functions are, therefore, the basic 

and school subject independent skills students need to function in everyday school life 

(Diamond, 2012; Huizinga et al., 2018).

 The concept “learning environment” in schools refers to the physical as-

pects of the school building as well as the nature of learning materials, learning goals, 

relationships between students and staff, aspects of grouping, classroom organisation 

and means of control (Baars et al.; Mäkelä & Helfenstein, 2016; Vandenbroucke, Spilt, 

Verschueren, Piccinin, & Baeyens, 2018). These aspects can be categorised as tools, 

organisation and culture within the learning environment. Examples of tools are books, 

computers but also written rules. Organisation refers to how learning is organised. 

What does the schedule look like, how is support organised? Culture refers to contex-

tual traditions, values and intentions that affect the choices made by staff and man-

agement. Teacher-student interaction, i.e. teachers providing instruction, guidance and 

emotional support is at the core of the learning environment (Hamre et al., 2013).

 Executive functions provide a useful example of how a learning environment 

might be designed to support learning for all. Mastery of executive functions cannot be 

considered a personal characteristic only, as the level of mastery depends on contex-

tual demands that are part of the learning environment (Diamond, 2012). For instance, 

the level of inhibition in a student who has no trouble sitting quietly for half an hour 

is sufficient for secondary education, whereas the same student might struggle during 

lengthy lectures in higher education. The same is true for the further development of 

executive functions. Students who find themselves in messy, stressful, learning environ-

ments may have to invest all the mental energy at their disposal in navigating the envi-

ronment and regulating their emotions (Vandenbroucke et al., 2018). As a consequence, 

these students will not be able to engage in challenging tasks that help them to further 

develop mental skills (Vandenbroucke et al., 2018). The everyday learning environment, 

therefore, can support both the use and development of domain independent basic aca-

demic skills. 
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Interdisciplinary co-work between teachers, 
parents and child support workers

Teachers, parents and school-based child support workers are part of a student’s 

learning environment. Parents assist learning and development at home, attend parent 

conferences, school nights, or engage in intensified interaction with their child’s teach-

er when problems arise (Epstein, 2018). At school, child support teams, if present, can 

assist students when needed, often working in cooperation with parents and teachers. 

 When we return to the three-tier support system, we see that first-tier sup-

port is the realm of teachers. Teachers and parents engage in scheduled meetings for 

all and scheduled parent-teacher conferences (Epstein, 2018). With regard to co-work 

between the teaching team and the school’s child support team, the potential of first 

tier support classroom support in inclusive learning environments, deserves more 

scientific attention (Qu, 2020; Vandenbroucke et al., 2018). Second tier intervention 

consisting of small group interventions can be conducted by co-working teachers and 

child support workers, or alignment with classroom practice, and therefore exchange 

between teachers and child support workers, is advisable (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2009). In 

family-school partnership, parents and teachers discuss what small group interventions 

would be suitable for the student (Epstein, 2018). 

 The higher up in the system, the more interaction between teachers, par-

ents and child support workers is needed (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2009). Third tier individual 

interventions often require the intensified engagement of all partners (Gerdes, Goei, 

Huizinga, & De Ruyter, 2020). Although in secondary education not every subject 

teacher may be involved in support trajectories, the student’s form teacher is, for most 

of the time (Gerdes, Goei, Huizinga, & De Ruyter, 2020a). For example, parents of a stu-

dent who struggles cognitively might assist their child at home through pre-teaching. 

In this case, parents and form teacher discuss workable schedules and subject teachers 

provide learning activities that will help the student prepare for the lesson. 

Cooperation, coordination and collaboration
Proponents of the social model of inclusion promote a more comprehensive approach 

towards the student (Edwards, Daniels, Gallagher, Leadbetter, & Warmington, 2009; 

Qu, 2020). For inclusive practice to develop, co-work between teachers, parents and 

child support workers is needed at all intervention levels. When teachers, parents and 

child support workers exchange and integrate expertise, they create more holistic, 

better adapted support trajectories for the individual students. At the same time, par-
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ticipants in collaboration create knowledge that can inspire the further development of 

the inclusive environment for all (Ainscow et al., 2019; Florian & Spratt, 2013; Qu, 2020).

 Effective co-work between teachers, parents and child support workers is, 

however, not self-evident. Traditionally, teaching staff, and child support workers create 

separate trajectories within their own domain, even when the child support workers 

are school-based (Edwards et al., 2009). This can be defined as cooperation, where 

co-work is limited to the transfer of information (Carlile, 2004; McNamara, 2012). In 

cooperation, teachers and child support workers seldom cross the boundaries of their 

distinct domains, which limits the opportunity for their own learning and alignment 

(Akkerman & Bakker, 2011; Edwards et al., 2009). The next level of co-work is called 

coordination, because here interaction is coordinated. At this level, co-workers engage 

in translation of information as they seek to understand the other domain (Carlile, 

2004; McNamara, 2012). The third level of co-work consists of collaboration, where 

co-workers engage in transformation of knowledge as they seek to merge trajectories 

and integrate knowledge from different domains (Carlile, 2004; McNamara, 2012).

  As for co-work with parents, teachers often find it hard to establish positive 

family-school partnerships (Epstein, 2018; Goodall & Montgomery, 2014). Family-school 

partnership is an important factor for student success. Research shows that fami-

ly-school partnership has positive effects on academic achievement, well-being and 

motivation of students (Blue-Banning, Summers, Frankland, Nelson, & Beegle, 2004; 

Epstein, 2018; Green, Walker, Hoover-Dempsey, & Sandler, 2007; Hornby & Lafaele, 

2011). In terms of objectives, parents and teachers seem to be the perfect match for 

partnership, as they both strive for the well-being of the child (De Ruyter, 2018; Epstein, 

2018). Nevertheless, schools still struggle to promote an effective dialogue between 

teachers and parents around the educational support needs of the student (Goodall, 

2018; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). Especially in secondary education, where the student 

gradually gains autonomy and school becomes the realm of the student, it can be a 

challenge to establish or maintain effective family-school partnership (Hornby & La-

faele, 2011).

  This is even more the case when collaboration involves parents of migrant 

background, where language and cultural differences may hinder smooth interaction 

between teacher and parent (Antony-Newman, 2019). As an effect of migration, the 

population of Western societies has become more diverse over the last decades (Ver-

tovec, 2007) and with that, school populations have become more diverse as well (An-

tony-Newman, 2019; Gogolin, 2011; Lynch & Baker, 2005; Stevens, Crul, Slootman, Clycq, 

& Timmerman, 2019; Weininger & Lareau, 2003). Teachers in secondary schools often 
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lack the tools to effectively engage with migrant-background parents in family-school 

partnership (Antony-Newman, 2019; Goodall, 2018; Kim, 2009). This is a concern, as 

family-school partnership is an important factor for academic success (Epstein, 2018). 

This dissertation

This dissertation aims to contribute to knowledge on how collaboration between 

teachers, parents and child support workers helps to improve student support in inclu-

sive secondary education. The general research question for this dissertation is how 

and to what extent collaboration between teachers, parents and child support workers 

contributes to effective student support. To answer this question, this dissertation will 

address to the following sub questions:

1. Which interrelated aspects shape collaboration?

2. How does co-location of teachers and child support workers promote 

transformation of practice?

3. What are the underlying structures and opportunities for improvement in 

family-school partnership?

4. Which factors affect family-school partnership for migrant background 

parents?

5. How does interdisciplinary collaboration help to support executive 

functions in inclusive learning environments?

The dissertation contributes to current knowledge in the field of interdisciplinary 

collaboration by presenting empirical findings, by including the voice of teachers, child 

support workers, parents and students. Second, throughout the studies, the Frame-

work for Interdisciplinary Collaboration was developed. This analytic framework can 

be used to generate further knowledge on interdisciplinary collaboration in inclusive 

educational settings, in addition to informing the development and enhancement of 

collaborative practice.
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General methodological approach

This dissertation involves a multiple case study. The aim was to understand and 

evaluate the case of interdisciplinary collaboration in the real-world context of three 

schools for secondary education. The first sub-study concerns a theoretical exploration. 

The second, third and fourth sub-studies are qualitative in nature and draw on inter-

view data and focus group interview data. The fifth sub-study uses a mixed methods 

approach, drawing on qualitative focus group data and quantitative data obtained by a 

questionnaire. 

 Descriptive statistics were used to analyse the quantitative data and a 

template analysis (TA) was used to analyse the qualitative data. The key features of TA 

are the use of a priori codes and the refinement and expansion of codes based on the 

empirical data during analysis (King, 2012). The initial template for this research was 

developed in the first study and expanded throughout project. The template analysis 

resulted in the Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration (FIC), the main product of 

this research project. 

 Critical realism is the philosophical stance that underpins the methodological 

choices made in this study. Critical realism assumes a stratified reality, where struc-

tures and mechanisms belong to the domain of the real, the events that might evolve 

from this to the domain of the actual, and finally, observations to the domain of the 

empirical (Danermark, Ekström, & Karlsson, 2019). Translated to research in schools as 

complex social systems, this allows us to look at the empirical, observable aspects of 

the system, examine events people experienced, and consider the role of structures 

and mechanisms such as implicit hierarchical structures or organisational norms that 

trigger certain behaviour. In addition, in the domain of the real, cultural aspects that 

may be at the heart of a mechanism, such as the beliefs, perceptions and values of ac-

tors involved, are taken into account (Qu, 2020; Scott, 2014). The case study approach 

is well-suited for analysing this complex reality of schools and their opportunity for 

change, as it is a contextual and holistic approach that does not seek to isolate phe-

nomena under study (Fetters, Curry, & Creswell, 2013; Nilholm, 2020; Scott, 2014; Yin, 

2014).

 Within the critical realist paradigm, theoretical, qualitative and quantitative 

approaches are acceptable (Danermark et al., 2019). In combining a realist ontology 

with interpretive epistemology, critical realism acknowledges the existence of a real 

world, that can be known through observation and interpretation. Multiple methods 

are used to gain understanding of a phenomenon (Danermark et al., 2019). 
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Qualitative approaches and quantitative approaches use different language to describe 

a social setting (Scott, 2014). Critical realism states that combined, the two approaches 

may provide a more complete explanation of the contextual social processes (Scott, 

2014). For the first four research questions, that are explorative in nature, we chose a 

qualitative approach. For the fifth research question, we used a quantitative approach 

in an attempt to map executive functions support needs. Again, we used the qualita-

tive approach to explore perceived support in the learning environment, and the role of 

collaboration.

 Critical realism dismisses the possibility of clear-cut causality in the complex 

context of education (Danermark et al., 2019; Scott, 2014). The epistemological position 

is marked by a non-deterministic view on causality. Only tentative attempts to theorise 

contextual causality can be made. A priori theory, observation and interpretation are 

used to abduct possible causes. The interplay between rule (theory) and data (observa-

tion) brings out this probabilistic causation (Bergene, 2007; Scott, 2014). Accordingly, 

the template analysis used throughout the study allows for applying pre-existing 

knowledge or theory to the data set alongside codes that are generated from the data 

(Brooks, McCluskey, Turley, & King 2015; King, 2012).

 From a theoretical point of view, the dissertation relies heavily on the 

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT). CHAT offers a framework for understand-

ing learning and transformation (Engeström, 2015). Starting with Vygotsky’s triad 

of subject, object and mediating artefact, CHAT evolved into a theory of expansive 

learning that includes rules, tools, communities of learners, division of labour and the 

interaction between interrelated activity systems (Engeström, 2015). According to both 

critical realism and CHAT, human beings are formed by the sociocultural structures 

they belong to, and at the same time, being agents, human beings can work upon and 

transform these structures (Danermark et al., 2019; Engeström, 2015; Nunez, 2013). 

Both critical realism and CHAT seek to accommodate transformation and improvement 

of practice (Danermark et al., 2019; Nunez, 2013; Scott & Bhaskar, 2015). Although the 

case study approach is congruent with the critical realist stance, it does not necessarily 

adhere to the transformative agenda of both CHAT and critical realism. Yet, the FIC 

as an ultimate result of the analysis of collaboration can be used as a tool to improve 

collaborative practice. I will further address this point in the general conclusion.
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Considerations relating to research quality

With regard to quality, we aimed to follow the procedure as set out in the paper of 

Akkerman, Admiraal, Brekelmans and Oost (2008). The procedure states that the meth-

od of and argumentation for data collection have to meet the criteria of transparency, 

comprehensibility, and acceptability (Akkerman, Admiraal, Brekelmans, & Oost, 2008).

Transparency refers to methods for explicating decisions made during the process. 

Comprehensibility refers to the extent to which decisions are explained. I aimed to 

make my decisions transparent and comprehensible by keeping an audit trail that was 

scrutinised by the supervising team and fellow PhD students. Acceptability refers to 

research where: “the decisions are substantiated by the researcher according to the 

standards, norms and values in the particular field of study” (Akkerman et al, 2006).

 An important issue related to reliability is my position as a researcher-prac-

titioner. Before and during the research project I was employed as a teacher of Drama 

and Dutch language in one of the participating schools. In this role, I was actively 

involved in interdisciplinary collaboration between teachers and child support services. 

I participated in family-school partnerships and I tried to engage with migrant-back-

ground parents. Being an insider in secondary education gave me the advantage of 

being familiar with organisational structures, having easy access to people in partic-

ipating schools, and having access to their frame of reference. Within the qualitative 

paradigm, the researcher can be seen as the primary instrument for data gathering 

and data analysis (Merriam, 2002). The interpretivist approach conceives knowledge 

as being co-constructed in intersubjective interpretation and understanding (Lincoln, 

Lynham, & Guba, 2011). The researcher is an active participant in this process and not a 

detached scientist (Macfarlane, 2010). This resonates with the view of the critical real-

ist stance that there is no such thing as the neutral observation of facts (Danermark et 

al., 2019).

 Of course, being a teacher in secondary education also heightens the need to 

address the position of the researcher in this case, for as a teacher I may more easily 

think I understand what fellow teachers say as we work in similar cultural environ-

ments using similar languages. This risk was reduced by having multiple occasions 

where codes and themes were discussed with members of the research team and crit-

ical friends outside the team. Furthermore, being part of a research community at VU 

Amsterdam and Windesheim University of Applied Sciences gave me ample opportuni-

ty to discuss the choices I made and to explicate tacitly held perceptions and opinions 

regarding collaboration in secondary education. In addition, I was encouraged to 
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critically review my work and the choices I made during ICO graduate school courses, 

especially the course on qualitative research methods.

Context

The studies reported in this dissertation were carried out under the umbrella of a pro-

ject called The Academic Workplace Samen op School (SoS), funded by The Netherlands 

Organisation for Health Research and Development (ZonMw)1. An Academic Work-

place seeks to connect research and (local) practice, and to create and disseminate 

knowledge among their members and beyond. 

 This Academic Workplace consortium (2015-2019) consisted of schools for 

secondary education, schools for primary education, child support services and local 

governments in the Dutch regions Flevoland and IJsselland. The consortium aimed to 

create knowledge on interdisciplinary collaboration for inclusive educational settings, 

addressing two main themes. The first theme concerned effective student support in 

mainstream secondary education through improved co-work between parents, schools 

and child support services, which is also the central theme of this dissertation. The 

second theme concerned local policies and governmental philosophies regarding co-

work between child support and educational institutions, and focussed on administra-

tive policies in co-work. This theme was directly related to the transition of funds and 

responsibilities for child support and inclusive education from central government to 

the local government in 2014. 

 The first theme, effective student support in mainstream secondary educa-

tion, was related to another major policy reform in the same year: the policy on inclu-

sive education. Until the mid-twentieth century, special education in separate schools 

was perceived to be the best option for special needs students, although from the start 

of compulsory education, voices advocated for one school for all (Graas, 2008; Ledoux 

& Waslander, 2020). Since the nineties, this started to change and Dutch educational 

policies have focussed on the integration of special needs students within mainstream 

education (Schuman, 2007). As of 2014, Dutch legislation states that all students 

should attend mainstream schools when possible. Regional partnerships were estab-

lished to govern sharing of resources and to encourage knowledge sharing between 

schools. Collaboration between partners was deemed essential for the development of 

1 This work was supported by The Netherlands Organisation for 
Health Research and Development (grant number 737200011)
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inclusive educations (Gubbels et al., 2018). The question whether recent policy reforms 

help to move the transformation of inclusive practice forward is central to the Academ-

ic Workplace Samen op School. 
 The Academic Workplace aims for a close connection between research and 

practice and, therefore, two PhD students were recruited from participating organ-

isations. The schools that participated are mainstream comprehensive schools for 

secondary education. In addition, social work organisations from the regions Flevoland 

and IJsselland participated as well as local governments. 

 Three secondary schools participated in the Academic Workplace. For study 1, 

2, 3 and 5, the research focussed on the preparatory vocational education departments 

in each school. In the Netherlands, students are tracked into different levels at the 

start of secondary education, based on their performances in primary education. The 

preparatory vocational education tracks prepare for upper vocational education. These 

tracks were selected because, on a national level, these departments have the highest 

rate of special needs students (Koopman, Ledoux, Karssen, Meijden, & Petit, 2015). For 

study 4, we aimed to engage parents from a minority background. Unfortunately, de-

spite the variety of efforts to enthuse parents to participate, the response of minority 

group parents was very low; we therefore made use of key persons and their network 

to recruit participants. As a consequence, not all the participating parents were directly 

linked to participating schools. In our opinion, the contribution and voice of minority 

parents is important, and therefore we think it was justified to recruit participants 

outside the actual cases.

Dissertation overview

This dissertation comprises seven chapters, including the introduction. The content 

of chapters 2 to 6 were written as separate journal articles. Therefore some (but no 

significant) overlap is inevitable. Chapter 2 addresses the question: which interrelated 

aspects shape collaboration? This chapter is written from a theoretical point of view 

and develops an analytic framework for studying interdisciplinary collaboration that 

connects the concept of boundary crossing to dimensions of trust and dimensions 

of group identity formation between schools and child support services. Empirical 

research data from two schools are used to illustrate the use and merit of the proposed 

framework. Chapter 3 addresses the second research question: how does co-location 

of teachers and child support workers promote transformation of practice? We answer 
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this question by applying the framework developed in chapter 2 to the interview data 

that explore the experiences of teachers and child support workers who co-work in 

three schools for secondary education. A template analysis was used to examine col-

laboration in co-location and to further develop the framework with which we began 

our empirical research. Chapter 4 addresses the third research question, concerning 

the underlying structures and opportunities for improvement in family-school part-

nership. In this study, we regarded family-school partnership as boundary crossing in 

collaboration between equal agents. Using the framework for analysing interdiscipli-

nary collaboration, we explored what levels of co-work can be observed in parents’ 

accounts, and what factors affect parents’ agency in family-school partnership. In total, 

24 parents participated in 11 individual semi-structured interviews and 3 focus group 

interviews. Data were analysed using a template analysis. Chapter 5 addresses the 

fourth research question, concerning the factors affecting family-school partnership 

for migrant background parents, by exploring the partnership from the perspective of 

minority group parents. To detect which factors affect family-school partnership for 

migrant-background parents, we used semi-structured interview data to examine the 

relation between agency and equality in migrant-background parents’ collaboration 

with teachers. The participating parents all belong to the minority group of people with 

a Middle Eastern / North African background. Chapter 6 addresses the fifth research 

question: how does interdisciplinary collaboration help to support executive functions 

in inclusive learning environments? Drawing on both qualitative and quantitative data 

from a multiple case study, we examine executive functions support needs and the 

inclusive learning environment from the perspective of mainstream students. We ex-

plicitly mean to address the students’ perspective, as their voice can provide meaning-

ful insights on how to proceed towards an inclusive practice. Furthermore, we explored 

how teachers and child support workers collaboratively shape a supportive learning 

environment. In chapter 7, the findings of the studies are integrated and critically 

discussed. I reflect on the implications of the dissertation for both theory and practice 

and discuss the limitations of this study.
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Analytic framework for 
interdisciplinary collaboration 
in inclusive education2|3 

Abstract. The aim of this article is to develop an analytic framework for studying inter-

disciplinary learning in collaboration between schools and child support services. The 

analytic framework connects the concept of boundary crossing with the social-psycho-

logical processes of trust and identity formation. 

The article is written from a theoretical point of view. Empirical research data from two 

schools are used to illustrate the use and merit of the proposed framework.

The framework proved to be useful for identifying the level of co-work in the two 

schools. In addition, the framework helped to shed light on how the support for trust 

and identity formation by the school management aids interdisciplinary learning. 

The most essential feature of the suggested framework is its use of complex theoretical 

concepts. Examining each concept in detail would ignore the interconnected nature of 

concepts in the framework, as well as the fact that it is not yet known how this inter-

connectedness works. 

2 Acknowledgement of author contributions: JG, SLG, MH and DR designed the study,  
JG drafted the manuscript, all authors contributed to critical revisions of the paper.

3 This chapter has been published as: Gerdes, J., Goei, S. L., Huizinga, M., & De Ruyter, D. 
(2020). Analytic framework for interdisciplinary collaboration in inclusive education. 
Journal of Workplace Learning

CHAPTER 2.  
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Therefore, the framework is based on a generalised use of the concepts. 

The contribution of the framework for practice lies in its potential to shed light on how 

processes in interdisciplinary collaboration can be shaped. The framework can be used 

to inform contextual interventions that seek to optimise collaborative structures. The 

paper contributes to understanding the complex processes that constitute interdisci-

plinary learning in collaboration. 

Introduction

Inclusive education policies in Western Europe and the USA require that schools 

accommodate equal opportunities for learning and development for all students 

(Norwich, 2002; Terzi, 2014), which means that mainstream secondary education has 

to be responsive to a variety of educational needs. Yet, secondary schools are not 

well prepared for this task (Hedegaard-Soerensen et al., 2018; Kozleski et al., 2013; 

Sharma et al., 2012; Waitoller & Kozleski, 2013). A means to close the knowledge gap 

is sought in enhancing collaboration between child support services and schools 

(Waitoller & Kozleski, 2013). Interdisciplinary collaboration is considered to be fertile 

ground for professional learning (Carlile, 2004; Engeström, 2014). Both child support 

workers and teachers possess domain-specific knowledge. It is assumed that in 

crossing the boundaries of their respective disciplines, actors can share, translate, 

and eventually integrate this knowledge (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011; Carlile, 2004; 

Daniels, 2011; Engeström, 2010; Hedegaard-Soerensen et al., 2018). This article 

develops a heuristic model for analysing interdisciplinary learning in collaboration in 

inclusive educational settings. The contribution of the framework lies in its potential 

to arrive at a better understanding of the interrelated aspects in collaboration, and 

how collaboration processes can be shaped. Examples from a case study are used to 

illustrate the value of the framework. 

 Interdisciplinary collaboration concerns social learning processes and psy-

chological processes (Edwards, 2009). The social learning processes in interdisciplinary 

collaboration are well described by cultural-historical activity theory and the bound-

ary crossing theory. These theories help to understand how knowledge is exchanged 

across boundaries between domains by focussing on structural aspects of the work-

place; the rules, the tools, and the boundary objects, such as protocols or information 

systems (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011; Carlile, 2004; Engeström, 2010). The psychological 
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perspective, concerning intrapersonal aspects, receives less attention in the social 

learning approach (Eteläpelto et al., 2013). Yet, psychological processes at the micro 

level of interdisciplinary collaboration appear to be closely related to learning process-

es (Eteläpelto et al., 2013; Roth, 2004). Especially the formation of trust and a shared 

identity are regarded to be the proverbial lubricant in learning across boundaries 

(Beech & Huxham, 2013; Bachmann, 2001; Vangen & Huxham, 2003). Explorative re-

search findings on collaboration indicate that trust and perceived identity are, indeed, 

major aspects affecting collaboration. As for trust related issues, respondents mention 

the importance of face-to-face interaction, team building, mutual understanding, and 

informality; with regard to identity related issues, respondents mention the importance 

of shared objectives, and a sense of belonging (Blackman et al., 2016; Chuang & Lucio, 

2011; Distelbrink, Gilsing, Pels, Schöne & Wind, 2014; Hamill & Boyd, 2001; Sloper, 2004). 

 Collaboration is a complex process that is not necessarily accessible to 

observers. Therefore, research that seeks to contribute to the improvement of collabo-

rative practice in inclusive education has to take into account this complexity. To fully 

understand the processes that bring about effective interdisciplinary collaboration, it 

is crucial to understand how trust and identity formation relate to social learning. The 

empirical context, used to illustrate the value of the framework, concerns two main-

stream schools for secondary education in the Netherlands. The schools take part in 

a multiple case study on collaboration between schools and child support services. 

The data used for this article consist of semi-structured interviews with child support 

workers and focus group interviews with teachers. In each school, educational staff in-

teracts with child support workers when students’ needs exceed beyond the capacities 

of the teachers. In each school, proximity of services is pursued: child support workers 

are part of a support team working within the school buildings. However, the observed 

level of boundary crossing between teachers and child support workers differs substan-

tially between the two settings. 

 The first section of this article concerns the central concepts in analysing joint 

work, being the dimensions of co-work, boundary crossing, expansive learning, and 

the various kinds of knowledge crossing boundaries. The second section addresses the 

formation of trust and identity in interdisciplinary collaboration. In the third section, 

levels of boundary crossing, dimensions of trust, and dimensions of transparency are 

related to the joint work continuum as described in the first section and ends with the 

depiction of the framework. In section four, two examples from the case study are used 

to illustrate how the framework can support a more in-depth exploration of collabora-

tion for inclusive educational settings.
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Central concepts of social learning in 
interdisciplinary collaboration

Collaboration continuum
Joint working arrangements come in different shapes and forms. It is therefore crucial 

to define how collaboration is understood in this study. The various manifestations 

of joint work can be placed on a continuum, ranging from loose connections between 

organisations or professionals to integrated forms of co-work (Keast et al., 2007; Mc-

Namara, 2012). 

 The first position on the continuum is cooperation. Cooperation means two or 

more organisations striving for the same objectives, whilst keeping their own trajec-

tories. Connections are rather loose and predominantly formal (McNamara, 2012). 

Communication is for the most part restricted to incidentally informing the partner or-

ganisation of trajectories. For example, a student may receive treatment by an external 

child support worker, who reports back to the school. The communication is not part 

of a protocol. This kind of loosely coupled co-work is the traditional modus operandi for 

schools and child support services in the Netherlands. 

 The next position on the continuum is coordination. Organisations still follow 

their own distinct trajectories, but communications are formally regulated. Connec-

tions are therefore firmer and more durable (McNamara, 2012). As for co-work between 

schools and support services, coordinated co-work can be observed in structural multi-

disciplinary meetings. At these meetings, professionals coming from different domains 

inform each other about trajectories and a certain degree of alignment can be reached. 

For instance, the student’s child support worker shares information about a family 

intervention trajectory and the school keeps the partner informed about a learning 

Cooperation
Loose connections, limited interaction

Levels of co-work
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support trajectory. As sharing of information is regulated, it is possible for actors to 

align interventions. In the example, the school-based student support trajectory may 

overlap the child support trajectory at some point, and the agencies negotiate task 

division. 

 The last position on the continuum is collaboration, the most integrated form 

of co-work (Thomson & Perry, 2006). Professionals from different domains seek to syn-

thesise trajectories and expertise, moving beyond the boundaries of their own distinct 

domain. For example, the child support professional and the child’s school coach may 

go beyond mere task division and jointly design an integrated trajectory. As partners 

become more interdependent, connections tend to be much stronger. Interaction in 

collaboration is characterised by higher degrees of informality and intensity (Keast et 

al., 2007). 

Coordination
Coordinated interaction and alignment

Collaboration
Intensified interaction
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Boundary crossing 
Just like physical borders between sovereign states, boundaries between domains en-

gender a discontinuity of action or interaction. The boundaries between neighbouring 

practices can be defined as the border between what is familiar and what is unfamiliar 

(Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). In crossing a boundary, participants aim to reduce the 

discontinuity arising from differences (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). Scholars identify the 

boundaries as the locus of expansive learning opportunities (Carlile, 2004; Engeström, 

2014; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Wenger, 1998). Within their own bounded units, par-

ticipants develop common meanings and common knowledge (Carlile, 2004, Edwards, 

2012; Wenger, 1998). The dynamics of sense making within a bounded unit are inward 

looking. Knowledge is, therefore, more likely to be reproduced than to be altered and 

expanded (Wenger, 1998). In contrast, change and innovation occur when interdepend-

ent practitioners interact across the boundaries of their distinct disciplines (Daniels, 

2011; Engeström & Sannino, 2012) as actors can no longer stick to the common knowl-

edge held in their own practice. Participants have to negotiate common ground that 

makes sense to all concerned. By combining different perspectives and expertise in a 

creative manner, collaborators are able develop novel ways to solve complex problems 

and present-day challenges (Engeström, 2010; Paavola et al., 2004). 

 In the process, different levels of knowledge boundary need to be crossed. 

Carlile (2004) suggests three levels of knowledge sharing across boundaries that 

should be considered when actors strive for collaboration. The first level consists of 

knowledge transfer and is referred to as crossing the syntactic boundary. At the syn-

tactic level, tools such as lexicons and protocols allow knowledge to travel across the 

boundaries of practice. The second level of boundary crossing consists of knowledge 

translation and is referred to as overcoming the semantic boundary. At this level, inter-

pretations and perceptions are to be aligned and meaning needs to be negotiated. The 

third level of boundary crossing consists of knowledge transformation and is referred 

to as passing the political boundary. At this level, objectives, interests and issues of 

power need to be understood and synthesised. At the political level, knowledge can 

be transformed as participants combine and hybridise objectives, interests and beliefs 

(Carlile, 2004; Edwards, 2012). 
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Identity and trust formation in 
interdisciplinary collaboration

Identity formation across bounded units
Interdisciplinary boundary crossing implies the existence of separate domains or 

bounded units. The boundaries are defined by the actual practice within the domains, 

the shared repertoire of actors and their shared understanding of meaning and mo-

tives (Engeström, 2000; Wenger, 1998). By participating in the community, members 

informally learn about practice, meaning and identity (Wenger, 1998). This is one of the 

reasons why for outsiders the full complexity of these understandings is inaccessible 

(Wenger, 1998).

 In-group identity is established by signifying similar understandings between 

members (Ybema et al., 2009). Identity assigned to members of out-groups is equally 

significant in collaboration (Ellis & Ybema, 2010). The identity of the out-group is con-

structed in the same way as in-group identity; actions of the out-group are observed, 

interpreted and evaluated. The identity assigned to out-groups differs in two ways from 

in-group identity. First, as positive self-evaluation is essential to the individual, the in-

group is perceived as more valuable than out-groups (Ybema et al., 2009). Second, as 

the out-group is observed from the outside, understandings of meaning lack the depth 

of in-group understandings and are prone to bias or prejudice. 

 It can be expected that assigned negative identities of out-group members 

hinder interdisciplinary collaboration. Negative out-group identity would be an obsta-

cle when identity is conceived as being stable and unchangeable. Yet, the construction-

ist approach of identity theory conceives identity as more flexible and shaped by con-

textual factors (Koster et al., 2018; Howard, 2000). Identity is affected by interactions 

between organisations and individuals within organisations (Koster et al., 2018; Beech 

& Huxham, 2003). Especially at the micro level, group identity is fluid and may change 

as a consequence of intensified contact (Koster et al., 2018; Beech & Huxham, 2003). In 

interaction, members of in- and out-groups develop a sense of shared practice, result-

ing in a new in-group identity at the frontiers of distinct domains (Beech & Huxham, 

2003; Ellis & Ybema, 2010). 
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Trust in collaboration
Trust is a vital factor in collaboration, as collaboration means entering territories 

where common knowledge from the own domain is no longer sufficient (Rousseau et 

al., 1998). It also means allowing partners to peek behind the scenes, allowing them to 

enter our backstage areas where we can no longer apply our strategies for keeping up 

appearances (Brattström & Bachmann, 2018; Ellis & Ybema, 2010; Vangen & Huxham, 

2003). Trust can be defined in varied ways. In the literature on co-work, trust is seen 

as an approach, a strategy that reduces unacceptable complexity by forming positive 

expectations about future actions of other people (Gambetta, 2000). 

Us-them

Alliance

Group identity

We-identity
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These expectations are based on three factors: sanction or reward, social structure, and 

previous experiences (Brattström & Bachmann, 2018; Luhmann, 1979). Mechanisms that 

assure sanction or reward can build trust as the trusting partner expects the trustee to 

avoid sanction or seek reward (Brattström & Bachmann, 2018). Artefacts, like contracts, 

are based on this principle. Trust in this sense relates to the expectancy of what the 

partner in collaboration will do; his or her reliability. In order to be reliable partners, the 

arrangements need to be clear-cut and free of ambiguity. This mechanism, therefore, 

functions best in fairly uncomplicated contexts that leave little room for divergent 

interpretations (Luhmann, 1979). The factor of social structures refers to culturally 

understood structures of hierarchy and authority. Positive expectancy is based on the 

social position of the partner, his level of education, his being experienced or not and 

the socially understood evaluation of the profession. Trust here relates to the expec-

tancy of competence, i.e. what the partner in collaboration is able to do, and is best 

defined by the term confidence. The factor of previous experiences refers to positive 

expectations based on interaction with the trustee. The trustor bases his trust on 

previous dealings with an individual or social group; the interpretation and evaluation 

of observed action. This kind of trust is fundamentally different from reliability and 

confidence as it involves interests. The trustor acts upon the belief that the trustee will 

not actively harm his or her interests (Bachmann, 2001; Luhmann, 1979). Trust in this 

case relates to the expectancy of what the trustee won’t do and is best defined by the 

term trustworthiness (Gambetta, 2000). 

Analytic framework for 
interdisciplinary collaboration

Identity, trust, and boundary crossing in relation 
to the collaboration continuum 
So far, it has been laid out that co-work can range from cooperation to collaboration 

(Keast et al., 2007; McNamara, 2012). The level of boundary crossing can range from 

rather instrumental knowledge transfer at the syntactic boundary, to translation of 

meaning at the semantic boundary, and to the knowledge transformation at the polit-

ical boundary (Carlile, 2004). Identity can range from a distinct us – them identity, to 

a sense of belonging and group membership (Ybema et al., 2009). Trust ranges from 

reliability, to trust based on competence, and to trustworthiness (Luhmann, 1979). In 

this section, dimensions of co-work are linked to dimensions of identity and trust.
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 In cooperation, interactions are incidental and formal. The partner in coop-

eration is perceived to be the outgroup. Boundary crossing mainly takes place at the 

syntactical level. As for trust, the partner just needs to be reliable: keeping one’s word 

and being punctual. 

 The second position on the collaboration continuum is coordination. In coor-

dination, trajectories are more tightly aligned. Partners are perceived to be allies; out 

group members willing to join forces and work towards the same objective. Alignment 

implies that trajectories are negotiated and the methods used within a certain domain 

are explained. This means that boundary crossing takes place at the semantic level. 

Whereas in cooperation the partner in joint work has to be punctual, at the coordinat-

ed stage the professional has to live up to the expectations attached to professional 

standards; perceived competence. 

 The last position on the collaboration continuum is collaboration itself. In col-

laboration, the boundaries are much more blurred, as objectives become intertwined in 

boundary crossing. The in- and out-group merge into a temporary new in-group. Con-

nections are strong and interaction is informal. Boundary crossing involves the political 

level; by integrating objectives partners become interdependent. Partners have to be 

trustworthy; not inclined to threaten each other’s interests.

The framework
Figure 1 depicts dimensions of joint work in relation to dimensions of knowledge 

sharing, dimensions of trust, the collaborative identity continuum, and the formality 

of interaction continuum. The graphic representation of real-world complexity is a 

model and therefore represents reality in an abstract and generalised way. For exam-

ple, as dimensions of trust and dimensions of knowledge sharing cannot be placed on a 

continuum, the framework seems to suggest that in a cooperative stage only reliability 

and acts of knowledge transfer occur. Such a clear-cut connection is unlikely to be 

found in real world contexts. For joint work, however, to qualify as collaboration, there 

have to be elements of knowledge transformation, trustworthiness and higher degrees 

of informality and sense of shared group membership. At the same time, collaboration 

builds on aspects belonging to the level of coordination and cooperation. For example, 

trustworthiness is added, and will not replace the importance of being a reliable part-

ner. The higher levels, therefore, incorporate the lower level elements. 
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Case Study

The empirical context, used to illustrate the use and merit of the framework, concerns 

two mainstream schools for secondary education in the Netherlands. In these schools, 

child support workers are part of a support team that is located at the school. This sup-

port team interacts with the teaching staff when students’ needs exceeds beyond the 

capacities of the teachers. The school management supervises day-to-day operation of 

the support team. The data consist of individual interviews with support team mem-

bers and focus group interviews with teachers. The focus of analysis was the perceived 

quality of co-work between the support team and teaching staff. Furthermore, the 

perception of management support for collaboration was taken into account. 

School A: collaboration between support team and teaching staff 
 At school A, the support team consists of two external child support work-

ers, a school psychologist, a school coach, a coach for students with autistic spectrum 

disorder and a care coordinator. The level of actual interaction between support team 

and teaching staff is low. A coordinator acts as a go-between and handles the commu-

nication between teaching staff and support team. Most of the interaction involves 

formal interaction through email and pupil tracking systems. In the following excerpt, a 

teacher explains what happens when a student is referred to the support team. 

Figure 1 
Analytic Framework for Analysing Collaboration
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You hardly get any feedback. (…) We receive a notice, they are working on it, 
but after that, you hear nothing at all. We came together just once and after-
wards, we did not receive any information on what’s happening. What’s wrong 
with the child?” (Teacher)

As the interaction is predominantly formal and processed through information systems 

like email and electronic tracking systems, the level of knowledge exchanged is restrict-

ed to transfer, and can be labelled as cooperation. The identity expressed by teachers 

and support team members is an ‘us–them’ identity. There is some sense of working 

for the same organisation and for the same cause, but still, the distance between the 

branches remains substantial. In the following excerpt, a member of the support team 

expresses the difficulties of teaming up with the teaching staff. 

…it continues to be an issue. How can we move closer? How do we establish a 
sense of…we’re together in this? Instead of: we do our part, and you do yours?” 
(School coach)

In general, both teachers and support team members mention the need for stronger 

connections. Yet, in reality, the identity can be labelled as an us-them identity. 

 As for trust, both teachers and members of the support team refer to issues 

of trust at the competence level. Teachers indicate that, although the support team 

members are believed to be competent, they do not offer the help that is called for. In 

the following excerpt, a teacher expresses this notion. 

I am sure they know what they are doing, being trained professionals and all. 
And I know that they cannot fix a child. They cannot turn the kid into a perfect 
little angel. Only, sometimes you do feel a bit disappointed when you do not 
receive the help you were hoping for.” (Teacher)

The teacher suspects the support team members are competent in what they are 

doing. Only, he does not seem to have experienced it. In general, teachers indicate 

that they are in need for help when trying to support special need students, but that 

they cannot rely on the support team to back them up. Support team members, on the 

other hand, indicate that they perceive differences in the competence of teachers and 

their willingness to cooperate. The utterances indicate a lack of trust at the level of 

reliability and at the level of competence.
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School A: perceived management style
  The essence of the perceived management style at school A is strictly hierar-

chical and top down. The school management has total control over the procedures, 

barely creating space for professional autonomy. The expertise of the team is not 

consulted in policy design; members are only asked for feedback on a finished product. 

Such transfer of knowledge and information without translation belongs clearly to the 

level of cooperation. As for identity, an us–them identity is expressed by members of 

the support team. They do not feel supported by the management and experience no 

connection between their daily work and school policies. In the following excerpt, a 

school coach describes the lack of attention.

My team really appreciates what I am doing. But it is never acknowledged by 
the management. It is never rewarded.” (School coach)

 As for trust, the support team members do not feel trusted to do their work 

properly. The support team members have limited professional autonomy and do not 

have a say when it comes to policies that concern their own work. Repeatedly, they 

report feeling neglected. 

…If only they came by to just have a look at what we are doing. It’s not like 
we’re having coffee all day long. We are actually accomplishing things.” (Child 
support worker)

The child support worker appears to be referring to a perceived lack of trust at the 

level of reliability. This can be labelled as deficit cooperation. The overall picture shows 

that although teaching staff, support team members, and management are working 

for the same cause and even in the same building, an invisible wall divides the distinct 

professional groups. 

School B: collaboration between support team and teaching staff
At school B, the support team consists of three school coaches, five child support work-

ers, a school psychologist, and a coordinator. The level of interaction between support 

team and teaching staff is high. In the following excerpt, a teacher explains how she 

develops new practices in collaboration with support team members. A support team 

member explains how learning works both ways. 
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Occasionally, we have, we do have special students. And then, you just try 
things. When they have a school coach, we work on it together. Say, how are 
things going? Have you tried this or that? A bit like that.” (Teacher)

For a teacher, it is quite helpful to build a positive relationship with the 
student. Because without a relationship, it’s hard work. So, yes, how do you 
achieve that? They can learn that from me. And I can learn something from 
them. Like, wait a minute, you are working in a school organisation and this is 
what we expect from you.” (External child support worker)

Both utterances concern expansive learning in interdependency. This can be labelled as 

collaboration. 

The identity expressed is ambivalent. In the following excerpt, a teacher acknowledges 

the existence of two distinct professional groups, working together in unity. 

We just know each other very well. We look out for each other. We, the teach-
ers, do our best to understand what the support team means. You can feel it 
somehow. We are fully committed, and they are fully committed.” (Teacher)

This utterance reveals a double identity. An alliance between different professional 

groups, embedded in a definite sense of team-membership. The alliance can be labelled 

as coordination, whilst the sense of team membership can be labelled as collaboration. 

As for trust, trustworthiness is the main quality being mentioned. In the following 

excerpt, a teacher expresses his praise for the support provided. 

People look after each other, not just after the students. And the support you 
receive with contacting the parents or external agencies. That support is very 
good. Accurate. You do not have to do it on your own. So, yes, my experience 
has been very positive.” (Teacher)

The utterance shows that the teacher expects to be helped and does not shy away from 

receiving help. The support team members are perceived to be trustworthy partners. 

This can be labelled as collaboration. 

School B: perceived management style
At school B, the management style is perceived to be supportive and egalitarian. 
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 Coordinators and team leaders are treated as a source for help and advice. Support 

team members engage in the act of translating as they explain their practice to the 

management team. This can be labelled as coordination. The identity expressed is, 

again, ambivalent. 

I really admire the way the school management and staff manage to create a 
safe environment. It feels good to be part of it.” (Support team member)

In the utterance, the support team member defines herself as a supportive outsider, 

an ally. This can be labelled as coordination. In the second part, she defines herself as a 

member of the in-group. This can be labelled as collaboration. As for trust, the man-

agement team appears to encourage and foster autonomy and collaboration at lower 

levels. The competence of the staff to make their own decisions is trusted. This can 

be labelled as coordination. The overall picture shows that the professional groups at 

school B were able to tear down the walls between their disciplines. 

Comparing school A and school B
In conclusion, the main quality of boundary crossing in school A is transfer, and the 

overall quality of boundary crossing in school B is translation and transformation. As 

for trust and identity, staff members in school A display trust mainly at the level of 

reliability and competence. Members of other professional groups are defined as out 

group members, a distinct us –them identity. The level of co-work at school A can, 

therefore, be defined as a weak form of cooperation. Staff members in school B refer to 

trust at the level of competence and trustworthiness. Members of other professional 

groups are perceived to be in-group members. 

  The case of school B shows that trust and identity can grease the wheels of 

knowledge transformation. Participants trust each other and experience a sense of 

kinship, which provides them with a save environment for seeking advice, offering 

help and trying out new things. Furthermore, the case shows that trust and identity 

formation can be actively fostered or hindered by organisational features. In school A, 

a highly regulated system hinders trust and identity formation among staff members 

from different domains. In school B, the competence of staff is trusted by the manage-

ment, resulting in considerable professional autonomy and sufficient room for informal 

contact. 
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Discussion

In interdisciplinary collaboration, professionals learn as they transfer, translate and 

transform knowledge across the borders of domains (Carlile, 2004; Engeström, 2014). 

The analytic framework suggested in this article served as a heuristic model for getting 

a firmer grip on the complex processes of interdisciplinary learning in collaboration. As 

demonstrated, the framework helped to identify the level of co-work and the related 

levels of boundary crossing and learning in the two schools. In addition, the framework 

helped to unearth aspects in collaboration that can be influenced by participants and 

management. The school B case shows that trust and identity, serving as a catalyst for 

higher levels of boundary crossing, can be fostered by providing room for interaction, 

and by creating a trusting environment that accommodates learning. 

 The most essential feature of the suggested framework is its use of complex 

theoretical concepts. Bringing together concepts like boundary crossing, trust, formali-

ty, and identity in an analytic framework is bound to produce a generalised use of each 

concept. However, in order to study complex settings, one has to acknowledge and ap-

preciate all these concepts within the context. Examining one concept in detail would 

ignore the interconnected nature of concepts in the framework, as well as the fact that 

it is not yet known how this interconnectedness works. For example, identity and trust 

formation in school B facilitate knowledge transformation. The analysis showed that 

the formation of identity and trust, in turn, is enabled by a trusting management team. 

 To improve our understanding of interdisciplinary collaboration, it is impor-

tant to foster a close interaction between theory and practice (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 

2009). Using the framework as an analytic tool helps to unearth latent relations in the 

data that add to an improved theoretical understanding of interdisciplinary learning 

in collaboration. Ignoring the contextual interconnected nature of concepts would be 

seriously limiting to the empirical data-theory relationship and the iterative process of 

theory development (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011). 

 The suggested framework can be used to improve practice and to further 

theoretical insights. From the perspective of practice, the value of the framework lies 

in its potential to inform contextual interventions. The framework can be used to iden-

tify the quality of co-work and interdisciplinary learning in a context. Furthermore, as 

the framework enables the analysis of essential elements in the collaborative process, 

it can be used to develop interventions targeted at the optimisation of collaborative 

structures and their learning potential. At the same time, the framework can be used 

to identify explanatory outliers in empirical research that help to arrive at a more 



Chapter 2 • Analytic framework for interdisciplinary collaboration in inclusive education

45

thorough theoretical understanding of interdisciplinary collaboration. For example, the 

data may reveal the importance of proximity dimensions, a concept not yet addressed 

within the framework. These outliers, in turn, can inform the further development and 

the refinement of the model. In doing so, the framework serves as a tool that helps to 

create knowledge across the boundary between theory and practice.
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Creating an optimal environment 
for inclusive education:  
co-location and transformation in 
interdisciplinary collaboration 4|5

Abstract. Collaboration between teachers and child support workers is seen as a 

promising way to effectuate inclusive practice in mainstream education This paper 

aims to explore how co-location of services promotes transformation of practice, and 

to expand an analytic framework for interdisciplinary collaboration. By combining 

these two perspectives, we intend to contribute to both theory and practice. The data 

consist of semi-structured interviews that explore the experiences of teachers and 

child support workers who co-work in three schools for secondary education. A tem-

plate analysis was used to examine collaboration in co-location and to further develop 

the framework with which we began our empirical research. 
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CHAPTER 3.  
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The initial template consisted of dimensions of knowledge sharing in relation to 

dimensions of trust and dimensions of identity. The results showed that proximity can 

be divided in three different types, being spatial proximity, organisational proximity 

and personal proximity. These types of proximity, in turn, can be related to knowledge 

sharing, trust and identity. The contribution of the expanded framework for practice 

lies in its potential to shed light on how processes in interdisciplinary collaboration can 

be shaped.

Introduction

As of August 2014, legislation requires Dutch schools to offer inclusive education. 

Within the Dutch policy framework, inclusive education implies that all students, 

regardless of their educational support needs, receive high quality schooling in 

state maintained mainstream schools within their neighbourhood, as opposed to 

special schools (Gubbels, Coppens, & de Wolf, 2018). Mainstream secondary schools 

struggle to put this ideal into practice, as teachers lack the knowledge and skills 

to effectively address special educational needs (De Vroey, Struyf, & Petry, 2016; 

Norwich, 2008). Collaboration between teachers, who are skilful in the delivery of 

content knowledge in a pedagogical responsible way, and child support workers, 

who are expert professionals on the prosperous development of the student, is seen 

as a promising way to effectuate the transformation from traditional practice of 

separating special needs students in special schools to inclusive general classroom 

support for all students in mainstream schools (De Vroey et al., 2016; Edwards, Dan-

iels, Gallagher, Leadbetter, & Warmington, 2009; Waitoller & Kozleski, 2013). 

 The aim of this paper is twofold. First, we explore how co-location of services 

promotes transformation of practice, drawing on data from a multiple case study in the 

Netherlands. Second, we use the input of practitioners for the expansion of an analytic 

framework (Gerdes, Goei, Huizinga, & De Ruyter, 2020). The framework, in turn, can 

be used to improve academic and practical knowledge about of co-work in schools 

between professionals from different domains. The data consist of semi-structured in-

terviews that explore the experiences of teachers and child support workers, co-work-

ing in three schools for secondary education. A template analysis was used to examine 

collaboration in co-location and to further develop the framework with dimensions of 

proximity in relation to transformation.
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 The transformative potential of interdisciplinary collaboration is widely 

accepted (Edwards et al., 2009; Engeström, 2015; Virkkunen, 2006; Wenger, 1999). In 

collaboration, professionals from distinct disciplines can integrate knowledge and skills 

and co-create novel practices (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). For inclusive educational 

settings, the outcome of this collaboration would be the development of more hybrid 

practices, that are more adaptive to the divers support students need to reach their full 

potential (Edwards et al., 2009; Engeström, 2015; Terzi, 2005).

 Interventions targeted at enhanced collaboration between educational 

staff and child support workers often involve spatial proximity of services through 

co-location. Traditionally, both schools and child support services construct separate 

support trajectories within their own disciplines and within their own offices. In terms 

of inter-organisational collaboration between schools and child support services, the 

obstacles for collaboration are partly due to the historical functions and objectives 

of the institutions (Engeström, 2015). Staff members from the two disciplines have 

great difficulties constructing integrated trajectories that involve multiple systems, 

like home, school and child support services, and cross the institutional boundaries 

(Edwards et al., 2009; Engeström, 2015). Spatial proximity may aid collaboration as it 

facilitates face-to-face interaction and exchange of information (Knoben & Oerlemans, 

2006). The question remains, whether spatial proximity as such provides teachers and 

child support workers with the ability to transform their practice. 

Analytic Framework
Professional learning lies at the root of transformation (Engeström, 2010). In this view, 

learning is seen as the expansion of the learner’s capacity to innovate practice, rather 

than the acquisition of knowledge. Specifically, interdisciplinary collaboration is a fer-

tile ground for expansive learning, as collaborators ideally engage in sharing the knowl-

edge and perspectives that underly practice (Carlile, 2004; Edwards, 2009; Engeström, 

2015). While different lenses, perspectives or paradigms can be used to investigate 

co-work of professionals from different domains, we believe the Cultural Historical 

Activity Theory (CHAT) offers a particularly helpful perspective, because it furthers the 

understanding of human learning and agency across bounded systems with specific 

customs, language, and objectives (Engeström, 2015). Following CHAT, schools and 

child support services can be defined as bounded activity systems, that work towards 

a specific, system related objective. Each activity system has its own community, its 

own rules, its own tools, and its own division of labour. As actors do not cease to be 

member of one community while participating in another, they bring different perspec-
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tives and meanings to each community. This produces a dynamic structure within the 

bounded unit (Wenger, 1999).

 Interdisciplinary collaboration implies that activity systems connect and work 

towards a shared objective. This requires boundary crossing between the professionals 

of both systems. In boundary crossing, expertise, skill, and perceptions travel across 

the borders of two systems (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). Moreover, in interdiscipli-

nary collaboration, perspectives that are grounded in the culture and history of both 

domains travel across the borders (Edwards et al., 2009). The exchange leads to the 

expansion of professional knowledge on both sides.  

 The learning processes in expansive learning appear to be closely related to 

the social- psychological processes of trust formation and identity formation at the 

micro level of interdisciplinary collaboration (Eteläpelto, Vähäsantanen, Hökkä, & 

Paloniemi, 2013). The concept of group identity formation and the concept of inter-

group trust play a major part in building collaborative capacity (Ellis & Ybema, 2010). 

Trust can be defined in varied ways. In this paper, we regards trust as a disposition that 

reduces complexity by forming positive expectations about future actions of other 

people (Gambetta, 2000). These expectations are based on three factors, which will 

be explicated in the next paragraphs: sanction or reward, social structure, and previ-

ous experiences (Brattström & Bachmann, 2018). The proposed framework connects 

dimensions of boundary crossing with dimensions of trust and identity formation in 

interdisciplinary collaboration. 

 The collaboration continuum describes three dimensions of co-work, being 

cooperation, coordination and collaboration (Himmelman, 2001; McNamara, 2012). 

In cooperation, the trajectories within practices remain separate and disconnected 

(Himmelman, 2001; McNamara, 2012). In practice this means that when a student has 

special educational needs, the school offers an educational trajectory and an external 

child support service offers a support trajectory. Practitioners from distinct disciplines 

engage in mere transfer of knowledge; knowledge crosses the boundary between 

disciplines without further explanation or elaboration (Carlile, 2004). This exchange 

occurs unplanned and incidentally. Cooperation is defined by a distinct us-them iden-

tity; professionals in the other domain are perceived to be members of an out-group, 

whereas professionals within the own domain are perceived to be members of the 

in-group (Beech & Huxham, 2003). As for trust, at this level of co-work the emphasis 

is on being a reliable partner; keeping one’s word and being punctual (Luhmann, 1979). 

Mechanisms that assure sanction or reward like contracts can build this dimension of 

trust between partners (Brattström & Bachmann, 2018). 
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 Whereas the exchange of knowledge in cooperation is unplanned and inciden-

tal, in coordination the exchange is regulated (McNamara, 2012). Professionals from 

both disciplines take part in official meetings where students at risk are discussed. 

This regulated interaction opens up opportunities for the alignment of trajectories. 

Alignment of trajectories depends on mutual understandings. Therefore, practition-

ers engage in boundary crossing that involves the translation of knowledge (Carlile, 

2004). Identity gradually shifts to alliance; professionals from the other domain may 

be perceived as allies, working for the same cause (Alvesson & Empson, 2008; Beech 

& Huxham, 2003; Ellis & Ybema, 2010). As for trust, the prerequisite for alignment of 

practice is the positive evaluation of competence. This positive expectancy is based 

on the social position of the partner, his or her level of education, his or her being ex-

perienced or not, and the socially understood evaluation of the profession (Luhmann, 

1979). Trust in competence is needed in order to make the decision to align one’s action 

with an ally. 

 In collaboration, trajectories merge and practitioners seek to synthesise prac-

tices (McNamara, 2012). Boundary crossing consists of knowledge integration, leading 

to knowledge transformation (Carlile, 2004). Participants negotiate meaning across 

the boundaries of their distinct practices, causing the boundaries to blur (Carlile, 2004; 

McNamara, 2012). Working towards shared objectives, professionals from distinct 

disciplines develop a so-called we-identity, perceiving the other as member of the in-

group (Alvesson & Empson, 2008; Beech & Huxham, 2003; Ellis & Ybema, 2010). Trust 

in this situation moves to the more profound and personal level of trustworthiness; as 

objectives become intertwined and the level of interdependency increases, partners 

have to be trusted not to threaten each other’s interests (Luhmann, 1979). The factor of 

previous experiences comes into play as positive expectations are based on previous 

interaction with the trustee or the professional group (Bachmann, 2001). Trust in this 

case relates to the expectancy that the co-workers will help each other reaching their 

goals, and is best defined by the term trustworthiness (Gambetta, 2000). 

 The framework (Fig.1) shows the collaboration continuum, the dimensions of 

knowledge sharing, the professional identity continuum, and the dimensions of trust 

(Gerdes et al., 2020). The continuums are progressive, e.g. one cannot share a we-iden-

tity and an us-them identity at the same time. The dimensions are discrete, e.g. al-

though trustworthiness is perceived to be a more profound dimension of trust, one still 

needs to be reliable and competent. The framework is a model that by its abstract and 

general nature simplifies the complexity and muddiness of the real world. For example, 

as dimensions of trust and dimensions of knowledge sharing cannot be placed on a 
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continuum, the framework seems to suggest that in a cooperative stage only reliability 

and acts of knowledge transfer occur. Such an unambiguous connection is unlikely to 

be found in real world contexts. However, for joint work to qualify as collaboration, 

there have to be elements of knowledge transformation, trustworthiness and higher 

degrees of informality and sense of shared group membership. At the same time, col-

laboration builds on aspects belonging to the level of coordination and cooperation.

 Transformation of practice is most likely to occur in a collaborative setting. 

By combining different perspectives and expertise in a creative manner, collaborators 

develop novel ways to solve complex problems and present-day challenges (Engeström, 

2015). In an exchange between different contexts, new meaning, new perspectives and 

new patterns of activity emerge (Engeström, 2010; Paavola, Lipponen, & Hakkarain-

en, 2004). The capacity to form beneficial relationships at the micro level, coined by 

Edwards as relational agency, is seen a prerequisite for boundary crossing at the level 

of transformation (Edwards, 2007, 2009; Edwards et al., 2017).

 In the Dutch context, organisations seek to enhance co-work by co-location of 

services. In practice, this results in child support workers working in the school build-

ing. The primary focus of this co-location is enhancement of coordinated action. Ar-

guably, it is easier for professionals to have meetings and consultations when working 

within the same building. However, whether or not this is effective in terms of collabo-

ration and transformation is still unclear (Paloniemi & Goller, 2017). The present study 

seeks to shed light on the relation between proximity and transformation in co-located 

settings.  

Figure 1 
Analytic framework for analysing collaboration
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Method

Research context
The data for this study are drawn from a multiple case study concerning collaboration 

between schools and child support services in Dutch mainstream secondary education. 

Three schools for secondary education participated in this study. The schools were part 

of a regional consortium that seeks to develop knowledge on effective student support 

in inclusive education by connecting research and practice. The selection of these par-

ticular schools within the consortium was based on similarities in the school context 

and differences in terms of interdisciplinary collaboration. 

 The schools are all public comprehensive schools for mainstream secondary 

education (age 12 -16). For this study, the departments preparing students for vocation-

al education were selected. On a national level, these departments have the highest 

rate of special needs students (Koopman, Ledoux, Karssen, Meijden, & Petit, 2015).

 Each school has a support team, consisting of a school psychologist, and in-

ternal and external child support workers. At school A, a professional employed by the 

local authorities visits the school once a week and acts as a liaison between the school 

and external child support services at school A. School B and school C recently started 

a partnership with a local agency for child support. Child support staff members have 

the school as their home base for four days a week. 

Data collection
Data were collected by means of individual semi-structured interviews with members 

of the support team and focus group interviews with form teachers. The distinction be-

tween individual interviews and focus group interviews was made because the support 

team members were expected to possess sufficient explicit knowledge on the topic, as 

they perform their job in a setting primarily focused on co-work with education. The 

teachers, on the other hand, primarily focused on teaching, we expected to benefit 

from group discussion to elicit their perceptions. At school A, though, one teacher 

volunteered, resulting in an individual interview. 

 The individual interviews were conducted by the first author. The focus group 

interviews were conducted by the first author and a senior researcher. Standardised 

opening questions were used to explore three broad themes, based on the analytic 

framework. The first section of the interview taps into participants’ personal views on 

the importance of collaboration, personal experiences and factors they consider salient 

to good collaboration. The second section focusses on dimensions of co-work and 



School A Support Team Members

School A Teachers

School B Support Team Members

School B Teachers

School C Support Team Members

School C Teachers

7

1

8

10

1

8

6

Table 1
Number of Support Team Members and Teachers in Interviews and Focus Group Interviews

focus group interviewsinterview

Chapter 3 • Creating an optimal environment for inclusive education: 
co-location and transformation in interdisciplinary collaboration

54

boundary crossing. The third section focusses on professional identity and trust. 

 The individual interview protocol was tested with the aid of three support 

team members of non-participating schools and refined afterwards. In the original 

protocol, participants were asked to describe their actual practice of co-work. The 

question proved to be difficult to answer and to yield one-dimensional responses. In 

order to induce more rich and detailed responses, photo-prompts were added to the 

protocol.

Participants 
In total, 41 participants were interviewed. Table 1 shows the distribution of participants 

over interviews and focus group interviews. 

 

Table 1 
Number of Support Team Members and Teachers in Interviews and Focus Group Interviews

Procedure
Contact persons at the schools provided names and email addresses of all support 

team members. The respondents were invited by email, and all agreed to take part. 

The interviews took place at the schools. The interviews were recorded using an audio 

recorder and transcribed. For the focus group, the contact person made a selection of 

teachers, based on having sufficient experience and being available. The focus group 

interview was videotaped and transcribed. A member check was conducted after tran-

scription. The study and all of its procedures were approved by the ethical commission 

board of the first author’s faculty. 
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Data analysis
After completion of the data collection, the interview data were analysed using Tem-

plate Analysis (TA). The Template Analysis allows for applying pre-existing knowledge 

or theory to the data set alongside codes that are generated form the data (Brooks, 

McCluskey, Turley, & King, 2015; King, 2012). TA allows for the use of both interpretive 

and descriptive codes. The initial categories can be multileveled and interrelated. TA 

is therefore a holistic approach that acknowledges the contextual complexity of the 

phenomenon under investigation (King, 2012), and is therefore useful in case study 

research. 

 Coding was initially done by pen and paper, and transferred to MS Word. The 

limited number of interviews allowed for the use of MS Word, which had the advantage 

that hand coding provides the opportunity to develop a system for making sense of 

the data during the process rather than using a built-in structure offered by qualitative 

data analysis software (Tracy, 2019). A codebook was developed during the process. The 

meaning of the labels and the coding itself was discussed within the research team. 

 The first wave of coding was done by the first author, who is not only a 

researcher but also a teacher at one of the participating schools. This provided the op-

portunity to understand and interpret the data with an insider perspective. Yet, it also 

opened the possibility of bias. In order to ensure that coding was rooted in the data 

rather than being the result of individual bias, codes and themes were discussed within 

the research team, and with fellow researchers outside the team.

 A within-case analysis was conducted to gain in-depth understanding of the 

level of co-work in each school. In an ongoing within-case analysis were the complete 

set was treated as an integral case, the framework was refined and extended. The focus 

group data were analysed at three levels. First, the individual contribution of each 

participant was coded. Second, the degree of group agreement was taken into account, 

and third, the quality of group interaction was used to assess the feel of the contri-

bution (Liamputtong, 2011). For example: a teacher indicated that in a specific case, 

collaboration went surprisingly smooth. The group shared his surprise and participants 

exchanged sarcastic comments on the quality of collaboration, indicating a strong 

sense of discontent. A cross-case analysis was conducted to detect difference and 

similarities between cases.

 The preliminary template consisted of the initial framework, the broad 

themes being dimensions of co-work, knowledge exchange, trust, identity and formali-

ty as discussed in the introduction. Adopting King’s (2012) guidelines, the first step was 

to code six full interviews. In order to gain in-depth understanding of the contextual 
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aspects defining a theme, interviews from one case were selected. Subsequently, the 

interviews were analysed case by case. In each case, the interviews with relative outsid-

ers like school based external child support workers were analysed first. These inter-

views were expected to contain more explicit descriptions that could serve as a lens 

for the interpretation of the more tacit insider information. For each case, the teacher 

interviews were analysed last, and the overall level of co-work arising from the support 

team members data was compared to the overall level of co-work described by the 

teachers.

 Throughout the process, the broad themes were refined with codes derived 

from the data. As each school has its specific features, new codes were added through-

out the process and saturation was reached after analysing 25 support team interviews: 

no new codes emerged and no expanding of existing codes occurred. 

Findings

The findings section consists of two parts. In the first part, we present the extension 

of the framework. In the second part, we discuss the multiple cases. For each case, we 

first provide a general description. Second, we explore the quality of co-work in terms 

of cooperation, coordination and collaboration. Third, we explore for each case in what 

way proximity enables professionals with the agency to cross boundaries and achieve 

objectives. Fourth, we provide a cross-case analysis. 

Improvement of the framework: dimensions of 
proximity, availability and agency
For the expansion of the framework, we examined how dimensions of proximity ena-

bled different types of knowledge sharing in general, and how this translated into the 

agency of individuals.

  For proximity, we identified three dimensions in the data. The first type is 

spatial proximity, the physical closeness of people. The second type is organisational 

proximity, the closeness of the organisations in terms of core business and objectives. 

For example, child support services are concerned with the development of young 

people and are therefore more proximal to schools than to hospitals. The third type is 

personal proximity, the emotional closeness experienced by individual people. 

  Spatial proximity translates into reachability and is related to the basic opera-

tional agency of making a (technical) connection and transfer of knowledge. 
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Organisational proximity translates into accessibility of knowledge; the foreign knowl-

edge is close enough to the own knowledge base to be understood. This is related to 

the professional agency of staff members to engage in negotiations, alignment, and 

translation of knowledge. Personal proximity enables professionals to connect and 

translates into connectivity. When talking about connectivity, respondents mention 

informal interaction, giving or receiving help, being open and vulnerable, and risk tak-

ing by trying out new things. This can be related to the relational agency to engage in 

shared meaning making and transformation of knowledge.

Figure 2 shows the extended framework. Again, the dimensions of co-work and identity 

are mutually exclusive, the other constructs are progressive. 

School A
General description of school A. 
The school is situated in a medium-sized city and has approximately 700 students. The 

school-based support team consists of three school coaches, a school psychologist, and 

two coordinators. A partly school-based professional employed by the local authorities 

visits the school once a week and acts as a liaison between the school and external 

child support services. General student support at group level is the responsibility of 

a form teacher. When individual educational needs require more attention, the form 

teacher discusses the student with the coordinators to decide whether actions should 

be taken at class room level or actions by the support team should be considered. In 

the latter case, the student is discussed by the support team and the form teacher. 

Figure 2 
Extended Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration



Chapter 3 • Creating an optimal environment for inclusive education: 
co-location and transformation in interdisciplinary collaboration

58

Organisational proximity & Accessibility

Personal proximity & Connectivity

Proximity and availability

Spatial proximity & Reachability



Chapter 3 • Creating an optimal environment for inclusive education: 
co-location and transformation in interdisciplinary collaboration

59

Agency

Professional agency

Relational agency

Procedural agency



Chapter 3 • Creating an optimal environment for inclusive education: 
co-location and transformation in interdisciplinary collaboration

60

Quality of co-work in School A. 
The co-work between teachers and child support staff in school A can be defined as 

cooperation and coordination. The exchange of knowledge is limited to transfer of 

knowledge. The support team is expressing an us –them identity when discussing 

perceptions of the teachers. As for trust, the support team members are well aware of 

the fact that trust is to be obtained by them. Being effective and being of value is seen 

as a way to gain the trust of the teaching staff. This dimension of trust is a feature of 

coordination.

 

Proximity, Availability and Agency in School A. 
As there is no spatial proximity of school and external services, the reported level of 

reachability is low. The main issues discussed by the respondents concern a lack of 

transfer between the school and external services. Respondents express how this limits 

their operational agency to act when a student needs specialised support, but it is also 

limiting their professional agency when they struggle to offer a student the support 

that is needed. 

 As for the interaction between the support team and the teachers, the 

support team appears to be technically within reach. Yet, the interaction is limited to 

transfer. In the following excerpt, the partly school-based child supporter explains how 

limited contact is restricting her access to the contextual information. 

“I visit the school only once a week, so I certainly do not get all the informa-
tion. That’s why we asked for evaluations. Are things going as we planned, or 
not? Because I think, yes, we give all this advice, but we have no idea what they 
(the teachers) do with it.” (Child support worker)

Limited reachability of the teachers leads to limited accessibility of knowledge on what 

happens in class, restricting this child support worker’s professional agency. Features 

of organisational structure play an important part in the provision of access. In the 

following excerpt, the school psychologist describes her struggle to grasp the organisa-

tional structure.

“To me, the care structure was really unclear. It took me a long time to grasp 
it, and I still do not completely understand it. (…) In fact, nobody does.” (School 
psychologist)
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Support team members report that the transfer and translation of knowledge between 

the school and external child support services is equally insufficient. In the following 

excerpt, a school coach expresses the need for intensified contact.

“Getting them inside the school. Getting them to talk to each other, education-
al people and child support people. Like they say: engage in dialogue. Explain 
to each other: what does a process mean to you, what is the desired outcome. 
Why is it important? How can we work in interdependency?” (School coach)

The intensified contact the school coach is advocating, can be linked to the level of 

reachability and operational agency (getting them inside the school), the level of ac-

cess and professional agency (explanation), and the level of connectivity and relational 

agency (discussing objectives in interdependency). 

School B
General description of School B. 
The school is situated in medium-sized town and has about 1,500 students. 

The school-based support team consists of two external child support workers located 

at the school, a school psychologist, a school coach, a coach for students with autistic 

spectrum disorder and a care coordinator. 

 General student support at group level is the responsibility of form teachers. 

When individual educational needs require more attention, teachers discuss possible 

the possible interventions amongst each other and implement the one deemed best. 

When interventions turn out to be ineffective, the student is redirected to the support 

team. The support team decides whether to provide new suggestions to the teachers, 

to offer in-house support themselves, or to refer the student to specialist support out-

side the school. 

Quality of co-work in School B. 
The co-work between education and child support in school B can be defined as coop-

eration. In each department, a student coordinator regulates communication between 

teachers and support team. Direct interaction between members of the support team 

and teachers is limited. Although staff members acknowledge the fact that both profes-

sional groups should be allies, no incidences of translation of knowledge were men-

tioned. External child support services are perceived to be outsiders, that are not fully 

trusted. 
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Proximity, Availability and Agency in School B. 
Reachability within the school, so between support team and teachers within the 

school, is regulated through procedures. Reachability is therefore limited to rather 

formal interaction and this regulation is a barrier for operational agency. As a student 

coordinator remarks, the regulations are time consuming and restricted to the effective 

transfer of information. 

All these regulations produce sluggish processes. You have to fill in a lot of 
forms before you get anywhere.” (Student coordinator)

  As reachability between teachers and child support staff is limited, the ac-

cessibility of knowledge and information is restricted as well. The regulations limit the 

agency of professionals to access knowledge and to engage in the act of translation. 

In the following excerpt, a form teacher talks about the lack of interaction between 

teachers and the support team. 

You hardly get any feedback. (…) We receive a notice that they are working 
on it. But after that, you hear nothing at all. We came together just once and 
afterwards, we did not receive any information on what’s happening. What’s 
wrong with the child?” (Teacher)

 As for external agencies, the same regulation can be observed. The rather 

complicated system of neighbourhood teams does not seem to enhance the profes-

sional agency of staff members working within the system. In the following excerpt, 

the care coordinator expresses his difficulties in organising specialised support for a 

student. 

It could be about money. But then, be transparent about it. Do not say, this 
case is not the responsibility of the Public Health Services, when it obviously is. 
Depression, suicide, how can that not be?” (Care coordinator)

The overall picture of the co-work in this case is not favourable to building durable 

connections and executing relational agency. 
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School C
General description of School C. 
The school is situated in a rural municipality and has about 1,000 students. The school-

based support team consists of three school coaches, five school-based child support 

workers, a school psychologist, and a coordinator. One of the school-based child 

support workers is assigned to the vocational training department. The other support 

team members serve all levels.

 General student support at group level is the responsibility of a form teacher. 

When a student’s educational needs require more attention, the student is referred to 

the school coaches. School coaches take care of support needs that are solely related 

to learning. For instance, students who struggle with planning their homework. The 

next support level consists of three school-based child support workers from exter-

nal agencies. These support team members address psychosocial support needs that 

are related to the school context. For instance, behavioural problems or test anxiety. 

When support needs extend beyond the educational setting or the competence of the 

support team, members of the team scale up to external agencies. This happens, for 

instance, when a student suffers from neglect or attachment disorder. 

Quality of co-work in School C. 
The co-work between teachers and child support in school C can be defined as collabo-

ration. The composition of the support team enables interaction and knowledge shar-

ing between support team members and teachers: the team has sufficient members 

and offers diverse expertise. Teachers and support team members engage in transfor-

mation of knowledge through team teaching and dialogue. Both professional groups 

perceive members of the other group as allies or in group members. Staff members 

express a strong sense of belonging to the school, and also a sense of belonging to the 

community. External child support services are trusted and treated as allies.

 

Proximity, Availability and Agency in School C. 
The support team is within reach of teachers, management and external agencies. The 

reachability in this case adds to the operational agency of staff members, as it enables 

them to pro-actively transfer knowledge and information. The processes, as a conse-

quence, are perceived to be fairly smooth and efficient.

 Accessibility of knowledge between staff members is guaranteed by the team 

composition. As the steps for scaling up and down are neatly aligned by assigning 

diverse expertise to the support team, each expert can act as a translator of knowledge 
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to the next stage. For example, school coaches translate knowledge from the external 

child support workers to the teachers.

 The accessibility of knowledge adds to the professional agency of staff mem-

bers as they can move around in a structure that is well known and well understood. 

Staff members are enabled to seek or provide support that matches their competence 

and the student’s needs. 

The structure is very clear. I can easily contact the school coach. She asks me a 
lot of questions, as well. I think that’s helpful. And beneficial for the students.” 
(Teacher)
 

Connectivity is actively sought in informal interaction, attention, and shared experi-

ence. In the following excerpt, a school based external child support worker explains 

how he tries to establish informal relationships with teachers.

Being visible, accessible, trustworthy. Being one of them, in fact. That is, that is 
very important. Keeping close connections with staff members. Go for a cup of tea 
every now and then. You can discuss students without making an official meeting 
out of it. More like: hey, let’s put our heads together.” (Child support worker)

In building close connections, relational agency is developed – staff members know 

how to connect with others within the community when seeking to improve practice or 

when dealing with problems. In the following excerpt, a teacher describes how he feels 

about the interaction between teachers and support team members. 

We just know each other very well. We look out for each other. We do our best 
to understand what they mean. You can feel it. We are fully committed, and 
they are fully committed.” (Teacher)

Staff members offer help, ask for help and know where to get help. This openness 

towards others is also a sign of relational agency. 

Cross-case analysis
In school A, the attempt to improve proximity of services consists of a part-time child 

support worker, acting as a middle person between the school and external services. 

In school B, two external child support workers have the school as their home base. 
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In school C, four child support workers have the school as their home base.

 As for spatial proximity, school A and school C differ the most. Accordingly, 

the predominant exchange in school A is transfer, whereas staff members in school 

C cover the whole continuum from transfer to transformation. In school A, a distinct 

us-them identity was found, whereas the identity that defines school C is alliance and 

group membership. As for trust, utterances of school A respondents reveal a lack of 

trust on the level of competence, whereas utterances of school C respondents stress 

the importance of trustworthiness. As for relational agency, school A respondents 

seem to work in isolation, whereas school C respondents actively seek connection and 

create the opportunities to give and receive support. As to be expected, the interaction 

in school C leads to small transformations of practice and perspective. 

 The comparison of cases A and C reveals that spatial proximity indeed helps 

to enhance the operational agency of staff members. However, when we compare case 

B and C, it becomes apparent that spatial proximity is just a prerequisite and not a 

guarantee for transformation. The most striking difference is found in identity and trust 

formation. In school C this is fostered by adequate staffing, sufficient time for interac-

tion, and professional autonomy. In addition, the staff members from different branch-

es feel connected by being members of an overarching institution. In school B, despite 

spatial proximity, the branches remain disconnected. 

Conclusion & Discussion

The main question for this study was how and under what circumstances proximity 

promotes transformation of knowledge and practice of co-workers from different 

disciplines. Co-location of services is seen as a promising way to enhance co-work, but 

it is not clear how co-location can spark collaboration and transformation in inclusive 

educational settings (Paloniemi & Goller, 2017). The results indicate that proximity can 

be divided in three different types, being spatial proximity, organisational proximity 

and personal proximity. Spatial proximity translates into reachability, which can be as-

sociated with operational agency in transfer and reliability between distinct groups at 

the cooperation level. Organisational proximity translates in accessibility, which can be 

associated with professional agency in translation of knowledge between competent 

allies at the coordination level. Personal proximity translates in connectivity, which can 

be associated with relational agency in transformation of knowledge between trust-

worthy ingroup members at the collaboration level. 
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 For the transformation of knowledge and practice, co-workers need to exe-

cute relational agency; the capacity to recognise, examine, and work with the resources 

of others (Edwards, 2009). From this point of view, spatial proximity and organisational 

proximity may be fundamental to the formation of relational agency. Reachability, 

linked to operational agency, and accessibility, linked to professional agency, are need-

ed for the recognition and the examination of resources that precede the integration of 

resources. Operational agency and professional agency being, therefore, indispensable 

stepping stones in the formation of relational agency. Furthermore, school C shows 

that identity and trust formation are not just a by-product of interaction, but also an 

aid for the formation of relational agency, and the transfer, translation and transforma-

tion of knowledge. 

 From a practical point of view, one can conclude that, when seeking to 

improve interdisciplinary collaboration, one has to look beyond mere spatial proximity 

and operational agency through reachability. It is crucial to examine whether knowl-

edge is sufficiently accessible and whether the system supports the connectivity of 

actors. 

 For future research, a longitudinal design on more cases could provide further 

insight in how collaboration develops. The transformations observed in school C are 

still modest. Building collaborative relationships inevitably takes time and effort. To 

shed light on this process, further research is needed. A limitation of the present study 

is that it is limited to three settings. Another limitation concerns the design of the 

study, which did not address the issue of power relations in interdisciplinary collabora-

tion that arise from underlying differences in culture. The study, for instance, does not 

address how identity and trust formation are grounded in organisational culture. This 

would be a valuable angle to explore in future research. Furthermore, it would be ad-

visable and in line with CHAT to use the theoretical findings of this study in participa-

tory research, were practitioners are actively involved in intervention design, research 

design, implementation and analysis (Sannino, Engeström, & Lemos, 2016). 

 Finally, the comparison between cases may seem be a bit unfair, as school C is 

located in a village, whilst school A and school B are located in larger towns. Arguably, 

lines of communication are more easily handled in a smaller municipality. Yet, it would 

be interesting to consider how and to what extent the essential features of the school 

C case can be translated to larger organisations or communities. The old, and rather 

overused, proverb states that it takes a village to raise a child. In analogy, it may take 

a village-like structure for teachers and child support workers to reach each other, to 

access knowledge, and to connect. In other words, it may take a village-like proximity 
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to provide professionals with the relational agency to transform traditional mainstream 

practice into a more adaptive, inclusive practice.
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True partners? Exploring 
family-school partnership in 
secondary education from a 
collaboration perspective 6|7

Abstract. Although the benefits of family-school partnership are clear, secondary 

schools struggle to successfully realise this partnership. Drawing on interview data 

from Dutch parents of secondary school students, this study aims to explore under-

lying structures of family-school partnership and opportunities for improvement. We 

defined family-school partnership as boundary crossing in collaboration between equal 

agents. Using a framework for analysing interdisciplinary collaboration, we explored 

what levels of co-work can be observed in parents’ accounts and what factors affect 

parents’ agency in family-school partnership. In total, 24 parents participated in 11 

individual semi-structured interviews and 3 focus group interviews. Data were ana-

lysed using a template analysis. The analysis showed that, although coordination and 

collaboration can be observed in the partnership, the most common level of co-work is 

6 Acknowledgement of author contributions: JG, SLG, MH and DR designed the study, 
JG recruited participants. JG collected the data. JG developed the interview protocol, 
JG and SLG analysed the data, JG drafted the manuscript, all authors contributed to 
critical revisions of the paper.

7 This chapter has been published as: Gerdes, J., Goei, S. L., Huizinga, M., & De Ruyter, 
D. J. (2020). True partners? Exploring family-school partnership in secondary educa-
tion from a collaboration perspective. Educational Review, 1-19.

CHAPTER 4.  
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cooperation Furthermore, the findings show that at each level of co-work, the agentive 

roles of parents are affected by equality of condition, including: access to resources, 

recognition of expertise, and acknowledgment of authority. The study contributes to 

the scientific understanding of the relationship between families and schools by break-

ing down the complex concept of family-school partnership into smaller, more tangible 

and more manageable components. Defining levels of co-work, different agentive roles 

and different levels of equality helps to deepen the theoretical understanding of the 

interrelated aspects of family-school partnership. In practice, defining components 

that are observable may lead to actionable insights.

 

Introduction

Family- school partnership is an important factor for student success. Research 

shows that family-school partnership has positive effects on both academic achieve-

ment and the well-being and motivation of students (Blue-Banning, Summers, 

Frankland, Nelson, & Beegle, 2004; Epstein, 2018; Green, Walker, Hoover-Dempsey, 

& Sandler, 2007; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). In terms of objectives, parents and teach-

ers seem to be the perfect match for partnership; they both strive for the well-be-

ing of the child (De Ruyter, 2018; Epstein, 2018). Nevertheless, schools struggle to 

promote an effective dialogue between teachers and parents around the educational 

support needs of the student (Goodall, 2018; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). It is especially 

challenging to establish or maintain effective family-school partnership in second-

ary education because, at the secondary school level, the student gradually gains 

autonomy and, increasingly, the school becomes the realm of the student (Hornby & 

Lafaele, 2011). 

 Since family-school partnership is such an important factor in student 

success, a better understanding of the interrelated aspects that affect the collabora-

tive practice between parents and teachers in secondary education is needed. This is 

especially true when students experience difficulties, because, when they collaborate 

effectively, parents and teachers can co-create a supportive learning environment. 

(Goodall, 2018). By drawing on interview data from Dutch parents of secondary school 

students, this study explores the underlying structures and opportunities for improve-

ment in family-school partnership. The study examined the levels of co-work found in 

the partnership, and the factors that affect parents’ agency. The study aimed to give 
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voice to the parents’ perspective, which is less well represented in research in compar-

ison to the teachers’ perspective, particularly in the lower tracks of secondary educa-

tion (Paseka & Schwab, 2020). 

 The benefits of family-school partnership for the student are closely related 

to parental engagement with student learning (Goodall & Montgomery, 2014). Through 

parental engagement, the student receives support for both skill and motivational de-

velopment. (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011; Pomerantz, Moorman, & Litwack, 2007). The sup-

port can be home-based, when, for example, parents assist the student with homework 

or school-based, when, for example, parents interact with teachers. (Epstein, 2018; 

Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). In both types of support, it is clear that that effective parental 

engagement does not happen in isolation. In order to provide adequate support, par-

ents need to exchange knowledge and information with their child’s teachers (Epstein, 

2018; Goodall & Montgomery, 2014). In doing so, parents and teachers become part-

ners. 

 Past research has revealed barriers to and facilitators of this partnership 

(Blue-Banning et al., 2004; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). Examples of facilitating factors in 

family-school partnership include mutual respect, equality and trust (Blue-Banning et 

al., 2004; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). Examples of barriers are differences in the socioec-

onomic standing between parents and teachers, differences in non-aligned goals and 

agendas, and the difficulties that arise when children grow more autonomous in their 

teens (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). 

 The aforementioned differences are apparent barriers, but they can also be 

interpreted as manifestations of underlying malfunctioning structures (Goodall, 2018). 

Goodall (2018) argues that a more fundamental issue - the lack of equal agency in col-

laboration between parents and teachers - hinders effective family-school partnership. 

In the present study, we use a framework for analysing interdisciplinary collaboration 

to examine parent-school partnership from the perspective of co-work between equal 

partners. 

 The Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration (FIC) is the result of a pre-

vious study that integrates theories on knowledge sharing in boundary crossing with 

theories on identity and trust in interdisciplinary teamwork (Gerdes, Goei, Huizinga, & 

De Ruyter, 2020). The FIC is a dynamic tool that can be used both theoretically and in 

practice. In an empirical study on collaboration between teachers and child supporters, 

the initial FIC, which included the notions of knowledge sharing, identity and trust, 

was extended to include the notions of proximity, availability and agency (Gerdes et 

al., 2020). The constructs within the framework apply to situations where stakeholders 
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with different backgrounds, expertise and perspectives try to join forces. In fami-

ly-school partnership, both parents and teachers are valuable sources of knowledge 

when it comes to students’ learning trajectories (Goodall, 2014). In most cases, parents 

have been nurturing, supporting and teaching the child since birth. Teachers possess 

knowledge on formal education and social processes within the classroom (Goodall, 

2018). Therefore, in this study, family-school partnership is regarded as boundary cross-

ing in collaboration between knowledgeable partners. 

 For theory development, this perspective provides a deeper understanding 

of the interrelatedness between the secondary school context, boundary crossing and 

parental agentive roles in family-school partnership. Also, by introducing parents as 

co-workers we expect to expand and enrich the FIC framework. In, practice, this per-

spective provides actionable opportunities for school context analysis and for improv-

ing family-school partnerships. In the next section, we will introduce the FIC, explore 

the three levels within the framework and pose the research questions.   

Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration
Teachers and parents represent different spheres or domains in the student’s life: 

the home setting and the school setting. In boundary crossing, parents and teachers 

exchange information, skills, and perspectives across the border of these domains 

(Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). The exchange can expand knowledge on both sides (Enge-

ström, 2015), but the degree of expansion is dependent on the level of boundary cross-

ing (Carlile, 2004). The collaboration continuum describes the three dimensions of 

co-work as cooperation, coordination and collaboration (McNamara, 2012). The levels 

of boundary crossing, which are transfer, translation and transformation of knowledge, 

relate to these levels of co-work. Furthermore, the processes of knowledge exchange in 

boundary crossing appear to be closely related to the social-psychological processes of 

identity formation and trust formation at the micro level of collaboration (Eteläpelto, 

Vähäsantanen, Hökkä, & Paloniemi, 2013). The concept of group identity formation 

and the concept of intergroup trust play a major role in building collaborative capacity 

(Brattström & Bachmann, 2018; Ellis & Ybema, 2010). As a result, the dimensions of 

boundary crossing, trust and identity can be related to dimensions of agency, proxim-

ity and availability. Operational agency is linked to spatial proximity and reachability. 

Professional agency is linked to organisational proximity and accessibility. Relational 

agency is linked personal proximity and connectivity.

 Within the Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration (Fig.1), levels of 

co-work, knowledge sharing, trust, identity, proximity, availability and agency are 
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arranged to provide a tool for analysing co-work settings. The framework connects the 

dimensions of knowledge sharing in boundary crossing to the continuum of co-work, 

the continuum of group identity and the dimensions of trust, proximity, availability and 

agency. The continuums are mutually exclusive; one cannot share a we-identity and 

an us-them identity at the same time. The dimensions are progressive and inclusive. 

Trustworthiness, for example, is perceived to be a profound dimension of trust, yet, 

trust also requires reliability and competence. 

Cooperation  
In cooperation, family and school remain separate and disconnected domains (Mc-

Namara, 2012). In practice, this means that parents and school communicate through 

the vehicle of transfer knowledge; knowledge crosses the boundary between domains 

without further explanation or elaboration (Carlile, 2004). For example, parents inform 

the school about their child’s dyslexia and the school reports back to them about the 

chosen course of intervention. This exchange occurs incidentally and in an unplanned 

manner. Cooperation is defined by a distinct us-them identity; members of other do-

mains are perceived to be members of an outgroup, whereas members of the own do-

main are perceived to be members of the ingroup (Beech & Huxham, 2003). Outgroup 

members are not supposed to interfere with the affairs of the ingroup. As for trust, at 

this level of co-work, the emphasis is on being a reliable partner - keeping one’s word 

and being punctual (Luhmann, 1979). Partners rely on the transfer of knowledge and, 

therefore, partners must have the operational agency to send and receive information. 

In other words, persons and shared data bases need to be reachable.

Figure 1 
Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration
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Coordination 
In coordination, the exchange of knowledge is regulated (McNamara, 2012). For exam-

ple, parents and teachers meet on a regular base to discuss the learning trajectory of 

the student. This regulated interaction creates opportunities to align home support 

and school support. The alignment of support depends on mutual understanding. 

Therefore, parents and teachers must engage in boundary crossing that involves the 

translation of knowledge (Carlile, 2004). In coordination, identity gradually shifts to 

alliance; members from the other domain may come to be perceived as allies, working 

for the same cause (Alvesson & Empson, 2008; Beech & Huxham, 2003; Ellis & Ybema, 

2010). As for trust, the prerequisite for alignment of support practice, is trust in compe-

tence. A positive evaluation of an ally’s competence is needed to be willing to harmo-

nise one’s action. Knowledge is translated across the boundaries of family and school, 

giving parents and teachers the agency to use the translated information within their 

own professional practice. To execute this professional agency, the information needs 

to be accessible. This means that knowledge needs to be both reachable and under-

standable, e.g. information must be written in language that is accessible for parents.

Collaboration
In collaboration, trajectories merge. Parents and teachers seek to integrate perspec-

tives and support practices (McNamara, 2012). Boundary crossing consists of knowl-

edge integration which leads to knowledge transformation. (Carlile, 2004). Participants 

negotiate meaning across the boundaries of their distinct practices, causing the bound-

aries to blur (Carlile, 2004; McNamara, 2012). While working towards shared objectives, 

parents and teachers develop a we-identity, perceiving the other as member of the 

ingroup. (Alvesson & Empson, 2008; Beech & Huxham, 2003; Ellis & Ybema, 2010). In 

this situation, trust moves to the more profound and personal level of trustworthiness; 

as objectives become intertwined and the level of interdependency increases, partners 

have to be trusted not to threaten each other’s interests (Brattström & Bachmann, 

2018; Luhmann, 1979). In collaboration, partners seek to transform knowledge and 

practice. Co-workers need to execute relational agency - the capacity to recognise, 

examine, and share the resources of others and the capacity to offer and receive help 

(Edwards, 2009). As for availability, partners need to make a connection and, for exam-

ple, be available at a more personal level. 
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Research questions
The Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration is used to examine family-school 

partnership in secondary education from the perspective of co-work. Going into the 

study we had two suppositions. First, because cooperation is the least demanding level 

of co-work in terms of commitment, we expected cooperation to be the most often 

used approach in family-school partnership. Second, we expected parents’ agency to be 

affected by factors concerning equality. 

The study addresses the following research questions:

1. Can the three levels of co-work be observed in parents’ accounts of family-

school partnership?

2. What factors affect parents’ agency in family school partnership?

 

Method

Research context
The data for this study consists of parent interviews conducted in an overarching 

multiple case study concerning collaboration between schools, child support services 

and parents in mainstream secondary schools in The Netherlands. Three such second-

ary schools participated in this study. All three were part of a regional consortium that 

seeks to better understand effective student support methods in inclusive education. 

  The school selection in the multiple case study was based on similarities with-

in the school context: the participating schools are all public comprehensive schools 

for mainstream secondary education (age 12 -16). The multiple case study focusses on 

the preparatory vocational education track in each school, where not only the majority 

of Dutch students is enrolled, but also the highest percentage of the need for addi-

tional student support is found, which, as noted before, raises the importance of good 

family-school partnership (Koopman, Ledoux, Karssen, Meijden, & Petit, 2015). 

Data collection
Data were collected through focus group interviews and individual semi-structured 

interviews with parents. All parents of students in the preparatory vocational track 

were invited to join a focus group interview by email. At school A, approximately 500 

parents were invited and 33 parents responded. Of these, 18 parents were divided into 

two focus group interviews of 9 each. However, not all of them appeared which lead 



School A 

School B 

School C 

5

6

6 & 6

2

focus group interviewsinterviews

Table 1
Number of Parents in Interviews and Focus Group Interviews
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to the creation of two focus group interviews with 6 participants each. At school B, 

approximately 300 parents were invited and 14 parents responded - 7 of whom later 

withdrew. This resulted in one focus group interview with 2 parents, and 5 individual 

interviews; it was not possible to arrange a focus group date that suited all parents. At 

school C, approximately 200 parents were invited and 6 parents responded. Again, it 

was not possible to find a focus group date that suited all respondents. Therefore, all 

responding parents were interviewed individually.

 In both interview settings (focus group and individual), standardised opening 

questions were used to explore three broad themes, based on the analytic framework. 

The first part of the interview tapped into participants’ personal views on the importance 

of collaboration - their personal experiences and the factors they considered important 

in good collaboration. The second part focused on dimensions of boundary crossing. The 

third part focused on issues of agency and equality. At the end of the interview, we asked 

participants if they felt that the interview had covered the salient topics and whether they 

would like to add anything. All participants were thanked and given a box of chocolate. 

The transcripts of the interviews were e-mailed to the participants for a member check. 

Participants
In total, 25 participants were interviewed. Table 1 shows the breakdown of participation 

in the individual and the focus group interviews.

Table 1 
Number of Parents in Interviews and Focus Group Interviews

Procedure
The respondents were invited to participate by e-mails sent by the schools’ back 

offices. The focus group interviews took place at the schools. In all but three instances, 

where parents preferred to be interviewed at home, the other interviews were also 
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conducted at school. The first author conducted all interviews. Two university students 

assisted; one acted as technical assistant and the other as host for the focus group 

interviews.

Active informed consent was explained in the invitation e-mail, explained once more at 

the interview location, and signed before the start of the interview. 

The individual interviews were recorded using an audio recorder and transcribed. The 

focus group interviews were videotaped and transcribed. A member check was con-

ducted after transcription. Data were saved at the protected storage drive of the Vrije 

Universiteit Amsterdam. Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the faculty 

at the Vrije Universiteit, where the first author works. 

Data analysis
The interview data were analysed using Template Analysis (TA). Template Analysis is a 

flexible approach that allows pre-existing knowledge or theory to be used in conjunc-

tion with codes generated form the data (Brooks, McCluskey, Turley, & King, 2015; King, 

2012). TA also permits the use of both interpretive and descriptive codes. The initial 

categories can be multileveled and interrelated. TA is therefore a holistic approach that 

acknowledges the contextual complexity of the phenomenon under investigation (King, 

2012). These features make TA analysis a good fit for case study research, and support 

the dynamic nature of the FIC. 

 Because the number of participants and the means of data collection differed 

across schools, a cross case analysis was not feasible. Therefore, the complete data 

set was treated as an integral case - the case of collaboration between parents and 

teachers. In an ongoing within-case analysis, the framework was refined and extended. 

The preliminary template consisted of the initial framework, the broad themes being 

dimensions of co-work, knowledge exchange, trust, identity, agency, and proximity as 

discussed in the introduction. 

 Adopting King’s (2012) guidelines, the first step was to code six full interviews. 

This was done by the first author in conjunction with the second author. After this step, 

the coding scheme was refined in conjunction with the second, third and fourth author. 

Subsequently, the other interviews were coded with the new coding scheme. Again, 

the coding scheme was discussed and updated, and the complete batch of interviews 

was coded anew. Throughout the process, the broad themes were refined or extended 

with codes derived from the data. In order to ensure that coding was rooted in the data 

and not the result of individual bias, codes and themes were discussed with the entire 

research team. 
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 The focus group data were analysed at three levels. First, the individual 

contribution of each participant was coded. Second, the degree of group agreement 

was taken into account. Finally, the quality of group interaction was used to assess the 

intention of the contribution (Liamputtong, 2011). For example, one parent indicated 

that on one specific occasion collaboration went surprisingly well. The group shared his 

surprise and participants exchanged sarcastic comments on the general poor quality of 

collaboration, indicating a strong sense of discontent.

 

Findings

The findings section consists of two parts. In part one, we relate parents’ experiences 

to the constructs in the Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration. In part two, we 

discuss the emerging agentive roles of parents and the corresponding levels of equality 

in family-school partnership.

Co-work between parents and school
Cooperation
In cooperation, transfer of knowledge is the core interactive activity. We can distinguish 

four means of knowledge transfer at this level. They are written information, online student 

tracking systems, general parent meetings and scheduled parent-teacher conferences.

a. written information

In all the interviews, parents mention receiving information from the school by e-mail. 

Most parents find the use of e-mail convenient, but, in some cases, the user comfort 

of electronic mail may mask a lack of reachability. In the following excerpt, a father 

describes how he experiences school communications through e-mail.

In this line of work, people really love writing, apparently. It’s e-mail after 
e-mail after e-mail. (…) Maybe the school thinks, the more we send, the more 
we communicate? It is like these mailings that you get from companies, that I 
do not read, do not even open. It’s the same with school mailings. (…) And to 
me, it’s really odd. Because, it is not like, the more you send, the more the par-
ents are informed. The more you send, the less they know. Because you cannot 
make the connection. Do they even think about what a parent should know, 
what do we want to communicate?”
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Although this parent is reachable in a technical sense, he does not receive the informa-

tion sent by the school; the number of e-mails restricts this parent’s access and he can 

no longer see the woods for the trees. 

b. online information and tracking systems

All participating schools make use of online student tracking systems and online 

calendars. This provides parents with the operational agency to track their children’s 

progress. 

To me, the system is quite convenient, as to track his achievements, his results.”

Another parent elaborates, bringing the characteristics of an adolescent student into 

the picture.

Yes, you can track it. Because, when I ask, how was school today? All I get is: 
whatever, don’t bother, long day.”

These parents describe how their operational agency to reach information supports 

their role as a supervising parent. Likewise, the online systems should, theoretically, 

also assist parents in supporting the student’s learning at home.

In the following excerpt, two mothers in a focus group discuss how they try to support 

their children with the use of an online tool called Magister. 

Mother 1
My daughter works with Magister, and a paper diary.”

Mother 2
Yes, mine too. But my child doesn’t take adequate notes in class, because she’s 
not paying attention. And I told her that for about 500.000 times. It is part 
of the problem. (…) And then I say to myself, the school should make sure that 
everything is there, in the system. If she can’t manage on her own, I have to…
and I’m not in school of course.”

The one-way traffic nature of this transfer stands out; parents are usually on the 

receiving end. Moreover, as the transfer of information is processed through different 

channels, parents sometimes find themselves searching for accurate information.  



Chapter 4 • True partners? Exploring family-school partnership 
in secondary education from a collaboration perspective

80

In the following excerpt, a father describes his experiences with the information flow. 

(…) At the start of the academic year, their online resources are a mess. So, the 
children have no idea what’s expected of them. Online, it says so and so. Then, 
the teacher says something else. And then he [son] receives a leaflet with a 
third version.”

In this instance, the information received through transfer is inconsistent. Parents 

conclude that, within the schools, which are themselves large organisations consisting 

of approximately 100 staff members, the internal transfer of knowledge is not accurate. 

This problem also applies to the transfer of information about students through the 

online tracking systems. In the following excerpt, a parent recalls a conversation with a 

teacher about the support needs of his child. 

A teacher that we know personally, from the sports club, he said, you know, 
he [son] should ask more questions in class. And I said, well, but that is the 
problem. He believes that he understands it all, so he doesn’t ask. You should 
check whether he really did understand. (…) And then I thought to myself, I’m 
sure you did not read the file. Or not entirely. Or you did not understand what 
it says. Or the form teacher did not transfer the information.”

These examples show that the technical transfer of information is no guarantee of ade-

quate action. Information can be confusing, misunderstood or ignored altogether. 

c. general parent meetings

It is tempting to blame ineffective transfer of written information on the electronic, 

impersonal nature of e-mail and tracking systems. However, parents also express mixed 

feelings about the effectiveness of in-person meetings at this level of co-work. In all 

three schools, parents are regularly invited to attend meetings at which a class teacher 

or a member of the management team presents information to parents. In the follow-

ing excerpt, a mother describes why, from an information transfer perspective, she 

does not find these types of general meetings particularly informative. 

“Well, to be honest, you get this mix of parents, this mix of different back-
grounds. We were asked to pay 50 Euro’s for an iPad. Of course, for some 
people, that’s a lot of money. So, you get these lengthy discussions. On the one 
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hand, maybe you should stop having these meetings. On the other hand, this 
is my son’s school, his classmate’s parents. I can find the information I need on 
the website. Here, I get information on the social composition of his group.”

In this mother’s opinion, the information transferred at the meeting could just as well 

be transferred online. She does, however, find the information on the social surround-

ings of her child useful.

In the following excerpt, a father also questions the usefulness of general meetings. 

Well, general parent meetings. Going nowhere, sorry. Nobody contemplates 
what a parent needs to hear. What they really want to know. And you always 
get one or two parents, always the same, taking over the discussion. Like, my 
son needs to go to the toilet every hour and he is not allowed and I disagree 
and so on…”

In general, the parent meetings are not perceived to be very useful by the parents, ex-

cept when they give information about their child’s day-to-day school life. Sometimes, 

schools shed additional light on this by inviting students to join or even lead parent 

meetings, as is described in the following excerpt. 

“We had one with our son, that was kind of fun. The students were giving a 
presentation. That was well done, quite an improvement. Because the students 
were part of it. They were making an effort. It was a learning opportunity for 
them. And also, for us. So, well done.”

On this occasion, the students transferred information about what they did in class as 

part of a school assignment. Meanwhile, the parents received information on how the 

students performed in class and about their social interaction. This interaction cannot, 

however, be labelled transfer, because parents interpret, i.e., translate, the unintention-

ally exchanged information. 

d. parent-teacher conference

Parent-teacher conferences are scheduled twice a year in all 3 schools. Unlike general 

meetings, these conferences focus on the individual student and his or her parents. A 

parent-teacher conference has the potential to exceed the level of knowledge transfer, 

but, as indicated in the following excerpt, this is not always the case. 
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The only communication you get is a letter, saying, parent-teacher conferences 
are being held, visit us. And then you visit, and they look at some figures, and 
then they say, all’s well, or, it’s not going well. That conversation is useless. (..) 
And, in my opinion, this system cannot work properly. Maybe it works for other 
parents, but how can you have something like a performance review, at fixed 
moments, without any concern or reason?”

This parent’s complaint concerns the fact that transfer of knowledge in this secondary 

school is rarely tailored to the trajectories of learning and development of specific 

students. In cooperation, generally, students and parents are treated as anonymous 

groups rather than individuals. Likewise, in terms of identity, most parents perceive the 

school as a distinct, impersonal entity, and, as a result, have an us-them identity. The 

one-way traffic nature of information transfer stands out; parents are usually on the 

receiving end. In terms of trust, parents refer to the level of reliability as they express 

their need for clear cut communications and the school’s ability to honour agreements. 

Coordination
In coordination, translation of knowledge is at the core of interaction. In the following ex-

cerpt, a foster parent explains how she translates knowledge to her daughter’s teachers.

I say, in class she prefers to sit on the outside of the room. Not in the back, 
that’s too far away from the teacher. I try to explain to them what safety 
means to her. You try to talk it over with each other. (…) It’s complicated. And 
it’s not an easy task. It took us 15 years to work it out, and I don’t expect teach-
ers to manage just like that.”

This mother tries to translate her insights about her daughter to the teachers. She also 

tries to see things from the teachers’ perspective. She recognises that finding a way to 

effectively work with her daughter is hard work. In translating her knowledge to the 

teachers, the parent is executing her professional agency. 

Parenting a secondary school student means learning to relinquish control. Parents 

recognise that their child is moving towards autonomy and they want the school to 

work with them in this regard. In the following excerpt, a mother explains how ineffec-

tive alignment hinders her attempts to foster her son’s autonomy.
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As a parent you are needed for the support, or, yes, the communication on 
behalf of your child. Toward the school. Because, when your child raises a 
concern, and they do not act on it, and they do not notice until you as a parent 
speak up…That’s not okay. Because we want him, I mean, he’s 16, he needs to 
learn to speak up when things are not going well.”

In this case, the parent needs the school to work with her as an ally, supporting the 

student’s growth towards independence. She encourages her son to take the lead and 

she wants the school to acknowledge his effort. As several parents indicate, raising 

and teaching an adolescent can be challenging and the alignment between parents 

and school is a tricky one. In general, parents have to rely on the teachers to provide 

them with information. In the following excerpt, a mother describes how she perceives 

information given by the school. 

When a teacher gives me warning, like, something happened at school and we 
want to have a chat, we take that very seriously. I always appreciate it when 
they give me a sign, because then you know about things, things happening 
that are not discussed at home.”

This mother acknowledges the fact that her son is not openly sharing all the informa-

tion about his school day and she sees the school as her confederate. In terms of iden-

tity, parents at this level perceive teachers as allies in child rearing, or they express the 

need to have them as allies. In terms of trust, at this level, parents expect the teachers 

to be competent professionals, but they are willing to see things from the teachers’ 

perspective and are sensitive to the teachers’ position when things go wrong. 

Collaboration 
In collaboration, transformation is the central activity in interaction. Having a con-

nection is a prerequisite for this level of boundary crossing. In the following excerpt, a 

mother describes how a student coordinator maintains the connection with parents.

In this department, you get a connection with the coordinator. A good connec-
tion, I believe. Yes. If necessary, every day a heads-up. If need be, a WhatsApp. 
How was today, how are things going? She visits them in the classroom. I know 
that, because she told me in an e-mail, the other day.”
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In this case, parent and school interact on a regular base and the nature of the interac-

tion is quite informal. On multiple occasions, parents stress the importance of making 

a personal connection with school staff. In the following excerpt, a mother of a student 

that made a switch from special to mainstream education, elaborates on what “making 

a connection” means. 

Uhm, yes, what does it take, to make a connection? Uhm, the warmth. And 
the respect they pay you. And the fact that they do not have an answer to all 
the questions (…) Being honest. Like, we do not know where to start but we are 
willing to give it a try and we are going to give it our best. (…) And they said, 
we will call for your help when it doesn’t work. And then I thought, yes, this is 
it; together.” 

Here, the school staff is proving to be a trustworthy partner by being honest and 

showing vulnerability, admitting to being an absolute beginner with respect to this 

particular student. Moreover, the school staff acknowledges the parent’s expertise and 

offers shared responsibility. This is also the case in the next excerpt, where a mother 

describes her interaction with the teachers of her son. 

Maybe, our son struggles with something. Then, they inform me. And they 
asked me, what do you suggest that we do? And I said, I no longer know what 
to do myself! And they have some options, and I say, well, if you’re willing to 
try… All in consultation.”

In this situation, the parent and the school staff operate in an atmosphere of openness 

and mutual understanding, trying things out, neither claiming to have the solution. 

The bond between parent and teachers can become quite strong, as the mother in the 

following excerpt indicates.

We work things out, we discuss which line of action to take with him. Really, to 
me, school is like some sort of co-parent.”

In terms of identity, the responsibility is shared, and a sense of ingroup membership 

arises - a we-identity. In terms of trust, the teachers are perceived to be trustworthy 

because they admit not having all the answers. This creates an opportunity for parents 

to be vulnerable as well. 
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Agentive roles & levels of equality
Agentive roles
The FIC was first developed for analysing co-work between distinct professional 

domains. In analysing parent interviews, three roles of parents in the partnership with 

school emerge from the data: observer/ informer, advocate/ broker, and partaker/ 

co-constructor. 

a. observer/ informer

The first position is the observer/ informer position; the parent monitors the school 

learning trajectory of the student from a distance and informs the school if necessary. 

This position can be related to the level of cooperation. In the following excerpt, a par-

ent describes the push notifications in the online tracking system from this position. 

Oh my God, it drives me crazy. He got a B, he got a C, a D. He forgot his home-
work. Come on. You know, it is nice to receive some information, but I do not 
need to be in it like that. I need to be able to trust him. That he does what he 
has to do.”

As an observer, this parent does not wish to be intensively involved and his primary 

focus is on the relationship with his son. The school is not an ally, but, rather, a distant 

entity. The parent is not bothered by the fact that the school communicates through 

electronic means. He is bothered by the frequency of this communications. 

b. advocate/ broker

The second position consists of the advocate/ broker position; the parent strives to de-

fend the best interest of the student. The advocate position can be related to the level 

of coordination because the main activity is translation of knowledge. In the following 

excerpt, a mother describes what she thinks is needed.

Look, I am the kind of parent, when things go wrong with my child, or at home, 
I contact the school. But there must be parents who are less capable of giving 
words to it. Or translating it. That should be given more attention.”

As an advocate, this parent is positioned as a competent ally in the family-school partner-

ship. She is able to translate the needs of the student to the school, translate the demands 

of the school with respect to the child’s needs and represent his or her best interest. 
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c. partaker/ co-constructor

The third position consists of the partaker/ co-constructor position; the parent teams 

up with teaching staff to move the learning process of the student forward. This posi-

tion can be related to the level of collaboration because the main activity is transfor-

mation of knowledge. In the following excerpt, a mother, whose daughter went through 

a rough period, gives her opinion on collaboration with the teachers.

As I always say, you do not raise a child on your own. We’re in this together. 
And I sometimes tell them [the teachers], when you try to work it out all on 
your own, that isn’t going to work. We really have to do it together. And I really 
appreciate it, having a good relationship and being in contact.”

In teaming up and combining expertise, parents and teachers can co-construct support tra-

jectories that are tailored to the student’s needs. The students are not seen as individual dis-

connected units, but as members of a community that includes their parents and teachers.

Levels of equality
The execution of agentive roles is closely related to equality. Co-work implies a certain 

level of equality. The analysis shows, however, that, in family-school partnership, an 

equal base cannot be taken for granted. In the following excerpt, a father expresses 

how he experiences inequality in his dealings with his son’s school.

It’s not like I have a say in it (…). It’s them who dictate, it is them who decide.”

This parent is talking about power imbalances. Yet, not every example of inequality in 

the data can be categorised as a power imbalance. Adopting the concept of equality of 

condition and its different levels (Baker, Lynch, Cantillon, & Walsh, 2009) helps to relate 

aspects of equality to levels of co-work. The levels, in this case, are equal access to 

resources, equal recognition of expertise and equal acknowledgement of authority. 

a. access to resources

A key aspect in equality of condition is equal access to resources. As we have pointed 

out, reachability and accessibility of information can be difficult. Problems arise when 

parents cannot reach the information they need. In the following excerpt, a mother 

talks about the frustration of trying to get information on optional courses in order to 

help her son make an informed choice. 
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So, you request an answer? And I said, yes, I would like to get an answer. Okay, 
we’ll let you know. Never heard of it again.”

This type of complaint was frequently heard in the interviews. Parents repine that, 

while the school is reachable at first, because there is often no follow up, access is still 

denied. Another equality issue arises when strategies are not shared with parents. In 

the following excerpt, a mother recalls how she felt at a meeting where her son was 

reprimanded by two staff members in her presence, without her knowing about it 

beforehand. 

Well, that meeting was a bit overwhelming, for me. And only later on I real-
ised…but that’s me. Someone tells me something and then, later on…I always 
need to think about it for a bit. And then I say, oh, yes, but wait a minute, this, 
this was not the right decision.”

Apparently, this parent was not included in the preparation of the meeting and did not 

have access, in advance, to information on the meeting’s objectives. Equal opportunity 

to think things over beforehand was denied. 

b. recognition of expertise

A second aspect in equality of condition is recognition of expertise; recognising each 

party’s particular knowledge and experience with the student (Baker et al., 2009). In 

family-school partnership, recognition of expertise means taking into account a par-

ent’s informed position, as the mother in the following excerpt explains. 

I appreciate the fact that it is complicated. But for a school, when you see a kid 
struggling, feeling sad, not knowing what to do… Then I say, yes, go on, reach 
out! Start a conversation with the child, and the parents. Because, parents, 
maybe, they know their child in a different way, maybe they can explain, in 
other words, making teachers understand. That must be a guiding principle. If 
you value children.”

Because parents may know their children in a different way, this mother believes that 

they are able to translate knowledge about the child to the teachers, linking equality of 

recognition to the level of coordination. Recognition of expertise, however, cannot be 

taken for granted, as the mother in the following excerpt describes. 
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Well, the form teacher. I don’t know. I spoke to him the other month on the 
phone and he said, she’s not doing really well at the moment. And I said, no, 
I’m aware of that. I said, considering her attachment issues. Oh, does she suffer 
from attachment difficulties? And then, it’s like, then I’m speechless. No matter 
how much I like you, I don’t want to hear this, here and now. I do not want to 
hear that you didn’t read the file. I just don’t want to hear.”

If we consider the parent to be a competent ally in coordination then we acknowledge 

that when teachers fail to read a file they can be perceived as acting disrespectfully to-

wards a partner. In this case, the parent was deprived of equality in terms of recognition. 

c. acknowledgement of authority

A third aspect in equality of condition is the acknowledgment of authority. In fami-

ly-school partnership, this means the shared authority to make decisions about the 

student’s learning trajectory. In general, parents experience the school as the more 

dominant partner. In the following excerpt, a father describes his lack of power when 

the school decided to place his son at a lower level. 

 

He was in this level. Doing great in biology. Doing great in science. Terrible at 
French. So, they moved him to a lower level. Nothing you can say, nothing you 
can do about it.”

Parents acknowledge that, while officially, they do have the power to question the 

schools’ decisions, in practice, this power can usually only be executed by legal means. 

Taking legal action means fighting with their child’s school. In day-to-day business, it is 

usually the school staff that has the final say in decision making. 

  Often, acknowledgement of authority concerns money. In the following 

excerpt, a mother recalls her reaction when she enrolled her daughter in the school 

and the school wanted to test for special educational needs. Her child, who had been 

tested throughout her primary school years, objected. The mother suspected that the 

real objective of proposed testing was extra funding for the school. 

So, I said, we have two options. And I could sense it, like: here we have it, the 
rebellious mum… I said, we have two options. One, I undo the registration of 
my child and leave this place, or two, you respect my child. So, you have two 
options. I really did put my foot down. I’m sure he will never forget me.”
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In this case the mother is in the advocate position defending her child. It is clear to her 

that the test would not be in her child’s best interest. This mother suggests that she 

believes “putting your foot down” is an unusually forceful way to deal with schools. 

 It is characteristic of collaboration that the power of decision making be 

shared between parent and teacher. In the following excerpt a mother describes how 

she appreciates the acknowledgment of her authority at her son’s school.

They said, we can say whatever we like, but it is you who knows your child best. 
We are going to do this together. I think that’s grand. And they are not going 
to tell me: we know everything and we are going to decide which road to take. 
Because then, I would dig in my heels. Beg your pardon?”

Extended Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration
As we expected, including parents in the analytic mix of co-work added new dimen-

sions to the FIC. Figure 2 shows the FIC, extended to include levels of equality and 

agentive role.

Figure 2 
Extended Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration
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Conclusion and discussion

Family-school partnership is beneficial for students’ learning (Epstein, 2018; Hornby & 

Lafaele, 2011). The partnership can be perceived as interdisciplinary co-work between 

experts and the level of collaboration is the most promising level with respect to effec-

tive student learning support (Engeström, 2015; Goodall, 2018). In this study, we first 

explored whether the three levels of co-work could be observed in parents’ accounts of 

family-school partnership. We expected cooperation to be the most prominent level in 

family school partnership, as this level involves the least complex interaction (Mc-

Namara, 2012; Carlile, 2004). The findings indicated that all levels of co-work can be 

observed, and that cooperation, indeed, is the most common level of co-work in fami-

ly-school partnership. Coordination and collaboration appear to be linked to intensified 

support needs. 

 We found that the main characteristic for cooperation in family-school part-

nership is the transfer of information and knowledge through e-mail, tracking systems, 

general parent meetings, and scheduled parent-teacher conferences. It must be point-

ed out that, in most accounts, communication at this level is most often at the school’s 

initiative. The main tools for transferring information on individual students are the 

online student tracking systems. In terms of identity and trust, the school is perceived 

to be a foreign power that needs to be reliable. Reliability requires providing timely and 

adequate information.

 Translation of knowledge in parent-teacher meetings is the main activity in 

coordination. At these meetings, parents seek to translate their personal expertise to 

the teacher, and vice versa. In terms of identity and trust, the school is considered to 

be an ally that needs to be competent. 

 Transformation of knowledge, the main activity in collaboration, is hardly ever 

mentioned. Transformation of knowledge, the integration of expertise and/or a change 

of perspective, occurs when parents and teachers jointly try to work things out. This is 

particularly true when the student’s learning trajectory is in jeopardy. The interaction 

is marked by intensified contact through personal meetings, telephone calls, e-mail 

and WhatsApp. In terms of identity and trust, the teacher is perceived to be an ingroup 

member, someone who can be trusted with parental doubts and insecurities.

 The second research question concerned factors affecting parents’ agency. 

Because equality is a key ingredient in effective family-school partnership (Goodall, 

2018; Hornby, 2011), we expected agency issues to be related, in large measure, to is-

sues of equality. The findings show that factors affecting parents’ agency are related to 
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equality of condition: equality in terms of access to resources, recognition of expertise, 

and acknowledgement of authority. In cooperation, the corresponding agentive role 

of parents that emerged from the data was the role of observer and informer. Parents 

observe, from a distance, the formal schooling trajectory of their child, and inform the 

school when needed. In order to execute this agentive role, parents need equal access 

to resources and information. Problems arise when, for example, parents do not receive 

information, receive confusing information or when information is inaccessible. An 

important issue for secondary education at this level is the fact that parents find it 

difficult to understand and navigate school organisations. Concomitantly, adolescence 

sometimes makes students less eager to share information and less willing to help 

their parents navigate school systems. In coordination, the agentive role is that of an 

advocate or broker, defending the best interest of the student. In order to execute this 

agentive role, schools need to recognise that parents have equal expertise. Problems 

arise when parents’ contributions are not valued or when parents are ignored altogeth-

er. Distinct issues for secondary education at this level can be related to the complex 

and fractured nature of the system. Parents suspect that teachers find it hard to find 

sufficient time for parent-teacher conferences and to adequately disseminate parent 

knowledge to the student’s teaching team. In collaboration, the agentive role is that of 

partaker or co-constructor. The parent teams up with the teacher in order to promote 

the student’s growth. To effectively execute this agentive role, parents need equal pow-

er in decision making. Problems arise when the power imbalance is skewed towards the 

school; this can lead to personal or legal power struggles. A distinct issue for secondary 

education at this level is the discrepancy between legislation and day-to-day business. 

Parents make known that the power granted to them by law is not reflected in their 

dealings with the school when it comes to disagreements. Yet, parents acknowledge 

that going to court could destroy the relation with the school and harm the interests of 

the child. In terms of the Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration, going to court 

leaves collaborators at a co-work level far below that of cooperation. 

  Because this is an explorative study, we can only tentatively suggest that col-

laboration is rare in family-school partnership in Dutch secondary education. Further 

research with larger samples is needed to effectively explore this claim. The findings 

do, however, lead to the extension of FIC with respect to the agentive roles of parents, 

and levels of equality. It would be interesting to examine in what way these aspects 

apply to co-work between professional domains in future research. Towards this end, 

we intent to carry out this analysis in a closely-related study on the effectiveness of 

co-work between teachers and child support workers in secondary education.
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 However, we should be cautious and realistic when claiming that collabora-

tion with parents as equal agents is the holy grail in family-school partnership. As for 

equality, Goodall (2014) urges us to maintain a realistic outlook and to strive for an eq-

uitable distribution of agency among parents and teachers - one that allows each part-

ner to execute their role -rather than strictly adhere to equality. Although collaboration 

may create a more detailed and realistic picture of the student and yield better ideas 

about how learning can be supported, it also takes time and energy. Solid cooperation 

can be a good starting point for schools and parents to build more effective routines of 

co-work (Goodall & Montgomery, 2014).

 The present study contributes by breaking down an unclear concept like fam-

ily-school partnership into smaller, more tangible, components. For science, defining 

levels of co-work and isolating different agentive roles and different levels of equality 

helps to deepen our understanding of the interrelated aspects in family-school partner-

ship. In practice, defining components that are observable may help us to ask better 

questions. The framework provides a tool or lens to discuss co-work between teachers 

and parents. It can help to make both teacher and parent aware of the role they play 

and the level of co-work they engage in. The components and their levels help to detect 

reasons for unsuccessful partnership and room for improvement. For example, teachers 

and parents can discover that their expectations regarding the level of co-work do not 

match, causing tensions that may be reduced by working with the framework to expli-

cate and bridge their expectancies; schools could look into the number of scheduled 

face to face meetings with parents, and decide they need to invest more time into such 

meetings to make full use of parents’ expertise; or schools may become aware that the 

voice of parents is ignored in decision making, whereas equal authority is prerequisite 

for partaking and co-constructing parents. Such a contextual exploration can lead to 

actionable insights concerning the enhancement of family-school partnership. These 

enhancements can, in turn, benefit students’ learning support. 
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The differences we share: family-
school partnership in a super-
diverse society from the perspective 
of agency and equality8|9

Abstract. Teachers in secondary schools often lack the tools to effectively engage 

with migrant-background parents in family-school partnership. This is a concern, as 

family-school partnership is an important factor for academic success. In this paper, 

drawing on interview data from a Dutch study on parental engagement in secondary 

schools, we use the concepts of agency and equality of condition to explore parents’ 

perspective on collaboration in family-school partnership. We used the Framework for 

Interdisciplinary Collaboration to explore in what way unequal access to resources, 

recognition of expertise, and acknowledgment of authority affects the agentive roles of 

migrant-background parents in family-school partnership, and how diversity in charac-

teristics of parents shapes equality of access to resources, recognition of expertise, and 

acknowledgement of authority for migrant-background parents in family-school part-

nership. The paper explores how this analysis of super-diverse elements in relation to 

equality of condition, helps to understand the level of agency of parents in family-school 

8 Acknowledgement of author contributions: JG, SLG, MH and DR designed the study, 
JG recruited participants. JG collected the data. JG developed the interview protocol, 
JG and SLG analysed the data, JG drafted the manuscript, all authors contributed to 
critical revisions of the paper.

9 This chapter is currently under review.
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partnership. By mapping the differences we share, we can begin to understand what it 

takes to build equal partnership between teachers and migrant-background parents. 

 

Introduction

As an effect of immigration, the population of Western societies has become more 

diverse over the last decades (Vertovec, 2007) and with that, school populations 

have become more diverse, as well (Antony-Newman, 2019; Gogolin, 2011; Lynch & 

Baker, 2005; Stevens, Crul, Slootman, Clycq, & Timmerman, 2019; Weininger & La-

reau, 2003). Teachers in secondary schools often lack the tools to effectively engage 

with migrant-background parents in family-school partnership (Antony-Newman, 

2019; Goodall, 2018; Kim, 2009). This is a concern, as family-school partnership is an 

important factor for academic success (Epstein, 2018). Interventions to improve col-

laboration between migrant-background parents and teachers are generally based 

on the presumption that the gap between migrant families’ cultural capital and the 

school’s has to be bridged by scaffolding the minority towards the standards of the 

majority that is represented by the school (Antony-Newman, 2019; Gogolin, 2011). 
Furthermore, interventions to engage migrant-background parents sometimes take 

on a one size fits all approach (Denessen, 2019). Such an approach tends to overlook 

the fact that, migrant parents differ in many more respects than social group member-

ship, which is expressed by the term super-diversity (Denessen, 2019; Vertovec, 2007). 

 In the Netherlands, schools have become more diverse as well (Stevens et al., 

2019). As of the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, Moroccan immigrant workers were invited 

to work in Dutch industry temporarily, but most of them stayed and their families 

joined them (Stevens et al., 2019). Later on, asylum seekers from the Middle East and 

Northern Africa (MENA countries) arrived. The children and grandchildren of the 

newcomers now attend secondary education. Students of MENA descent suffer from 

unequal chances, and schools struggle to build constructive partnership with the par-

ents (Allen & Belfi, 2020; Denessen, 2019; Stevens et al., 2019). In this paper, drawing 

on interview data from a Dutch study on parental engagement in secondary schools, 

we use the concepts of agency and equality of condition to explore MENA background 

parents’ perspective on collaboration in family-school partnership. We propose that a 

focus on dimensions of agency and equality of condition, more specifically equal access 

to resources, recognition of expertise and acknowledgement of authority (Lynch & 
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Baker, 2005), provides valuable insight in the processes in family-school partnership for 

minority group parents within a super-diverse society. The Framework for Interdisci-

plinary Collaboration (Gerdes, Goei, Huizinga, & De Ruyter, 2020) was used to explore 

the following research questions:

1. In what way does unequal access to resources, recognition of expertise, 

and acknowledgment of authority affect the agentive roles of migrant-

background parents in family-school partnership?

2. How does diversity in characteristics of parents shape equality of access to 

resources, recognition of expertise, and acknowledgement of authority for 

migrant-background parents in family-school partnership? 

 

Theoretical Exploration

Present-day western societies have seen many immigration waves, resulting in a 

diversity that moves beyond national and ethnic group diversity (Vertovec, 2007). The 

term super-diversity was first used by Vertovec (2007) and refers to the constellation 

of between and within group diversity. According to Vertovec (2007), nationality or 

ethnicity are just two variables on which people in a multicultural society may differ. 

Other variables are gender, immigration history, immigration status, community struc-

ture, economic means, age, education, occupation, language, and locality. Each person 

presents a unique combination of these variables and their interplay. Thus, nested 

within a social group, each individual has his own set of characteristics, accounting for 

a super-diverse picture (Vertovec, 2007). 

 Interventions targeted at overcoming perceived disadvantages of mi-

grant-background parents as a social group, are in danger of being ineffective in a su-

per-diverse setting (Denessen, 2019). For instance, Dutch schools may try to reach out 

to migrant parents by having communications translated into Arabic. For some parents 

of MENA descent, this is absolutely unnecessary, because their first language is Dutch. 

For some parents, this is unhelpful because they speak a local dialect, or are illiterate. 

For some parents, the translation is helpful, for they can read the message, but they 

still do not understand what the school tries to convey because they are not familiar 

with the concepts used. As this example shows, perceiving diversity as restricted to 

ethnicity or nationality and crafting interventions accordingly, is not necessarily helpful 

in improving parent-teacher relationships (Gogolin, 2011).
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 Although teachers and migrant-background parents may differ on many 

aspects, they do share the same needs with regard to the execution of agentic roles 

(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). To acknowledge both differences and similarities, De 

Ruyter (2020) suggests that we adopt a double gaze. The double gaze is defined by De 

Ruyter as the willingness to see others as both persons with a unique identity, includ-

ing his or her socially defined ethnic or national group identity, and as fellow human 

beings that share profound similarities in terms of basic human needs (De Ruyter, 

2020). We posit that a double gaze of both teachers and parents is important in devel-

oping fruitful family-school partnerships. Avoiding a focus on merely visible differences 

between the partners, recognising each other’s unique identity, and finding common 

ground enables a trusting relationship that is needed for partnership (Gerdes, Goei, 

Huizinga, & De Ruyter, 2020a).

 For this study, we define family-school partnership as collaboration between 

parents and teachers as equal agents. Agency, here, is understood as the human capac-

ity to make choices, and to act towards objectives (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Goller & 

Paloniemi, 2017). Accordingly, agency in family-school partnership is the goal direct-

ed co-work of parents and teachers, aimed at effective student support. The actual 

agentive action in the co-work consists of knowledge exchange: providing information, 

giving advice, talking things over, discussing interventions, etcetera (Carlile, 2004; Ep-

stein, 2018). Partners do not physically work together, but they communicate: parents 

and teachers reflect on the students’ achievements, they exchange information, discuss 

possible lines of action, express expectations, explain certain behaviour, etc (Epstein, 

2018). 

 The Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration (Gerdes, Goei, Huizinga, 

& De Ruyter, 2020b), breaks down the complex concept of co-work into smaller, more 

manageable components. For this study, we use the components that are relevant 

to the research question. We relate three levels of co-work to three agentive roles of 

parents, and to three equality of condition aspects [Figure 1] (Gerdes et al., 2020b). 

In cooperation, responsibilities remain separate – parents take care of child rearing, 

teachers take care of formal education (Carlile, 2004; Epstein, 2018). The exchange of 

information is limited to transfer; a transmission without explanation or discussion. 

The agentive role of parents at this level of co-work is that of observer – parents ob-

serve the formal education trajectory of their child – and informer, i.e. parents supply 

the teachers with the necessary information (Gerdes et al., 2020b). To execute this 

agentive role in partnership, parents need equal access to resources and information 

(Lynch & Baker, 2005). Problems arise when, for example, parents do not receive infor-
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mation, receive confusing information, or when information is inaccessible (Gerdes 

et al., 2020b). In coordination, parents and teachers have sequential responsibilities 

(Carlile, 2004). The link between home and school is acknowledged, and co-workers 

seek to align home- and school practices (Epstein, 2018). The agentive role of the 

parent is that of an advocate or broker, translating the support needs of the child and 

negotiating alignment (Gerdes et al., 2020). For parents to execute this agentive role 

in partnership, schools need to recognise that parents’ expertise on the child is just as 

valuable as teachers’ expertise. Problems arise when parents’ contributions are not val-

ued or when parents are ignored altogether. In collaboration, knowledge is transformed 

as co-workers really try to understand the other practice and perspective. The agentive 

role of the parent at this level is that of a partaker, or co-constructor of the trajectory 

(Gerdes et al., 2020b). The parent teams up with the teacher in order to promote the 

student’s growth. To effectively execute this agentive role, parents need equal authori-

ty in decision making. Problems arise when the power imbalance is skewed towards the 

school; this can lead to personal or legal power struggles.

Figure 1 
Analytic Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration (partial)

 To summarise, parents in family-school partnership collaboration need equali-

ty of condition to execute their agentive roles. Equal access to resources, recognition of 

expertise, and acknowledgement of authority is affected by both social group member-

ship and individual circumstances. We propose that a double gaze, that acknowledges 

both sameness in terms of equality, and uniqueness in terms of diverse identity of each 

agent, helps to shed light on the factors affecting family-school partnership for parents 

of MENA descent. 
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Method

Research Context
The data for this study consist of parent interviews conducted in an overarching mul-

tiple case study concerning collaboration between schools, child support services, and 

parents in three mainstream secondary schools in the Netherlands. The schools were 

part of a regional consortium that seeks to better understand effective student support 

methods in inclusive education. Initially, we aimed for a representation of the main mi-

nority groups in the participating schools, being Roma and MENA country background 

parents. As for the Roma community, gaining access proved to be too complicated and 

not feasible within the study’s time frame, and this is why we focus on MENA country 

background parents in this study.

Procedure
At first, we sought to reach immigrant parents by sending a general invitation email 

message to all parents in the participating schools. No immigrant parents responded 

to this email message. Second, we asked schools’ permission to directly contact im-

migrant parents by email. The permission for this mailing was not granted, as schools 

were cautious to emphasise the nationality or ethnicity of students or parents. Third, 

we tried to contact spokespersons of the minority groups represented in the schools. 

For parents with a MENA country background, a community spokesperson provided 

phone numbers of six people. Four parents agreed to participate. Two more parents 

with a MENA country background were contacted through personal contacts of school 

staff.

 The first author conducted all interviews, in Dutch. Four interviews were 

conducted at the participant’s home, two interviews were conducted at school. Two 

parents participated as a couple. On this occasion, the eldest son was present to assist 

his parents in translation. Active informed consent was explained in the invitation 

email or over the phone, explained once more at the interview location, and signed 

before the start of the interview. The individual interviews were recorded using an 

audio recorder and transcribed. Data were saved at the protected storage drive of the 

VU university. The study and all of its procedures were approved by the Scientific and 

Ethical Review Board (VCWE) of the Faculty of Behaviour & Movement Sciences, VU 

University Amsterdam: VCWE 2017-058R1.
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Data Collection 
Data were collected through individual semi-structured interviews with parents. 

Standardised opening questions were used to explore two broad themes. The first 

part of the interview tapped into participants’ personal views on the importance of 

collaboration - their personal experiences and the factors they considered important 

in good collaboration. The second part focused on issues of agency and equality. At the 

end of the interview, we asked participants if they felt that the interview had covered 

the salient topics and whether they would like to add anything. All participants were 

thanked and given a box of chocolate. 

Data Analysis
The interview data were analysed using Template Analysis (TA). Template Analysis is a 

flexible approach that allows pre-existing knowledge or theory to be used in conjunc-

tion with codes generated from the data (Brooks, McCluskey, Turley, & King, 2015; King, 

2012). TA also permits the use of both interpretive and descriptive codes. The initial 

categories can be multileveled and interrelated. TA is therefore a holistic approach 

that acknowledges the contextual complexity of the phenomenon under investigation 

(King, 2012). The initial codes were the three aspects of equality of condition, and the 

three agentive roles of parents in family school partnership. These were clustered into 

the two aspects of the double gaze, bringing together parents’ experiences of (a) being 

recognised in both the common human need for equality of condition and (b) their 

uniqueness, i.e. acknowledging diversity in characteristics of each parent.

Participants
Seven parents, for whom we use fictitious names, participated in this study. Noor is a 

mother of two. She was born in Morocco before her father left for the Netherlands. She 

was reunited with her father at the age of eleven. Being an educated girl of Arabic de-

scent, Noor spoke Arabic and French fluently when she arrived in the Netherlands. Noor 

works in child care. The main language in communication with her children is Dutch.

 Nayla, mother of five, came to the Netherlands as a toddler. She is a house-

wife. As a child, she learned to speak Dutch at school. With her parents, she speaks 

Berber, a language spoken by the indigenous people of North Africa. She speaks Berber 

and Dutch with her children.

 Maryam, mother of three, was born and raised in the Netherlands. She is a 

secondary school teacher. She spoke Berber at home, and learned to speak Dutch at 

school. The main language in communication with her children is Dutch. 
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 Abdul (father of three) came to the Netherlands when he was 29, in the 

company of his parents. He started working right away and had no opportunity to learn 

the Dutch language. His mother tongue is Berber. Abdul does not master Arabic, the 

official language of Morocco. He works as a cleaner. 

 Yasser (father of three), and Sulaiman and Sara (parents of four) are political 

refugees, who have sought asylum in the Netherlands. Yasser fled from Somalia 20 

years ago. His children were all born in the Netherlands. Sulaiman and Sara left Iraq 

ten years ago, their youngest child still a baby, their other children aged five, nine and 

eleven. Yasser works as a spokesman and counsellor for the newcomer community in 

his hometown. He masters the Dutch language to some extent. Sulaiman and Sara are 

unemployed. They just started to learn Dutch. 

 

Results

The results section is organised by the agentive roles of parents in family-school 

partnership. We provide examples that show how each role is affected by social group 

membership and by individual contextual factors.10

Observer / Informer
As an observer and informer the parent needs to be able to follow the academic 

process of the student and to transfer information about the student to the teacher. In 

Dutch family-school partnership, most of the information transferred between school 

and parents is written in letters and emails. According to Noor, this is typical for the 

Dutch culture, as she explains in the following excerpt.

When I just came to the Netherlands, my father said to me…he said, listen, 
this is a paper country. And I remember thinking, what do you mean? I’m from 
Morocco. Morocco isn’t a paper country. Morocco is talking. Morocco is taking 
action, getting things done.” 

10 Non of the participants is a Dutch native speaker, in terms of being raised by
a Dutch speaking parent. The participants’ mastery of the language differs. 
In translation, we tried to stay as close to the original quotes as possible.
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Agentive roles parents

Partaker / co-constructor

Observer / informer

Advocate / broker
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Equal access to resources in the Dutch family-school partnership context means, there-

fore, equal access to information that is mostly written. 

Do Parents experience Inequality in Access to Resources, and 
how does this affect Parents’ Ability to observe and inform? 
Obviously, mastery of the language is an important factor, as information on the aca-

demic trajectory of the student is transferred through email, letters, telephone calls, 

and teacher-parent conferences. Noor learned to speak Dutch in secondary education.

 

Then you go to school. Everyone makes fun of you, because you cannot speak 
Dutch. But eventually, I did speak French, so I answered them in French. I said, 
well, answer me back? It started like that. Or in Arabic. And then I thought, 
no, you shouldn’t lower yourself to that level. You have to move on. You’re 
standard is different. So: studying hard. I learned Dutch, really, with flip cards. 
French – Dutch. Just like that. And repeating. Some children were watch-
ing cartoons, I was watching Dutch TV shows for toddlers. Really, that kind 
of shows, but in retrospect, I think it was very educational. So, that’s how I 
learned Dutch. I still make mistakes, of course. It’s not my mother tongue, I did 
not grow up with it. But I do my best to pronounce it properly and correct, and 
to speak well.”

Sara and Sulaiman are newcomers, and do not master the language. They need addi-

tional support to execute the role of observer / informer. In the following excerpt, Sara 

describes how she deals with parent-teacher conferences at the school of her younger 

children. 

Sara
It’s difficult. But I understand. But sometimes my son comes with us. 

Son
Yes, and sometimes…

Sara
Yes, sometimes other sister. My daughter. Helped us always. Says to the school 
administration, cannot go to Christian school. No. 

Even within the interview itself, the son helped his mother to express herself in the 

foreign language. 
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How is Diversity of the Parents reflected in (un)equal Access to Resources? 
The participants display considerable diversity in terms of literacy. Abdul, for instance, is 

a first-generation migrant-background parent. He recalls his own schooling in Morocco. 

 

In the early times, in Morocco, for a lot of children, no school. (…) Never 
learned Arabic. (…) Parents also, only Berber.” 

For Abdul, learning the Dutch language at an official teaching institute was out of the 

question.

 

When I came here, no school. Straightaway to work. (…). It was not compulso-
ry, back then.”

Lack of education has different outcomes for different people. Abdul received no for-

mal schooling in Morocco. The same is true for Noor’s husband. The outcome, though, 

is completely different, as she explains in the following excerpt. 

 

My husband doesn’t have a diploma; only certificates for his job. (…) But when 
you have a conversation, the knowledge he possesses. And I know him very 
well and we talk a lot and the things he predicts, that happen later on, and you 
think to yourself: how on earth? That’s knowledge. Getting information, lis-
tening. (…) And when they ask the children, what’s your father’s degree? Well, 
none. But when you talk to him, you would say he is highly educated. That’s 
what saved him, in the Netherlands. His knowledge.” 

For the children of the next generations, education is compulsory. Nayla observes the 

social mobility within her own family. 

 

When I look at my mother, she was illiterate when she arrived from Morocco. 
Not able to write Dutch, or Arabic. Because we are Berber. (…) My second son, 
he studies at the University. Physics and astronomy.”

The example shows that the barrier of language will disappear over time. However, 

addressing the language problem, as important as it is, will not automatically resolve 

all inequalities in family-school partnership for migrant-background parents. 
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Advocate / Broker
As an advocate or broker for the student, the parent needs to be able to explain paren-

tal knowledge to the teacher. For example, parents may know best what to do when a 

student is anxious, depressed, or unruly. Maryam, who is also a teacher in secondary 

education, explains the importance of parental input.

And if I have to cut that back to, how should a school deal with parents? Then I 
would start like: this is the behaviour we observe. What about you, what is your 
opinion, do you recognise this, or… Just to get their information and to explore, 
what is the underlying problem, really.”

This role can be related to the condition of equal acknowledgement of expertise. In the 

context of Dutch family-school partnership this means that parents are actively invited 

to share their knowledge and that this knowledge is valued. 

Do Parents experience unequal Acknowledgement of Expertise, and how 
does this affect Parents’ Ability to advocate and negotiate for their Child? 
In the context of family-school partnership, perceptions about social groups play a 

role as to whether the expertise of a partner is acknowledged at first sight. Maryam’s 

account refers quite literally to first sight interpretation. When asked whether she 

believes teachers treat migrant-background parents differently, she replies:

To me, that’s a tough question. Because, had you asked a year ago, when I didn’t 
wear the headscarf yet, then I would have said, no. And now, I say yes. (…) Yes, 
and I think it’s odd. I never experienced this before. You know, sensing that… some-
thing’s different. (…) Before, I never had this kind of problems. And never had this 
feeling. You walked in with your curly hair and all and you started a conversation 
and I never had the feeling that people tried to sell me out. Or like, she doesn’t 
understand anyway, we can do this or that and the missus will agree with it all.”

Maryam suspects that the headscarf, an attribute that visibly connects her to her social 

group, has an effect on the way her expertise is evaluated.

 Negotiating meaning in family-school partnership is often difficult, as the cul-

tural gap between teacher and parent can be wide, In Maryam’s case, the gap between 

her as a teacher and Moroccan women is quite small. In the following excerpt, she 

describes a parent-teacher conference with a Moroccan mother. 
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There’s this Moroccan girl in my class. (…) And I’m Moroccan myself, so I know 
exactly what these parents value. Especially with girls. They want her to do 
good in school, and they want her to be good. So that’s what this mother comes 
to complain about. She doesn’t want to talk about school. She says, I’m wor-
ried about my daughter, because she’s hanging out with bad girls. But these 
bad girls are my pupils and they are not bad girls, and I tell her so. (…) Your 
daughter’s friends may be a bit freer than what you are used to, and it doesn’t 
matter. But you have to trust your daughter.”

In this example, Maryam uses her cultural knowledge to ease this mother’s fears whilst 

at the same time acknowledging her concerns. Maryam refers to proximity in the 

sense of similarities, that work like interfaces for information transfer without having 

to explain too much. Because, according to Maryam, the differences between majority 

group teachers and Moroccan parents are just too big.

 

The gap is huge, you know. And that’s why I think it’s important that our 
teaching team, that society is reflected in our team, because it just gets a lot 
easier… when you have a pupil and you cannot come to terms with the parents, 
yes? But you can ask me, hey, can you have a look? Or maybe take part in a 
meeting? That would make a difference. You know, even if it’s only once. And 
then they think to themselves, oh, oh, oh, so this is also a possibility? And then I 
probably do not have to attend again.”

Here, Maryam pleads for people who know both worlds to act as go-betweens. Another 

related issue is the traditional attitude towards teachers and educational institutions in 

social groups. In the following excerpt, Noor describes how she feels that the cultural 

perspectives on school and teachers have changed.

 

And especially in my culture, in the old days, it was like, schools and teach-
ers were held in high esteem. He’s a teacher for a reason, so we obeyed this 
teacher. But that’s not always true. The teacher is not always right. You have to 
reach an agreement, together. And now parents say: that is your opinion, but I 
have my own stance. I have an opinion, too. And please note my child’s opinion. 
So, you reach an agreement. What is best for my child?”
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The excerpt shows that equal recognition of expertise works in two ways. The parent’s 

expertise has to be respected by the teacher, and the parent has to acknowledge having 

a say in it to start with. Noor indicates that a parent needs a knowledge base for this.

 

As a parent, you need to possess the right knowledge, because otherwise you 
don’t get anywhere. Because, you can go to the school, you can have conver-
sations, but if you do not know certain things, then you are constantly saying, 
yes, fine. No, why is it fine? Why is it so? Asking questions. Above all, asking 
questions. I think that’s important.”

Asking questions is a key tool for explicating tacit knowledge in intercultural communi-

cations. In the following excerpt, Yasser gives an example of how different interpreta-

tions lead to misunderstandings.

 

Often, parents are confronted afterwards. (…) At the schoolyard, how’s my 
child doing? Doing well. And later on, they say, your child didn’t score well 
throughout the year. And he has to do this grade again, or he has to go to an-
other school. How come, you always told me he was doing well? So, basically, 
communication problem. What is: doing well?”

How is Diversity of Parents reflected in (un)equal Recognition of Expertise? 
Personal factors, such as personality and upbringing, play a role in the extent to which 

parents will accept being treated unequally. Noor remembers how, as a child, she 

already rejected the idea of teachers being superior to her. 

 

That’s it. You had to listen. But of course, you have stubborn children like me. 
It was, my parents were not really engaged in it and I was like, no, I know what 
I want and what I know and you have a different view, but I’m going to go 
against it. But I do need your cooperation. I need you. And eventually, you find 
your way in: how do I get you on my side, to do what’s in my head?”

In the following excerpt, Maryam explains how her liberal upbringing provided her with 

confidence and self-esteem.

 

The Moroccan students would say, you come here and you pretend to be a teach-
er, but you are just Moroccan, too. At your home, things are different, too. 
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Then I had to say, I beg your pardon? I believe things at my home are quite 
different from yours. You have a different family and you don’t know about me 
and I don’t know about you. Well, I did grow up in another town [in the Nether-
lands]. My father was really strict, but righteous, too. You are going to school, 
and you are going to get a degree, and you make sure to have your own house, 
your own car, your own this and that, and you work for your money, right? So, 
not like the typical Turkish or Moroccan men in this town. Completely different.”

In this fragment, Maryam clearly talks about how her home environment served as an 

empowering factor for her as girl to gain independency. In the following excerpt, Nayla 

explains how a neighbourhood can also serve as an enabling factor.

Look, in this town, there’s a very small Moroccan community. And most live 
here, in this neighbourhood. So, between us we talk about school, a lot. And 
about the children and about how important it is and we always ask: how’s 
your child doing? What scores did he get? Where does he struggle?”

Nayla indicates that having the opportunity to talk things over with neighbours of a 

similar background is of great help to her. This idea of peer support is also the reason 

why Yasser began his counselling organisation. 

Partaker / Co-constructor
As a partaker or co-constructer, the parent needs to be able and to be enabled to 

collaborate with teachers, to reach agreement, and to join in decision making. Knowl-

edge is transformed as collaborators have to comprehend and integrate each other’s 

perspective. In the following excerpt, Noor recounts an occasion where she and her 

daughter’s teachers were contemplating a shift to a higher education level.

Is this the right moment, or do we have to wait? That’s very important. And it’s pos-
sible, sometimes, that parents do not agree. Because school says this and the parent 
says something else. And that’s difficult for parents, because your child goes to 
school five days a week, so in that respect, the school knows your child better. But 
as a parent, you follow your heart, and the information you get from your child. So, 
it’s very complicated. And when a parent doesn’t know, it’s left or right. You either 
follow the school, or you become very obstinate. But actually, you don’t have to go 
against it, you can find the middle way. That’s most important, with everything.”
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Do Parents experience unequal Acknowledgment of Authority, and 
how does this affect parents’ Ability to transform Knowledge?
Equal acknowledgement of authority can be at risk in situations where collaboration 

with parents is simply not expected by the school staff. This can be the result of past 

experience with first generation parents, who were less involved for various reasons. In 

the following excerpt, Yasser explains how some schools’ expectations may be low to-

wards migrant-background parents and how teachers are startled when migrant-back-

ground parents do not simply follow the school’s decisions. 

 

You just notice, from school, yes (…) she doesn’t understand anyway, the deci-
sions made for her. So, you notice, on the other hand, language lesson or some 
other way, you have to participate, you have to join in. (…) Because they [teach-
ers] assume, in some environments like this neighbourhood, all parents are the 
same. They are involved, you can inform them, but [they] don’t understand any-
way. This and that. So, ignorance breeds intolerance. That’s the way it goes. (…) 
For the second or third generation: ‘No, I don’t agree’. Suddenly, the teacher’s 
head turns red. I’m used to people who…but now, someone else is sitting in front 
of me. It’s a big change, because he is used to say: I have this in mind or we have 
this in mind and this is what we are going to do. And then, at one point, mister 
Mohammed or Mrs. Mohammed stands in front of him, saying, we are going to 
talk it over, just the same. No decision has been made, and we are going to have 
a look at what’s best. And then, some teachers are not used to [this].” 

As Yasser explains, the school’s attitude towards migrant-background parent involve-

ment needs to change. He claims that traditionally, the perspective of what parental 

involvement consisted of, was very limited. Parents were invited to join in fun activi-

ties, but not to participate in decision making.

 

Back then, migrant-background parents, only when there was a party they 
were involved. Making food. But they did not think, hey, you are a capable per-
son, maybe the participation council is for you, or the parents’ council. (…) It 
was very selective. But on the other hand, the parents themselves have to (…). 
Because that is the group, they only come to coffee meetings (…). Well, some 
generations don’t know this system. What you don’t know, doesn’t exist. But on 
the other hand, it’s not encouraged. Just for chores, like making food, or parties. 
Whereas nowadays, I see a lot of second and third generation, they participate.”
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The example shows that traditionally, both sides were not inclined to engage in 

collaborative practice. However, Yasser observes that this is slowly changing. Yet, for 

newcomers like Sara and Sulaiman, collaborative practice is a remote ideal. In the fol-

lowing excerpt, Sulaiman expresses his powerlessness when he tries to obtain a place 

for his daughter at a non-religious school. The city council has appointed the child to a 

Christian school.

Them don’t listen to parents from foreign countries. Only, no. Difficult here. 
Injustice. And then, for instance, problem. Going to the school attendance 
officer. But school attendance officer also doesn’t listen. No. (…) No telephone 
or anything. Very difficult. Everything school says to student, [not] directly to 
us. That is a problem. Injustice for us, always. Here, I tried by Twitter, through 
parliament, yes, other way, but doesn’t work for this (…).”

How is Diversity of Parents reflected in (un)
equal Acknowledgement of Authority? 
Equal acknowledgement of authority begins with parents having the means and op-

portunity to participate. In the following excerpt, Sulaiman tells about his daughter’s 

situation, who appears to be traumatised by her experiences in Iraq.

Also, for my daughter has problem sleeping, because for her bit afraid of Iraq. 
Here, cannot sleep or go to toilet, bit difficult. (…) After that, is late for school 
a few times. And [we] know, okay (…) has contact with school, tell them, little 
bit afraid and problem sleeping. After that, (…) going to school attendance 
officer. After that, tell us (…) don’t listen to us.”

The family appears to live under considerable psychological strain and is it possible 

that Sulaiman and Sara do not have much energy left to invest in family-school part-

nership. For Nayla, investing energy in family-school partnership is not a problem. She 

even contemplated taking part in the parents’ council when a neighbour encouraged 

her to do so.

In my opinion, we are quite involved. There are some in the parents’ council, 
Moroccan, too. Those who have time for it. My neighbour, for instance, she’s in 
it. She has spare time, she has three children, only. She says to me, you’d be per-
fect for joining the parents’ council. (…) I always have an opinion. I always have 



Chapter 5 • The differences we share: family-school partnership in a 
super-diverse society from the perspective of agency and equality

112

something to say. But, darling, I don’t want to make promises that I cannot 
keep. I would fret over that and it would be stressful.” 

Nayla’s neighbour believes that Nayla has the right personality for joining the parents’ 

council. In the closing excerpt, Noor demonstrates how her personality influenced 

equal acknowledgment of authority when she refuses to have her daughter tested. 

 

The school wanted it. They wanted to test her. And something I have learned, in 
all these years, in my eyes, tests say nothing. It’s just a moment in time, so I’m 
not going to expose my child to that. My two kids are very different from each 
other, too. One is stronger than the other, emotionally. The youngest, at that 
moment, was not strong enough or, anyway, she is very sensitive. And I didn’t 
like the way they dealt with it. I let them know, loud and clear. I made that clear 
in a conversation that lasted for two hours. That was a tough conversation.” 

Conclusion and Discussion

For this paper, we proposed that analysing parents’ experiences in collaboration with 

schools from the perspective of the double gaze, acknowledging both sameness and 

differences, helps to shed light on the factors affecting family-school partnership for 

parents of MENA descent. 

 To execute the agentive roles in family-school partnership, all parents need 

equal access to resources, equal recognition of expertise, and equal acknowledgement 

of authority (Gerdes et al., 2020b; Lynch & Baker, 2005). We explored in what way un-

equal access to resources, recognition of expertise, and acknowledgment of authority 

affects the agentive roles of migrant-background parents in family-school partnership. 

The results indicate that inequalities associated with minority group membership 

affect parents’ agentive roles in family-school partnership. Differences in cultural cap-

ital, with language as an obvious factor, can account for unequal access to recourses, 

limiting parents’ opportunity to perform the role of observer and informer. Differences 

in perspective or frame of reference can account for inequal recognition of expertise, 

limiting parents’ opportunity to perform the role of advocate and broker. Differences 

in social position and related power issues can account for inequal acknowledgement 

of authority, limiting parents’ opportunity to perform the role of partaker and co-con-

structor.
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 Furthermore, we explored how diversity in characteristics of parents shape 

equality of condition for migrant-background parents in family-school partnership. The 

participants proved to be very dissimilar in terms of empowering factors that enable 

them to turn potential into action. Regarding equal access to resources, Sulaiman and 

Sara struggle to express themselves in Dutch and to understand Dutch communica-

tions, whereas Yasser operates as an interpreter for his community. Regarding recogni-

tion of expertise, Maryam’s upbringing provides her with the resources to claim equal 

recognition. Regarding equal authority, Noor experiences a gap between herself and 

the school as an official white middle class institution, whereas Nayla indicates that 

it would be quite normal for her to join the parent council, just like her migrant-back-

ground neighbours and friends. These examples show how personal factors and con-

textual factors that account for a super-diverse picture (Vertovec, 2007), affect equality 

of condition in partnership. 

 The examples also show how an analysis of super-diverse elements in relation 

to (un) equality of condition helps to understand the level of agency of parents in fami-

ly-school partnership. Such a double gaze acknowledges the negative impact of minori-

ty parents’ social position as a group (Allen & Belfi, 2020; Denessen, 2019; Stevens et al., 

2019), the effect of individual super-diversity elements (Vertovec, 2007), and universal 

human needs in developing agency and executing agentic roles (Gerdes et al., 2020b).

 The limitations of this study are both methodological and theoretical. From 

a methodological point of view, the small sample size enables an in-depth analysis of 

super-diversity, but the number of minority groups is limited. Many voices are left out 

of analysis, doing no justice to super-diversity in society. Also, the narrative approach 

makes super-diversity personal and accessible to the reader, but the approach does 

not yield results that can be generalised. From a theoretical perspective, the notion 

of equality of love, care and solidarity was left out of the analysis, whilst Lynch and 

Baker (2005) consider this an important factor in education. As this study shows, 

migrant-background parents often find themselves struggling in family-school part-

nership. Arguably, form an equality of condition perspective, these parents are entitled 

to more consideration, understanding and solidarity from schools, which could be the 

focus of further research. 

 In practice, the recommendation derived from this study is to consider each 

family-school partnership a separate case, with its own unique distribution of equality 

between parent and teacher, affecting the partners’ agency. The analysis supports the 

notion that social group membership affects parents’ agency, and the recommendation 

to apply a double gaze, that takes both the individual and her social group into account 
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(De Ruyter, 2020). Furthermore, partners should be encouraged to investigate relative 

differences rather than fixed differences. As Maryam stated, the gap between teachers 

and migrant-background parents may be big, but the size differs, depending on the 

personal circumstances of the partners. For a teacher, the question should not be: how 

is this parent different from me, but: what does the gap between us look like? By map-

ping the differences we share, we can begin to understand what it takes to build equal 

partnership. 
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Interdisciplinary collaboration for 
inclusive education: supporting 
executive functions-friendly 
learning environments11|12

Abstract. The ideal of inclusive education, that schools should provide a support-

ive learning environment for all, is generally embraced. The question remains, as to 

what extent this ideal can be implemented in the actual classroom. Interdisciplinary 

collaboration between teachers and child support professionals is seen as essential for 

developing more inclusive learning environments. In this paper, we provide an illustra-

tion of how interdisciplinary collaboration can help to develop more inclusive learn-

ing environments in terms of supporting students’ executive functions. We examine 

executive functions support needs and the inclusive learning environment from the 

perspective of co-working professionals, and students in three schools for secondary 

education. Results support the notion that for an inclusive learning environment, a 

focus on executive functions support is relevant. Furthermore, the findings stress the 

importance of adequate teacher interaction and a stress reducing learning environ-

ment. Cross-case analysis shows how organisational and cultural support for collabo-

 11 Acknowledgement of author contributions: JG, SLG, MH and DR designed the study, 
JG recruited participants. JG and SLG collected the data. JG and SLG developed the 
interview protocol, JG and SLG analysed the qualitative data, JG and MH analysed 
the quantitative data, JG drafted the manuscript, all authors contributed to critical 
revisions of the paper.

12 This chapter is under review.

CHAPTER 6.  
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ration in the work environment provides professionals with the capacity to build safe 

learning environments, and to engage in positive interaction. From a theoretical point 

of view, the study sheds light on the relation between interdisciplinary collaboration 

and student support. 

Introduction

The ideal of inclusive education, that schools should provide a supportive learning 

environment for all, is generally embraced (Ainscow, 2020; Nilholm, 2020; Qu, 

2020). The question remains, however, to what extent this ideal can be implemented 

in the actual classroom, where teachers struggle to address a variety of educational 

needs (Moberg, Muta, Korenaga, Kuorelahti, & Savolainen, 2020; Weiss, Mucken-

thaler, Heimlich, Kuechler, & Kiel, 2019). Often, a solution is sought in individual pro-

grams delivered by counsellors, remedial teachers, or other members of the school’s 

child support team (Qu, 2020). Therefore, most current mainstream educational 

practices are better defined by the term integration rather than inclusion; special 

needs students receive additional support or counselling outside the classroom 

(Ainscow, Slee, & Best, 2019; Qu, 2020). This reflects the medical model of inclusion 

that treats special educational needs as deficits residing within the student (Ain-

scow, 2013; Nilholm, 2020) and tends to overlook the influence of the environment 

on learning and behavioural difficulties (Vandenbroucke et al. 2018). 

 One means to develop the ideal of inclusion whilst not ignoring the issues 

in the actual classroom, is to develop an inclusive learning environment that is more 

supportive to educational needs (Qu, 2020). A large part of frequently observed edu-

cational needs stem from underlying problems with executive functions (Berthelsen, 

Hayes, White, & Williams, 2017; Huizinga, Baeyens, & Burack, 2018). Executive func-

tions is an umbrella term for various cognitive processes that subserve goal-directed 

behaviour. Improving the learning environment by focusing on the support for execu-

tive functions inside the classroom, may lower the need for individual or small group 

interventions outside the classroom (García-Campos, Canabal, & Alba-Pastor, 2020). 

 Concurrently, interdisciplinary collaboration between teachers and child sup-

port professionals is seen as essential for developing more inclusive learning environ-

ments (Florian & Spratt, 2013; Kozleski, 2020). By joining forces and sharing expertise, 

teachers and child support workers can expand knowledge, and enhance support struc-
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tures within mainstream classrooms (Edwards, Daniels, Gallagher, Leadbetter, & Warm-

ington, 2009; Hadfield & Ainscow, 2018; Sannino, Engeström, & Lemos, 2016).  

 In this paper, we provide an illustration of how interdisciplinary collabora-

tion can help to develop more inclusive learning environments in terms of supporting 

students’ executive functions. Drawing on data from a multiple case study, we examine 

executive functions support needs and the inclusive learning environment from the 

perspective of co-working professionals and students in secondary education. We ex-

plicitly mean to address the students’ perspective, as their voice can provide meaning-

ful insights on how to proceed towards inclusive practice (Connor & Cavendish, 2020; 

Messiou, 2019). To address the question how interdisciplinary collaboration can help 

to support executive functions friendly learning environments, we aim to answer the 

following research questions: 

1. What executive functions-related difficulties do students encounter?

2. How do students perceive the learning environment in terms of support for 

executive functions? 

3. What executive functions-related student support needs do teachers and 

child support professionals identify? 

4. To what extent and how do teachers and child support professionals 

collaboratively shape a supportive learning environment?

Executive functions are especially important in novel or demanding situations that 

require a rapid and flexible adjustment of behaviour to the changing demands of the 

environment (Huizinga et al. 2006). For students, succeeding in mainstream secondary 

education involves the ability to effectively deal with academic, social, and emotion-

al challenges (Vandenbroucke et al., 2018). Executive functions, such as inhibition, 

working memory, and flexibility have a strong relation to school performance. The level 

of executive functions determines how well a student can perform on learning tasks, 

evaluate learning processes, or regulating behaviour within a group. Consequently, 

problems with executive functions lie at the root of many educational needs (Huizinga 

et al., 2018; Zelazo, Blair, & Willoughby, 2016).

 Rather than conceiving deficiencies in executive functions as something that 

results from child factors only, it is the interaction between learner and environment 

that shapes the development of executive functions and, as a result, influences aca-

demic progress (Vandenbroucke, Spilt, Verschueren, Piccinin, & Baeyens, 2018; Zelazo 

et al., 2016). Terzi (2005) suggests that impairments, such as weaker executive func-
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tions, do not reside within the individual student, but are the result of the interaction 

between a student and his or her learning environment. Comparable to the situation 

of moving around in a wheelchair is enabled in single storey barrier-free schools, the 

learning environment can help to effectively deal with academic, social and behavioural 

difficulties. Contextual interventions designed to support the student can therefore 

help to further develop executive functions (Kamkar & Morton, 2017; Zelazo et al., 

2016). 

 In schools, the learning environment encompasses material, organisational 

and cultural aspects (Mäkelä & Helfenstein, 2016). The concept of material aspects re-

fers to tools such as books, office supplies and computers. Organisational aspects refer 

to organisational structures, such as schedules. Cultural aspects refer to intangible ele-

ments such as shared values and perceptions (Baars et al.; Mäkelä & Helfenstein, 2016). 

The learning environment consists, therefore, of material and immaterial aspects. 

 Within the learning environment, teacher-student interactions form the core 

of educational daily practice (Hamre et al., 2013). In their paper, Hamre and colleagues 

(2013) identified three distinctive forms of instruction: instructional support, organ-

isational support, and emotional support. Instructional support refers to the actual 

content of the lesson and activities that promote students’ higher order thinking skills, 

like feedback and asking challenging questions. Organisational support refers to indi-

cating procedures or helping students to follow rules. Emotional support refers to the 

acknowledgement of students’ emotional needs and perspectives (Hamre et al., 2013; 

Vandenbroucke et al., 2018).

 Well-organised learning environments and effective teacher-student inter-

actions support executive functions in students and free up the cognitive capacity to 

engage in challenging task that help to further develop executive functions (Vanden-

broucke et al., 2018). An environment that reduces stress levels by being encouraging, 

well organised and understanding, places less strain on the need to regulate, and opens 

up opportunities to try and develop new skills. 

 Bringing together the pedagogic knowledge of teachers and the remedial 

knowledge of child support team members may well be an opportunity for building 

learning environments that are inclusive of all students. Interdisciplinary collaboration 

between teachers and child support team members is, therefore, seen as a promising 

way to expand contextual knowledge, to change perspectives, and to develop more 

effective support structures within the learning environment (Edwards et al., 2009; 

Engeström, 2015; Sannino et al., 2016). To date, few reports have explored the relation 

between interdisciplinary collaboration and the enhancement of mainstream learning 
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environments in terms of support for executive functions (Vandenbroucke et al., 2018). 

The objective of this study, for theory, is to gain insight in the relation between collab-

oration, expansive learning of professionals, and effective support for all students in 

secondary education. For practice, the aim is to gain insight in the factors that help to 

build a supportive learning environment for both students and professionals. 

Materials and Method

Context
Three mainstream secondary schools located in the middle of the Netherlands, partic-

ipated, for which we use fictious names: Hillside School, Bollard School, and Lakeview 

School. The schools were part of a regional consortium that seeks to better understand 

effective student support methods in inclusive education. The multiple case study 

focusses on preparatory vocational secondary education (PVSE) and on so-called Prac-

tical Education (PrE). In PVSE, nationally the majority of students is enrolled and also 

the highest percentage of the need for additional student support is found (Koopman, 

Ledoux, Karssen, Meijden, & Petit, 2015). In PrE, students attain certificates or are 

trained for work. Hillside and Lakeview offer PVSE; Bollard offers both PVSE and PrE. 

Participants
238 second grade students, 126 boys and 112 girls (age mean 13.78, SD = .65) completed 

a self-report on executive functions, e.g. the BRIEF screener (see under instruments). In 

total, 18 students participated in focus group interviews. Furthermore, 12 teachers and 

13 child support workers participated in the focus groups for professionals.

Table 1 shows how form teachers and child support team members were distributed. 

Table 1 
Distribution of Form Teachers and Child Support Team Member over two Focus Group Interviews 

child support team memberform teachers

Hillside

Bollard

Lakeview 

2

2

2

2

2

2

3

1

2

3

2

2
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Procedure
To answer the first research question, we asked second grade students to fill in a 

norm-referenced questionnaire on executive functions. The questionnaire was ex-

plained to parents and teachers by e-mail, and to the students in class by the first 

author. Passive consent was explained to the parents by e-mail. 

 We used focus group interviews with students to answer the second research 

question. The interview respondents were selected by the schools contact person. 

Parents were informed by means of a letter and gave active consent. The focus group 

interviews took place at the schools. Focus group interviews with teachers and child 

support workers were conducted to answer the third and fourth research question. 

The interview respondents were selected by the schools contact person and invited by 

email. At Hillside and Bollard, the first author conducted the interviews, the second au-

thor assisted. At Lakeview, roles were reversed as the first author works at this school, 

which may introduce bias. Active informed consent was explained in the invitation 

e-mail, explained once more at the interview location, and the consent forms were 

signed before the start of the interview. 

 The interviews were recorded using an audio and video recorder and tran-

scribed. Data were saved at the protected storage drive of the first author’s university. 

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the Ethical Committee of the first 

author’s faculty.11

Materials
The student questionnaire used, (Huizinga & Smidts, 2012) to tap into students 

perceived level of executive functions was the BRIEF screener. The BRIEF screener is 

a shortened version of the Behavior Rating Inventory of Executive Functions question-

naire (Gioia, Isquith, Guy, & Kenworthy, 2000), and has fourteen items in four cate-

gories: inhibition, emotion regulation, planning, and working memory. The items are 

scored as 1 (this never applies to me), 2 (this sometimes applies to me), or 3 (this often 

applies to me). 

 Scores on the BRIEF screener can be defined as non-clinical, subclinical, or 

clinical. Non-clinical scores indicate no weak executive functions, and range from 14 to 

23 for girls, and from 14 to 25 for boys. Subclinical scores indicate possibility of weak ex-

ecutive functions, and range from 24 to 28 for girls, and from 26 to 30 for boys. Scores 

above 28 for girls and 30 for boys are a strong indication for weak executive functions 

(Huizinga & Smidts, 2012). Table 2 shows the actual numbers and the percentages of 

non-clinical, subclinical and clinical scores.
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The mean score on the BRIEF screener was 23.03, SD 3.83. Cronbach’s alpha was used to 

assess internal consistency. The level is .67, which indicates moderate consistency.

For the focus group interviews, the interview protocol was based on the Framework for 

Interdisciplinary Collaboration (Gerdes, Goei, Huizinga, & De Ruyter, 2020a, 2020b). 

Data analysis BRIEF screener
Descriptive analyses for BRIEF screener non-clinical, subclinical and clinical scores per 

group were generated using SPSS. 

Qualitative data focus groups. 
The aim of the interview for students was the exploration of perceived support needs 

and perceived level and nature of support. The following questions were explored:

What should schools do to support their students? What support do you receive? What 

kind of support do you need? What does an ideal form teacher look like? 

The aim of the interview for professionals was the interpretative assessment of collab-

oration process, objective and outcome in three cases. The following questions were 

explored: 

What special needs are identified, in this context, by these participants? How are 

special needs evaluated / rated, in this context, by these participants? To what extent 

do participants perceive support to be a shared responsibility? In this context, what is 

working for whom, in what way, in terms of collaboration process, objective, outcome?

Qualitative data analysis
The interview data were analysed using Template Analysis (TA). The Template Anal-

ysis allows for applying pre-existing knowledge or theory to the data set alongside 

codes that are generated form the data (Brooks, McCluskey, Turley, & King, 2015; King, 

2012). TA is a holistic approach that acknowledges the contextual complexity of the 

phenomenon under investigation (King, 2012). The template consisted of the Analytic 

Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration (Gerdes, Goei, Huizinga, & De Ruyter, 

2020a). The Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration (FIC) [Figure 1] presents the 

building blocks of increasingly intense co-work, that is increasingly effective in terms 

of expansive learning and school reform (Gerdes et al., 2020b). The building blocks are 

knowledge exchange, dimensions of proximity, group identity formation, trust forma-

tion, dimensions of agency, and dimensions of equality. The framework is used as an 

analytic tool to examine interdisciplinary co-work and to determine how and to what 

extent professionals benefit from co-work in terms of improvement of practice.
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Results

BRIEF screener questionnaire
Table 2 shows the results of the BRIEF screener analysis. 

Table 2 
Frequency and Percentage of Students with non-clinical, subclinical or clinical Scores on BRIEF screener 
Questionnaire

The results indicate that over a quarter of the student population in the schools show 

weaker executive functions. In an average classroom of 25, this would mean approx-

imately 6 students need extra executive functions support. Table 3 shows the actual 

means for each BRIEF screener item.
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Figure 1 
Analytic Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration
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Table 3  
Means and Sum Scores BRIEF screener Items
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The lower half of the scores (* scores above the median: 1.66) shows that students 

experience most difficulties in finishing assignments, working memory, planning and 

organising, insight in own behaviour, and inhibition. Students report less difficulties in 

emotion regulation and cognitive flexibility.

Student Focus Group Interviews
In this section, we first discuss how the BRIEF screener findings relate to support needs 

that students mentioned during the focus group interviews. Second, we discuss how 

students feel about supportive structures, and the qualities of teachers. 
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Support Needs
The main needs discussed during the focus group interview concern planning and 

organising. In the following excerpt, students discuss extra-curricular homework guid-

ance at their school.

 

Student A
You can go there when you have trouble planning your homework and stuff.”

Student B
I went there, but my planning didn’t go well after all, because I never stick to it.”

Student C
Yes, that’s the point. I’m good at making a schedule, I’m good at organising. 
But when I have to carry out my own planning, I’m like, hey, another 5 minutes 
and then…”

Student D
I never make a schedule. I check what I have to do day by day.”

Student E
I did make a schedule, I can plan, but making yourself stick to it, that is harder, 
sometimes. Because something happens and then I think to myself, oh, it will 
work out fine, and then my whole schedule is different. Now, I make to- do lists 
and I have to highlight tasks that I completed and then I’m able to keep track.” 

It is clear from the utterances that for these students, the actual act of organising their 

work in advance is not the problem, but having the self-discipline to start and to keep 

working. The ability to plan and organise is, in this case, closely related and dependent 

on inhibition and perseverance.

 The students are familiar with low self-control in classroom situation. In the 

following excerpt, a student demonstrates how he is not aware of the effect of his 

behaviour on other students. 

 

Student A
Usually, I’m overactive.” 

Interviewer
Are the other students affected by your behaviour?”

Student A
I don’t know, but I guess so?”
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Possibly, working memory problems prevent this boy from processing corrections or re-

proaches from his teachers. A girl mentions that it is important for teachers to be very 

clear when they correct a student. 

 

Being clear. Like, when someone is overactive in class, and the teacher has had 
enough, it must be very clear that the student has to quit.”

In the PrE focus group, students mention special rooms and equipment for students 

who suffer from low self-control and overactivity. 

Student 
When I’m overactive, I go to the time out-room. And I stay there a short while, 
five minutes, and then back.” 

Interviewer 
And you go back when you’re calmed down?”

Student
Yes. Or maybe, a stress ball or something like that.” 

The students are well aware that the preparatory vocational tracks are, academically, 

the base level tracks. In the next excerpt, a boy attributes weak inhibition to his aca-

demic level when he talks about conflict management. 

 

I understand what they mean because I think, with the kids in the higher levels, 
they would say: can you please call my parents to inform them? (…) They are a 
bit smarter than we are, aren’t they? We first fight, and then we talk.”

Supportive Structures
Students identify school rules and regulations as supportive in terms of helping them 

executing goal directed behaviour. In the following excerpt, a girl that recently changed 

schools, compares regulation at her old and new school.

 

It didn’t matter whether you made your homework. It didn’t matter what 
grades you got. It didn’t matter whether you came to school, or not. (…) Here, 
they check up on you, for a start.”

Although the students resent being disciplined, they see clear rules and consequences 
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for breaking the rules as a way to keep them on track. In the following excerpt, a stu-

dent talks about the effect of punishment for being late. 

 

Yes, because when you get punished, you know, then you go like…let’s get out 
of bed or else I get punished again. “

Next to rules and regulation, students value personal help and advice. At all schools, 

form teachers are available when students need support for personal problems. 

 

Whenever there’s a problem, you can always go to the form teacher. (…) After 
school, that is, because when they are in class, they have to teach.”

In each school, child support staff is available for intensified support. The students are 

familiar with the child support team members’ line of work and think that, in some 

cases, child support is the better option when they experience difficulties.

 

Because she, she can start working on it immediately. Because she is here, in 
school, so she can come to class to see you, or talk to the teachers.”

Teacher Attributes
When asked to describe the ideal form teachers, students use words like ‘chill’ and ‘re-

laxed’. It turned out that being chill, to the students, means, staying calm, as opposed 

to getting angry or impatient. 

 

That a form teacher needs to be relaxed. Not being busy all day and explaining 
things. He needs to be at ease. During the lesson. And calmly explaining stuff.”

Overall, the students indicate that they need a form teacher that accepts their faults 

and gently guides their learning process. 

Focus Group Interviews Professionals
In this section, we first address what student factors professionals believe to be crucial. 

Second, we give examples of how a learning environment may or may not be helpful 

in supporting the students. Third, we provide examples of how collaboration can be 

supported or hindered in the school context. We organised this last section in material 

aspects, organisational structures, and cultural aspects.
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Student factors
Professionals identified lower academic level, unsafe home environments, and dis-

orders as the main barriers for effective student learning. In the following excerpt, a 

teacher explains how some PrE-students develop a sense of inferiority during primary 

education, and how this affects their behaviour in secondary school. 

So basically, they all start off feeling somehow inferior. On the one hand, they 
find affirmation here, because there’s more of them, and, finally, they can be 
top of their class instead of being the slowest, but they all have this…lack of 
self-confidence that makes them prone to risky behaviour …” (Teacher Bollard)

In the following excerpts, a child support team member explains how she feels PVSE 

students differ in dealing with stress from their peers in the theoretical stream.

 

Children in the theoretical streams are better at keeping their problems to 
themselves. A PVSE student just cries out. Or, at least, demonstrates [prob-
lems] through behaviour. Whereas a theoretical stream student won’t…no…
home is home and school is school.” (Child support team member Bollard)

In the next excerpt, a child support team member explains how differences are also 

found at the parental level. 

 

For parents, it’s the same. (…) In general, parents of students in the theoretical 
streams are the higher educated parents. So automatically, they take more 
action, like seeking help, or having contracted a homework institute, having 
better financial means, often. (…) And parents of PrE and PVSE students, 
sometimes, having fewer opportunities.” (Child support team member Bollard) 

In the next excerpt, a PrE-teacher describes the unsafe home environments he encounters. 

 

Financial problems, detention, substance abuse, violence. Or like, we are really 
worried about safety issues. Not really sure whether the child is safe at home.” 
(Teacher Bollard)

As for disorders, professionals mention mainly attention-deficit disorders and ASS (Au-

tistic Spectrum Disorder). These disorders can affect students’ ability to plan ahead, or 
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to focus in class. In the next excerpt, a child support team member reflects on how she 

feels that behaviour cannot exclusively be related to diagnosed disorders. 

 

But not all of them suffer from ADHD. Or, not always diagnosed. Yet, self-reg-
ulation, acting first and thinking afterwards, that’s for most of them… So, it’s 
not just those diagnosed with ADHD, but a lot of students’ demonstrate pretty 
impulsive behaviour.” (Child support team member Lakeview)

As this child support team member indicates, it is not only the diagnosed students that 

experience difficulties. The next question is how schools support students executive 

functioning within the learning environment. 

Supportive Learning Environment
Form Teachers
In all three schools, groups are assigned a form teacher. The form teacher helps the 

students in day-to-day school life, keeps track of their academic development, organis-

es parent meetings and refers the student to student support when needed. The form 

teacher is supposed to be the core of student support. 

 

Most student support starts there, with the form teachers.” (Child support team 
member Bollard)

Support team members believe that it is their job to facilitate form teachers. 

 

I believe, the form teacher is the foundation. So, this person needs high quality 
support. He needs to know where he can go, and what’s possible.” (Child sup-
port team member Hillside)

Yet, participants believe that basic conditions for being a good form teacher are not 

always met. 

 

 I thought, how on earth? (…) When you hear that there’s a form teacher, but 
no scheduled moment. Then you think to yourself, how can you be a good form 
teacher without having a proper moment for seeing the group? Working with 
them for a year? Then you think, what is this school playing at, for Heaven’s 
sake?” (Teacher Hillside)
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Special Education within Mainstream Education
A tendency in schools for mainstream education is to allocate certain types of students 

to special groups, thus creating special settings within mainstream education. Hillside 

has taken the concept quite far, by creating groups for students who struggle aca-

demically, groups for newcomers, and groups for students with ASS. In the following 

excerpt, a child support team member expresses her concern.

 

This has been bothering me for two years now. It would be great if we’re able 
to let it go. In fact, by labelling all these different groups…I notice that we put 
children in a certain group first, and then we have a look to check whether the 
group label is correct. That doesn’t match, because some children need this or 
that. And then I think to myself: boy, let’s get rid of all these labels and just see 
who fits in which group. And then we give it a name, whatever. Red and white 
dots with a star on top.” (Child support team member Hillside)

Social Skills Training 
In all focus groups, professionals identified social skills training essential for students 

in PrE and PVSE, in term of supporting positive behaviour and self-regulation. At Bol-

lard, teachers and child support team members aim to provide social skills training for 

all students. 

Yes, PrE-students are vulnerable, and PVSE students are vulnerable, and I be-
lieve that our students can really benefit [from this training] and this way, you 
can forestall quite a lot.” (Child support team member Bollard) 

Daily Activities
At Bollard, the PrE groups have 15 minutes with their form teacher at the start and end 

of each day. A form teacher explains what’s done in these small blocks of time.

We start each day with a quarter of an hour group-time, and we end with a 
quarter of an hour group-time. With your own group, your own form teacher. 
Roughly, we go through the day, and the next day: what do we have to do? But 
also, when there’s a problem, what’s happening, what’s new? How do we inter-
act with each other, accepting each other, listening to each other? That kind of 
stuff. Every day. Twice a day.” (Teacher Bollard)



Chapter 6 • Interdisciplinary collaboration for inclusive education: 
supporting executive functions-friendly learning environments

133

The idea of supporting behaviour by creating sufficient time for reflection is adopted at 

Lakeview as well, where the idea of starting or ending your day with your form teacher 

is applied to the first grades of PVSE. 

Support Systems
The three school differ in terms of how student support is organised and how it works 

out. A child support team member at Bollard expresses how she feels collaboration 

between the two domains should come naturally, as teachers in PrE and PVSE tend to 

approach behaviour in terms of symptoms rather than causes.

 

Yes, and maybe that’s the bottom line, why this works better in PrE and PVSE, 
because teachers look beyond visible behaviour. For these teachers it comes 
naturally, automatically thinking hey, you don’t want to work, but that’s not 
just because you’re being stubborn. There’s something underneath. And that’s 
what you need. Because a child expresses itself in a certain way, and whether 
it’s Autistic Spectrum Disorder or depression or fear of failure or whatever, 
something underneath is causing this behaviour and you have to be able to 
reach that part in order to solve the problem.” (Child support team member 
Bollard)

The Bollard team perceives support provided to individual students as valuable input 

for the general learning environment. In the next excerpt, a student coordinator ex-

plains how actions by child support benefit the teaching team as a whole.

What obstacles does an Autistic Spectrum Disorder student encounter? He 
has to take an oral exam and what is the problem? Oh, there’s a question and 
there’s another question, so that’s two questions at the same time: system over-
load. That kind of stuff, you know. We had a preliminary meeting, talked it all 
over. Well, and when you see their results, that’s really awesome. And you see 
these teachers getting it, understanding how to deal with it, repeating it, using 
it more often.” (Child support team member Bollard)

Conditions for effective Co-work 
Just like students need a supportive environment to learn, professionals need a sup-

portive environment to effectively work together. We distinguish between material, 

observable aspects, organisational structures, and cultural aspects. 



Chapter 6 • Interdisciplinary collaboration for inclusive education: 
supporting executive functions-friendly learning environments

134

Material Aspects 
In the following excerpt, a child support worker explains how team size and having a 

shared space is helpful. 

 

It’s a good team, also in size. Easy to get the whole picture. We always meet…
you know, sometimes it is just these preconditions that make it happen. Almost 
all take their break in the teachers’ lounge. We have nice chats, and sometimes 
we quickly fine-tune this or that. So, communication lines are really easy and 
short. (Child support team member, Bollard)

At Lakeview, things are different. A teacher recalls how she tried to contact a child 

support team member. 

 

That was quite something, finding a moment we were both available. I get the 
impression that your schedule is quite full, also because you work at the other 
school. Luckily, you could change things in your agenda, but it wasn’t easy.” 
(Teacher Lakeview)

School management at Lakeview decided to have the child support team member lo-

cated at two schools, which makes contacting each other more complicated, according 

to the teacher. Yet, in the next excerpt a Bollard child support team member indicates 

that proximity also depends on personal choices. 

 

I believe it’s quite easy, here at PrE, because it’s all small scale, but it’s also a 
choice you make. I could stay in my office at the first floor and say, send these 
students over, and I will see them and that’s how I work.” (Child support team 
member Bollard)

Organisational Structures
In the following excerpt, a Hillside teacher and child support team member explain 

how structures need to be transparent to begin with.

Last year, I was the form teacher of the intermediate group and basically, I 
was thrown in at the deep end. Lot of issues, and I didn’t know where to go or 
what. So, indeed, in the beginning I tried to work it out all by myself.” (Teacher 
Hillside)
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Yes, and they do not know the process. How to proceed, whom to ask.” (Child 
support team member Hillside)

Organisational issues at Lakeview are cut-downs and staff members having multiple 

tasks. 

 

Yes, incidents. Physical violence, thefts, that kind of stuff. Bullying, weapons. 
Yes, that’s my job, alongside three other tasks I have to fulfil. It’s too much, 
basically.” (Child support team member Lakeview) 

At Bollard, the organisation allows for interaction between teachers and child support 

team members. On rare occasions, this interaction is accomplished at Lakeview, a child 

support team member recalls.

 

We did that the other day, that was brilliant, I joined a teacher team meeting. 
(…) I provided some background information and we shared experiences with 
this student and we wrote a plan, together. I would really like to do that more 
often, having you as teachers, with your perspective, and me with my expertise 
and the things I know about the student, individually, and figure it out togeth-
er, what can we do?” (Child support team member Lakeview)

Cultural Aspects
Traditionally, the teachers feel that they have to be able to solve problems on their 

own. A perception that needs to be changed, as a child support team member express-

es in the following excerpt. 

 

 It doesn’t have to be very serious, before you contact me. (…) When you talk 
about expelling and so on, then I start to wonder: did we consider the home 
environment? Do you have a clear picture about that? Or do you only look at 
it from a school’s perspective and ignore all the contextual influences affecting 
the child’s behaviour? Without organising support? I’m not just here for formal 
decision making, I’m here for prevention and consultation.” (Child support team 
member Hillside)
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At Bollard, the team members are well on their way changing practice.

 

One thing the coaches really did well, was taking the teachers along. So, 
before, it was like, a coach starts a trajectory with a student and sits with the 
student in a separate room and performs some tricks and that’s it. But now, 
you guys visit lessons, you give advice, and then you have these avant-garde 
teachers who visit you and ask, hey, I don’t know what to do about Johnny, can 
you have a look? And it spreads. And in a team like ours, it spreads quickly. 
Because teachers see the benefit. And yes, it’s all hands on deck to keep our 
students in, and it gets easier this way.” (Teacher Bollard) 

Management style is another issue, which is especially prevalent at Lakeview. A child 

support team member expresses how hierarchical lines work out, in her view.

 

They did ask me what I would like to change. The management, that is. For 
years now, I indicate that this stands out and takes a lot of time. Basically, we 
all work individually on issues and in my view, it doesn’t have to be like that. 
When you start in the classroom and you adopt the same way of working, you 
can prevent so much. But it’s all controlled by the management and it gets 
stuck there somehow.” (Child support team member Lakeview)

At Bollard, on the other hand, staff members are granted more autonomy. 

 

I believe that’s really wonderful (…) You’re fairly free to construct your own 
practice. So, for instance, I sit with this colleague and explore, like, how are we 
going to do this? At other schools, my colleagues do things differently because 
the people are different. The municipality give us the freedom to implement 
things as we see fit. I think that’s helpful, because you can really tune in with 
the school” (Child support team member Bollard.) 

At Bollard, the changed perspective and degree of autonomy resulted in a more inte-

grated approach between teacher and child support team members. 
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Discussion and Conclusion

In this study, we aimed to shed light on how interdisciplinary collaboration helps to 

build inclusive learning environments in terms of executive functions support. Current 

mainstream educational practice is often better defined by integration than inclu-

sion (Ainscow et al., 2019). Strengthening the learning environment in terms of basic 

preconditions for learning, i.e. executive functions, can help schools to move towards 

inclusive practice (García-Campos et al., 2020). Collaboration between teachers and 

child support team members is seen as a way to help making this change (Edwards et 

al., 2009). The results of the student self-report show that in each group, proximate-

ly 25 percent of the students suffer from mild or severe executive functions support 

needs. These results support the notion that for an inclusive learning environment, a 

focus on executive functions support is quite relevant (García-Campos et al., 2020). 

The qualitative results show that students identify needs for support regarding plan-

ning and self-regulation. A supportive learning environment, to them, means having 

clear rules to keep them on track, and patient teachers. A form teacher is considered 

important. The findings stress the importance of adequate teacher interaction and a 

stress reducing learning environment that supports the use and further development 

of executive functions. 

 The professionals focussed on the underlying issues for poor executive func-

tions, such as academic level, past experiences, home environment and disorders. In 

relation to a supportive learning environment, they describe activities and structures 

that support executive functions in terms of emotional safety and a positive social 

environment. This is compatible with the idea that physical, emotional and social stress 

decreases effectiveness of prefrontal cortex and, as a consequence, the executive 

functions (Diamond, 2012; Vandenbroucke, Spilt, et al., 2018). Supporting executive 

functions is therefore not only about teaching students to plan and organise, it is also 

about building a safe environment for learning (Hamre et al., 2013; Jones, Bailey, & 

Jacob, 2014). 

 The Bollard case showed how management allocated time and room for 

growth, providing the professionals with the agency to collaboratively work on a more 

inclusive learning environment. Comparing the Hillside and Lakeview case with the 

Bollard case, it becomes evident that for effective support, the learning environment 

needs to be inclusive to professionals as well. Whereas Hillside and Lakeview profes-

sionals seemingly struggle in isolation, Bollard professionals appear to be capable 

of sharing and spreading knowledge, for the benefit of all. The Bollard professionals’ 
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accounts indicate that the organisational and cultural support for collaboration in 

their work environment provides them with the capacity to build safe and encouraging 

learning environments, and to engage in positive interaction. This interaction, that is 

core of the learning environment, both supports and sparks further development of 

executive functions (Hamre et al., 2013; Vandenbroucke, Spilt, et al., 2018).

 For theory, the contributions of this study lie in shedding light on the relation 

between preconditions for learning in terms of executive functions and interdiscipli-

nary collaboration for building inclusive learning environments. Cultural components 

affect the preconditions for collaboration at the level of material aspects and organi-

sational structures. For practice, the implications are that a safe and positive climate 

for both staff and students supports executive functions. The Bollard case indicates 

that for collaboration to arise, professionals need considerable freedom to explore and 

produce their own structures. 

 The limitations of this study are its scope and methodology. Deeper un-

derstanding of the relation between inclusion, executive functions and safe learning 

environments can be achieved by including more schools and more diverse schools. For 

example, the inclusion of PrE in this study yielded interesting perspectives. Arguably, 

including special secondary schools or primary schools could yield more insights. 

Furthermore, the case study methodology as such isn’t inclusive in itself as it separates 

researchers and subjects. It would be interesting see whether a participatory design, 

where students and teachers are invited to conduct research and analyse findings, 

might be a powerful way to develop inclusive learning environments. 
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What about Samuel? Main findings, 
discussion and conclusion 

The aim of this dissertation was to explore what factors affect interdisciplinary collabo-

ration between teachers, parents and child support workers in mainstream preparatory 

vocational secondary education. The rationale for these studies was the assumption 

that in collaboration, participants can develop more adaptive, and therefore more in-

clusive, learning environments. Building on the idea of boundary crossing it is expected 

that in collaboration, participants gain transformative agency. The general research 

question was: how does collaboration between teachers, parents and child support 

workers contribute to effective student support? In order to provide an answer to the 

general research question, we examined five sub-questions: 

1. What are the interrelated aspects that shape collaboration? 

2. How does co-location of teachers and child support workers promote 

transformation of practice? 

3. What are the underlying structures and opportunities for improvement in 

family-school partnership? 

4. What factors affect family-school partnership for migrant background 

parents? 

5. How does interdisciplinary collaboration help to support executive 

functions in inclusive learning environments?

CHAPTER 7.  
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 Chapter 1 provided an overview of the main concepts, research questions, 

context, methodological approach, and the dissertation’s overview. This last chapter 

discusses the main findings, the limitations of the study, directions for future research, 

and implications for practice. I will first present the Framework for Interdisciplinary 

Collaboration (FIC), as it helps to clarify the main findings.

 

Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration

The analytic Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration (Figure 1) is the main prod-

uct of this research project. Throughout the sub-studies it was used in data-analysis 

and developed further. The framework serves as a heuristic tool to determine the level 

of co-work in a particular context and to determine what aspects of co-work qualify for 

enhancement. The level of cooperation appears to be the most straightforward. Here 

factual elements, like spatial proximity and tools, provide operational agency. Reliabili-

ty and reachability refer to concrete actions such as acting on agreements and sending 

e-mails or walking into a room. Transfer of knowledge is linked to actual systems, or 

tools, as is equal access to recourses. Transfer and equal access are the basic require-

ments for the agentive role of observer/informer. An Us-Them identity is the default 

setting in interdisciplinary co-work at this level. 

 As a mid-level, the coordination level serves as the catalyst level for moving 

from cooperation to collaboration. Organisational proximity enables actors to access 

and really understand the domain-specific knowledge of partners, providing them with 

the professional agency to use knowledge in practice. Trust based on competence is 

the starting point for knowledge translation. For parents, equal recognition of exper-

tise enables them to execute the role of advocate/ broker. Organisational structures 

enable partners to interact and exchange on a regular base and to become allies.

 The collaboration level features the least tangible elements. Personal proxim-

ity and culture, providing relational agency, are not visible and often hard to put into 

words. Trustworthiness and connectivity refer to interpersonal emotional processes. 

Transformation of knowledge, like changing perspective or making new connections, 

is not processed through external systems but happens inside the mind of co-workers. 

Transformation is linked to the more conceptual element of equal acknowledgement of 

authority and the agentive role of partaker/co-constructer. A We-identity arises from 

positive interaction and interdependency.
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 The Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration can be used as a heuris-

tic tool for analysing practices. The framework can be used to identify the quality of 

co-work and interdisciplinary learning in a context. Furthermore, as the framework en-

ables the analysis of essential elements in the collaborative process, it can be used to 

develop interventions targeted at the optimisation of collaborative structures and their 

learning potential. When applied to other contexts, it is likely that new issues arise and 

that new components be added to the framework. As such, the FIC can be used as a 

tool for examining practice whilst at the same time practice informs its further devel-

opment.

Figure 1 
Framework For Interdisciplinary Colaboration

Summary of main findings

In this section we address the main findings of each sub-question.

What interrelated aspects shape collaboration?
The first sub-question, regarding the interrelated aspects that shape collaboration, 

was addressed in the study reported in chapter 2. In interdisciplinary co-work, profes-

sionals learn as they transfer, translate and transform knowledge across the borders 

of domains (Carlile, 2004; Engeström, 2014). These levels of boundary crossing can 

be related to dimensions of the social-psychological processes of trust and identity 

formation. The analytic framework served as a heuristic model for getting a firmer grip 

on the complex processes of interdisciplinary learning in collaboration and helped to 

identify the level of co-work and the related levels of boundary crossing and learning 
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in interview data on interdisciplinary collaboration in two case schools. In addition, the 

framework helped to unearth aspects in collaboration, that can be influenced by partic-

ipants and management, such as providing room for interaction and creating a trusting 

environment that accommodates learning. 

  The most central characteristic of the FIC is its use of complex theoretical 

concepts. Bringing together concepts like boundary crossing, trust, and identity in an 

analytic framework is bound to produce a generalised use of each concept. However, 

in order to study complex settings, one has to acknowledge and appreciate all these 

concepts within the context. Examining one concept in detail would ignore the inter-

connected nature of the concepts in the framework as well as the fact that it is not yet 

known how this interconnectedness works. To improve our understanding of interdis-

ciplinary collaboration, it is important to maintain the interplay between theory and 

practice (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). Using the framework as an analytic tool helps 

to unearth latent relations in the data that add to an improved theoretical understand-

ing of interdisciplinary learning in collaboration. From the perspective of practice, the 

value of the framework lies in its potential to inform contextual interventions. 

How does co-location of teachers and child support 
workers promote transformation of practice?
In chapter 3 we addressed the second sub-question and aimed to explore how co-loca-

tion of teachers and child support workers promotes transformation of practice. The 

FIC was used as a template and, at the same time, the analysis of interview data result-

ed in the expansion of the analytic framework. The main question for this study was 

how and under what circumstances proximity promotes transformation of knowledge 

and practice of co-workers from different disciplines. Co-location of services is seen 

as a promising way to enhance co-work, yet it is not clear how co-location can spark 

collaboration and transformation in inclusive educational settings (Paloniemi & Goller, 

2017). The results indicate that proximity can be divided in three different types: spatial 

proximity; organisational proximity and personal proximity. Spatial proximity translates 

into reachability, which can be associated with operational agency in transfer and relia-

bility between distinct groups at the cooperation level. Organisational proximity trans-

lates into accessibility, which can be associated with professional agency in translation 

of knowledge between competent allies at the coordination level. Personal proximity 

translates into connectivity, which can be associated with relational agency in transfor-

mation of knowledge between trustworthy ingroup members at the collaboration level. 

 For the transformation of knowledge and practice, co-workers need to exe-
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cute relational agency, which refers to the capacity to recognise, examine and work 

with the resources of others (Edwards, 2009). From this point of view, spatial proximity 

and organisational proximity may be fundamental to the formation of relational agen-

cy. Reachability, (linked to operational agency), and accessibility, (linked to professional 

agency), are needed for the recognition and the examination of resources that precede 

the integration of resources. Operational agency and professional agency are, there-

fore, indispensable stepping stones in the formation of relational agency. Furthermore, 

one particular case showed that identity and trust formation are not just a by-product 

of interaction but also an aid for the formation of relational agency and for the transfer, 

translation and transformation of knowledge. 

 From a practical point of view one can conclude that, when seeking to im-

prove interdisciplinary collaboration, one has to look beyond mere spatial proximity 

and operational agency through reachability. It is crucial to examine whether knowl-

edge is sufficiently accessible and whether the system supports the connectivity of 

actors. 

What are the underlying structures and opportunities 
for improvement in family-school partnership?
In chapter 4 we aimed to explore the underlying structures and opportunities for 

improvement in family-school partnership. The FIC was used to analyse parents’ inter-

view data. In this study we first examined whether the three levels of co-work could be 

observed in parents’ accounts of family-school partnership. This turned out to be the 

case and cooperation was the most common level of co-work in family-school part-

nership. Coordination and collaboration appeared to be linked to intensified support 

needs. 

 We found that the main cooperative activity in family-school partnership is 

the transfer of information and knowledge through e-mail, tracking systems, general 

parent meetings and scheduled parent-teacher conferences. In terms of identity and 

trust, the school is perceived to be a foreign power that needs to be reliable. Transla-

tion of knowledge is the main activity in coordination as, at coordinated parent-teach-

er meetings, parents seek to translate their personal expertise to the teacher and 

vice versa. In terms of identity and trust, parents expect the school to be a competent 

ally. Transformation of knowledge, the integration of expertise and/or a change of 

perspective, occurs when parents and teachers jointly try to work things out. This is 

particularly true when the student’s learning trajectory is in jeopardy. The interaction 

is marked by intensified contact through personal meetings, telephone calls, e-mail 
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and WhatsApp. In terms of identity and trust, the teacher is perceived to be an ingroup 

member, someone who can be trusted with parental doubts and insecurities.

 The second research question for this study concerned the factors affecting 

parents’ agency. We expected agency issues to be affected by issues of equality, be-

cause equality is a key ingredient in effective family-school partnership (Goodall, 2018; 

Hornby, 2011). We defined equality as equality of condition, encompassing equal access 

to resources, equal recognition of expertise and equal acknowledgement of authority. 

The findings show that equality of condition can be related to agentive roles of parents. 

In cooperation the corresponding agentive role of parents that emerged from the data 

was the role of observer and informer. Parents observe, from a distance, the formal 

schooling trajectory of their child and inform the school when needed. To execute this 

role, parents need equal access to informational resources. In coordination the agen-

tive role is that of an advocate or broker, defending the best interest of the student. In 

order to execute this agentive role schools need to recognise that parents have equal 

expertise. In collaboration the agentive role is that of partaker or co-constructor. The 

parent teams up with the teacher in order to promote the student’s growth. To effec-

tively execute this agentive role parents need equal power in decision making.  

 The study contributes by breaking down a diffuse concept like family-school 

partnership into smaller, more tangible, components. For scientific research, defining 

levels of co-work and isolating different agentive roles and different levels of equality 

helps to deepen our understanding of the interrelated aspects in family-school partner-

ship. For practice, defining components that are observable may help us to ask better 

questions. The framework provides a tool or lens to discuss co-work between teachers 

and parents. It can help to make both teacher and parent aware of the role they play 

and the level of co-work they engage in. Such a contextual exploration can lead to 

actionable insights concerning the enhancement of family-school partnership. These 

enhancements can, in turn, benefit students’ learning support. 

 Acts of collaboration appear to be rare in family-school partnership. However, 

further research with larger samples is needed to effectively explore this claim. The 

findings did, however, lead to the extension of FIC with respect to the agentive roles of 

parents, and levels of equality, that were used in the latter studies of the dissertation.

What factors affect family-school partnership 
for migrant background parents?
In chapter 5 we aimed to explore what factors affect family-school partnership for 

migrant background parents. We proposed that a focus on dimensions of agency 



Chapter 7 • What about Samuel? Main findings, discussion and conclusion

147

and equality of condition, more specifically equal access to resources, recognition of 

expertise and acknowledgement of authority (Lynch & Baker, 2005), provides valuable 

insight in the processes in family-school partnership for minority group parents. The 

FIC was used to explore in what way unequal access to resources, recognition of exper-

tise and acknowledgment of authority affect the agentive roles of migrant-background 

parents in family-school partnership. 

 The results indicate that inequalities associated with minority group mem-

bership affect parents’ agentive roles in family-school partnership. Differences in 

cultural capital, with language as an obvious factor, can account for unequal access to 

recourses, limiting parents’ opportunity to perform the role of observer and informer. 

Differences in perspective or frame of reference can account for inequal recognition of 

expertise, limiting parents’ opportunity to perform the role of advocate and broker. Dif-

ferences in social position and related power issues can account for inequal acknowl-

edgement of authority, limiting parents’ opportunity to perform the role of partaker 

and co-constructor. 

 Furthermore, we explored how specific and diverse characteristics or circum-

stances shape equality of condition for migrant-background parents in family-school 

partnership. The participants proved to be very dissimilar in terms of empowering 

factors that enable them to turn potential into action. The study shows how an analysis 

of super-diverse elements in relation to inequality of condition helps to understand 

the level of agency of parents in family-school partnership. It showed that a double 

gaze, that takes into account individual characteristics and universal human needs in 

developing agency and executing agentic roles, acknowledges the impact of minority 

parents’ individual position and their social position as a group (De Ruyter, 2020).

How does interdisciplinary collaboration help to support 
executive functions in inclusive learning environments?
In chapter 6 we aimed to explore how interdisciplinary collaboration helps to support 

executive functions in inclusive learning environments. In this mixed-methods project 

we examined executive functions support needs and the inclusive learning environ-

ment from the perspective of co-working teachers, child support team members and 

students in secondary education. We explicitly aimed to address the students’ per-

spective as their voice can provide meaningful insights on how to proceed towards 

inclusive practice (Connor & Cavendish, 2020; Messiou, 2019). To answer the question 

how interdisciplinary collaboration helps to support executive functions in inclusive 

learning environments, we explored a) what executive functions related difficulties 
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students encounter, b) how students perceive the learning environment in terms of 

support for executive functions, c) what executive functions related student support 

needs teachers and child support workers identify, and d) to what extent and in what 

manner teachers and child support workers collaboratively shape an executive func-

tions supportive learning environment. 

 The results of the student self-report showed that, in each group, approxi-

mately 25 percent of the students suffer from mild to severe executive functions sup-

port needs. These results support the notion that, in an inclusive learning environment, 

a focus on executive functions support is quite relevant (García-Campos, Canabal, 

& Alba-Pastor, 2020). The qualitative results showed that students especially need 

support for planning and self-regulation. To students, a supportive learning environ-

ment means having clear rules to keep them on track and having patient teachers. A 

supportive form teacher is considered important. The findings stress the importance 

of adequate teacher-student interaction in terms of emotional and organisational 

support (Hamre et al., 2013). The professionals focussed on the underlying issues for 

poor executive functions, such as academic level, past experiences, home environment 

and disorders. In relation to a supportive learning environment, they describe activities 

and structures that support executive functions in terms of emotional safety and a pos-

itive social environment. Supporting executive functions is, therefore, not only about 

teaching students to plan and organise, it is also about building a safe environment for 

learning (Hamre et al., 2013; Jones, Bailey, & Jacob, 2014). 

Limitations of the study

The findings of this study shed light on the processes that underlie collaboration and 

transformative agency. The FIC is grounded in theory and four empirical studies. There 

are, however, three methodological considerations that should be taken into account. 

 First, the multiple case study was limited to three cases. The main selection 

criterium for the schools was their partnership in the consortium. Of all the schools 

and educational organisations participating in the consortium we selected the schools 

for mainstream secondary education. In other words, the selection was based on 

presumed similarities and concerns literal replication, i.e. the comparison of identical 

cases (Yin, 2014). The differences emerging from the analysis were not anticipated, as 

would have been the case with theoretical replication, in which research sets out to 

compare contrasting cases (Yin, 2014). Arguably, including schools for primary educa-
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tion or special schools, based on anticipated differences, could have yielded valuable 

findings in terms of understanding interdisciplinary collaboration for inclusive educa-

tional settings. 

 Second, the three schools were followed for three years. Building collabora-

tive relationships inevitably takes time and effort and, for mapping the process and get-

ting a solid idea of collaboration outcomes, three years might simply be too short. The 

differences between the three participating school became evident but the transforma-

tions observed in the most collaborative school are still modest. For future research, a 

longitudinal design could provide further insight in how collaboration develops. 

 A third limitation of this multiple case study is that it is limited to individual 

interviews and focus group interviews and one questionnaire, whereas case studies 

may include observations and document analysis. Arguably, including a variety of data 

sources builds a more complete picture and can enhance reliability in triangulation. 

Initially, observations and document analysis were also intended but turned out to be 

unfeasible within the given time frame. The development of FIC, itself, turned out to 

have a more prominent position in the research project. 

Directions for future research

In this dissertation we have argued that transformative agency, through interdiscipli-

nary collaboration, may well be the missing link between the medical model and the 

social model of inclusion. In other words, interdisciplinary collaboration can move in-

clusive practice forward when actors join forces and integrate knowledge to transform 

practice. As stated before, for further research a longitudinal design with numerically 

more or qualitatively more diverse cases can provide more insight in the processes. 

Also, a preliminary diagnosis of the level of co-work in a given case would be advisable. 

The FIC can be helpful in defining this level. 

 Clearly, the FIC is not exhaustive in terms of concepts that may be related to 

collaboration. Foremost, the framework did not address the issue of power relations 

in interdisciplinary collaboration. The dissertation, for instance, does not address how 

trust or mistrust between co-workers from distinct domains may be grounded in organ-

isational cultures. It is also conceivable that power relations that evolved historically 

affect equality of condition at a profound level. An analysis of historical relationships 

of power between schools, child support services and parents could have provided an 

additional layer in the analysis of participants’ contributions. 
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 Furthermore, it would be advisable, and in line with the Cultural Historical 

Activity Theory (CHAT), to use the theoretical findings of this study, and especially 

the analytic framework, in participatory research where practitioners are actively 

involved in intervention design, research design, implementation and analysis (Sanni-

no, Engeström, & Lemos, 2016). For instance, in the Cultural-Historical Activity Theory, 

researchers adopt an interventionist approach and develop novel solutions in collabo-

ration with practitioners in so-called Change Laboratories. The rationale for including 

practitioners in research, i.e. exploring their own professional context, implementing 

interventions and keeping track of the outcomes, is to support naturally occurring cy-

cles of contextual enhancement with conceptual tools of the researcher (Sannino et al., 

2016). The FIC could serve as such a conceptual tool, helping participants to inspect, 

interpret and evaluate contextual interdisciplinary collaboration. 

 From a theoretical perspective, future research should pay attention to the 

concept of care in equality of condition and in the concept of personal agency. As for 

care, Lynch and Baker (2005) explicitly included the concept of care, love and solidarity 

in their theory on equality of condition in education. Originally, the concept refers to 

how education should provide and ensure equal distribution of care, love and solidarity 

for students and their parents (Lynch & Baker, 2005). For the analytic framework, this 

can be translated into interpersonal care, love and solidarity between collaborators. 

Arguably, love for students cannot be institutionalised and may just happen, but, on 

the other hand, co-work is not just a professional arrangement. In an intuitive attempt 

to break up the concept of care into different dimensions that resonate with the frame-

work, being considerate could be linked to the cooperation level. At this level, partic-

ipants might be considerate to the partners’ situation. For instance, the importance 

and role of just being understanding when co-working partners experience hardship 

in their personal life. Aid could be linked to the coordination level where partners 

translate meaning and, ideally, come to understand what the other domain is about. 

Deeper understanding of the other domain may lead to the ability to identify opportu-

nities for help and support. For instance, a child support worker may observe a teacher 

struggling with a student and offer classroom support. Solidarity, then, could be linked 

to the collaborative level where partners help each other to achieve their goals. For in-

stance, a child support worker may be assured that teachers defend the cause of child 

support in school meetings. Applying dimensions of care to the framework may well 

add another layer in the analysis and offer new actionable insights for practice. 

 Another aspect that future research might look into is the concept of equality 

in care and solidarity. From an equality perspective, all partners are entitled to a fair 
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share of care. Yet, the question is what that equal distribution means. For example, 

in the case of marginalised groups like minority parents. Care can be defined as the 

attentiveness and responsiveness to needs (Noddings, 2015). As the study on parents 

with a migration background in this dissertation showed, members of marginalised 

groups in co-work may need more attention and response in order to gain equal access 

to resources, equal recognition of expertise and equal acknowledgement of authority. 

This would result in putting more effort in assisting minority groups, which may seem 

unfair to majority group members, but is, in essence, contributing to equality in co-

work. The same may hold true for the relationship between school professionals and 

parents in general as power imbalances may be part of the cultural historical pathway 

of family-school partnership (Goodall, 2018). In combination with a focus on power, the 

concept of care could add valuable information on collaborative processes in future 

research. 

 In addition, applying the concept of care to research, future research should 

strive for the intensified engagement of minority groups. Our research, conducted with 

minority parents, yielded humble results but we do hope that these results inspire fu-

ture research. Arguably, the inclusion of hard to reach groups, such as minority parents, 

should not be just a part of an overarching project but deserves to be the main focus of 

a research project.

 A second theoretical consideration for future research is the concept of agen-

cy. As collaboration implies interaction we focused on agency in interaction. Personal 

agency and the related internal processes were left out of analysis. In the Emirbayer 

and Mische (1998) categorisation, personal agency arises between a single person 

and the structures he or she lives in and involves three levels. The first level concerns 

the iterative level where actors are able to recognise structures, thus enabling them 

to reproduce practice (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). This level is related to the past and 

routines. The second level in the categorisation is the projective or future orientated 

level where internal processes such as imagination enable actors to envision certain 

possibilities. The third level concerns the present where actors make choices based on 

evaluation and judgment. Emirbayer and Mische (1998) relate this level to the ability to 

improvise which is an important activity in collaborative practice. Giving more atten-

tion to how personal agency is shaped and develops might give valuable insights in the 

development of collaborative agency. 
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Practical implications

The general research question for this dissertation was how and to what extent collab-

oration between teachers, parents and child support workers contributes to effective 

student support. Effective student support can be perceived of as an outcome factor 

and the product of the collaboration (Decuyper, Dochy, & Van den Bossche, 2010). 

The findings indicate that for practice, as a start, it is most important to focus on the 

first part, how can we support and nourish the process of team learning between all 

involved?, instead of jumping to the outcome part of the research question, effective 

student support.  

 In practice, the main question will always be, “what can we do or what can 

we change in order to improve?” The analytic framework suggests three levels of 

possible action. The cooperation level concerns concrete elements like tools, systems 

and protocols. Here, practitioners can transform what they do. The coordination level 

concerns organisational features like timetables and scheduled meetings. Here, practi-

tioners can transform how they work. Finally, the collaboration level concerns abstract 

elements like objectives and values. Here, practitioners can transform why they do 

things. The comparison between two schools in chapter 6 showed how at one school 

transformation at the why level informed or underpinned changes in organisation 

and tools. An important feature is room for reflection in interaction at this particular 

school, supporting the actors’ agency to envision possible new ways. Also, the school 

management fosters professional learning by acknowledging the trial-and-error part 

of collaboration. The analysis showed that, although professionals seek to collaborate, 

material aspects (tools), organisational features and cultural components may stand 

in the way of effective co-work. At one particular school, professionals indicated that 

it would be helpful to have explicit procedures for everyone to follow. At the other 

school, professionals identified cultural components, such as top down management, 

as negatively affecting the process of collaboration. The third participating case, on the 

other hand, showed how management allocated time and room for growth, providing 

the professionals with the agency to collaboratively work on a more inclusive learning 

environment. Comparing the three cases, it becomes evident that for effective support, 

the learning environment needs to be inclusive for professionals as well. Whereas in 

two schools professionals seemingly struggle in isolation, professionals in the third 

school appear to be capable of sharing and spreading knowledge for the benefit of all. 

In doing so professionals do not adhere to the structure of the multi-tiered system 

(Lane et al., 2015). The systematic and procedural approach of multi-tiered systems may 
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well limit the potential of professional learning in interdisciplinary collaboration.

 The main implication for practice is, therefore, to foster reflective practice at 

all levels in the organisation and among all stakeholders. This also means that regard-

less of hierarchy, actors have to be granted autonomy, authority and the opportunity 

to explain what they do, how they do it, and why. This, in turn, links to equality of 

condition, recognition of expertise and acknowledgment of authority. It is advisable 

to build a collaborative, inclusive culture, rather than changing tools or organisation-

al structures. As a heuristic tool, the analytic framework can be used to support the 

development of such a culture. Or, it can be used to change tools and structures with 

building a culture in mind. 

General conclusion

This dissertation set out to explore how collaboration between teachers, parents, 

and child support workers can contribute to effective student support in mainstream 

secondary education. The findings indicate that when schools foster collaborative 

practices, between teachers, parents and child support workers, actors can shape 

safe learning environments that support the learners’ basic academic and social skills. 

Whereas, in cooperation and coordination the emphasis is on smooth exchange and 

alignment: the emphasis in collaboration is on learning and development. Arguably, 

constant development of the everyday learning environment will reduce the need for 

second and third tier interventions resulting in a more inclusive classroom. For this, 

actors need ample space for interaction and reflection. Furthermore, actors need to be 

granted autonomy and the opportunity to explore new pathways, to fail, succeed and 

improve, collaboratively. Co-work can be assessed and fostered by looking at dimen-

sions of knowledge sharing, trust, identity, proximity, availability, roles of parents, 

equality and characteristics of the (learning) environment.

 If we were to return to the vignette at the start of the introduction and were 

to ask fourteen-year-old Samuel how he feels about student support and interdisci-

plinary collaboration he would probably shrug and say: teachers just need to be chill. 
Being chill means being patient, being relaxed, not making a fuss over every small mis-

take, being fun. Chill teachers make sure that students can learn in a safe environment 

that supports the executive functions they need to start working, to maintain concen-

tration and to stay on task and persist when the going gets tough. Teachers, in turn, 

can stay chill if they effectively collaborate with parents and child support workers: 
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supporting each other, inspiring each other and working towards an ongoing improve-

ment of the learning environment. 
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Summary
The ideal of inclusive education implies an aspiration that all children, regardless of 

special educational needs or disabilities, receive quality education in their local com-

munities, in ‘schools for all’. To include all, mainstream educational settings need to be 

adaptive to this variety of educational needs. The general research question for this 

dissertation is how collaboration between teachers, parents and child support workers 

can contribute to effective student support in mainstream secondary education. 

 The act of ‘inclusive education’ was established in the Salamanca Statement and 

Framework for Action on Special Needs Education of 1994 and signed by ninety-two gov-

ernments. Over time, the inclusive education agenda evolved from a focus on the integra-

tion of special needs groups to a model that embraces diversity in the classroom in gener-

al. In the actual classroom, however, teachers struggle to accomplish this ideal of inclusive 

education. As a consequence, the ideal of inclusion is often converted into its more practical 

form: integration; special needs students receive additional training or support outside the 

classroom. This reflects the medical model, that places the deficit within the child and the 

support focusses on solving this deficit. The social model of inclusion instead focusses on 

how the environmental support can be constructed in such a way that the child is accommo-

dated. In other words, the social model asks the question: how can the learning environment 

be redesigned in such a way that adequate support can be given in order for the child to 

have the opportunity to learn? Proponents of the social model of inclusion promote a more 

comprehensive approach towards the student. When teachers, parents and child support 

workers exchange and integrate expertise, they create more holistic, better adapted support 

trajectories for the individual students. At the same time, participants in collaboration create 

knowledge that can inspire the further development of the inclusive environment for all.
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This dissertation aims to contribute to knowledge on how collaboration between teach-

ers, parents and child support workers helps to improve student support in inclusive 

secondary education. The research project concerns a multiple case study conducted in 

three schools for secondary education in the Netherlands. In order to address the main 

question, this dissertation will answer to the following sub questions:

1. What interrelated aspects shape collaboration?

2. How does co-location of teachers and child support workers promote 

transformation of practice?

3. What are the underlying structures and opportunities for improvement in 

family-school partnership?

4. Which factors affect family-school partnership for migrant background 

parents?

5. How does interdisciplinary collaboration help to support executive 

functions in inclusive learning environments?

The first study described in this dissertation concerned the interrelated aspects that 

shape collaboration. In interdisciplinary co-work, professionals learn as they transfer, 

translate and transform knowledge across the borders of domains. These levels of 

boundary crossing can be related to dimensions of the social-psychological processes 

of trust and identity formation. In this study, we developed an analytic framework 

that served as a heuristic model for getting a firmer grip on the complex processes of 

interdisciplinary learning in collaboration and helped to identify the level of co-work 

and the related levels of boundary crossing and learning in two schools. In addition, the 

framework helped to unearth aspects in collaboration that can be influenced by partici-

pants and management, such as providing room for interaction and creating a trusting 

environment that accommodates learning. 

 The most essential feature of the framework is its use of complex theoretical 

concepts. Bringing together concepts like boundary crossing, trust, and identity in an 

analytic framework is bound to produce a generalised use of each concept. However, in 

order to study complex settings, one has to acknowledge and appreciate all these con-

cepts within the context. Examining one concept in detail would ignore the intercon-

nected nature of concepts in the framework, as well as the fact that it is not yet known 

how this interconnectedness works.  Using the framework as an analytic tool, helps to 

unearth latent relations in the data that add to an improved theoretical understanding 

of interdisciplinary learning in collaboration. 
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 From the perspective of practice, the value of the framework lies in its 

potential to inform contextual interventions. The framework can be used to identify 

the quality of co-work and interdisciplinary learning in a context. Furthermore, as the 

framework enables the analysis of essential elements in the collaborative process, it 

can be used to develop interventions targeted at the optimisation of collaborative 

structures and their learning potential.

 The second study described in this dissertation aimed to explore how co-lo-

cation of teachers and child support workers promotes transformation of practice. The 

Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration (FIC), developed in the previous study, 

was used as a template and, at the same time, the analysis of interview data was used 

to expand this analytic framework. The main question for this study was how and un-

der what circumstances proximity promotes transformation of knowledge and practice 

of co-workers from different disciplines. Co-location of services is seen as a promising 

way to enhance co-work, but it is not clear how co-location can spark collaboration 

and transformation in inclusive educational settings. The results indicate that prox-

imity can be divided in three different types, being spatial proximity, organisational 

proximity and personal proximity. Spatial proximity translates into reachability, which 

can be associated with operational agency in transfer and reliability between distinct 

groups at the cooperation level. Organisational proximity translates in accessibility, 

which can be associated with professional agency in translation of knowledge between 

competent allies at the coordination level. Personal proximity translates in connec-

tivity, which can be associated with relational agency in transformation of knowledge 

between trustworthy ingroup members at the collaboration level. 

 For the transformation of knowledge and practice, co-workers need to exe-

cute relational agency; the capacity to recognise, examine, and work with the resources 

of others. From this point of view, spatial proximity and organisational proximity may 

be fundamental to the formation of relational agency. Reachability, linked to operation-

al agency, and accessibility, linked to professional agency, are needed for the recog-

nition and the examination of resources that precede the integration of resources. 

Operational agency and professional agency being, therefore, indispensable stepping 

stones in the formation of relational agency. Furthermore, one particular case showed 

that identity and trust formation are not just a by-product of interaction, but also an 

aid for the formation of relational agency, and for the transfer, translation and transfor-

mation of knowledge. 

 From a practical point of view, one can conclude that, when seeking to 

improve interdisciplinary collaboration, one has to look beyond mere spatial proximity 
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and operational agency through reachability. It is crucial to examine whether knowl-

edge is sufficiently accessible and whether the system supports the connectivity of 

actors.

 The third study described in this dissertation concerned the exploration of 

the underlying structures and opportunities for improvement in family-school part-

nership. The FIC was used to analyse parents’ interview data. In this study, we first 

examined whether the three levels of co-work could be observed in parents’ accounts 

of family-school partnership. The findings indicated that all levels of co-work can be 

observed, and that cooperation, indeed, is the most common level of co-work in fami-

ly-school partnership. Coordination and collaboration appear to be linked to intensified 

support needs. 

 We found that the main characteristic for cooperation in family-school 

partnership is the transfer of information and knowledge through e-mail, tracking 

systems, general parent meetings, and scheduled parent-teacher conferences. In terms 

of identity and trust, the school is perceived to be a foreign power that needs to be 

reliable. Translation of knowledge in parent-teacher meetings is the main activity in 

coordination. At these meetings, parents seek to translate their personal expertise to 

the teacher, and vice versa. In terms of identity and trust, the school is considered to 

be an ally that needs to be competent. Transformation of knowledge, the integration of 

expertise and/or a change of perspective, occurs when parents and teachers jointly try 

to work things out. This is particularly true when the student’s learning trajectory is in 

jeopardy. The interaction is marked by intensified contact through personal meetings, 

telephone calls, e-mail and WhatsApp. In terms of identity and trust, the teacher is 

perceived to be an ingroup member, someone who can be trusted with parental doubts 

and insecurities.

 The second research question for this study concerned the factors affecting 

parents’ agency. Because equality is a key ingredient in effective family-school partner-

ship, we expected agency issues to be related, in large measure, to issues of equality. 

The findings show that factors affecting parents’ agency are related to equality of con-

dition: equality in terms of access to resources, recognition of expertise, and acknowl-

edgement of authority. In cooperation, the corresponding agentive role of parents that 

emerged from the data was the role of observer and informer. Parents observe, from 

a distance, the formal schooling trajectory of their child, and inform the school when 

needed. In coordination, the agentive role is that of an advocate or broker, defending 

the best interest of the student. In order to execute this agentive role, schools need 

to recognise that parents have equal expertise. Problems arise when parents’ contri-
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butions are not valued or when parents are ignored altogether. In collaboration, the 

agentive role is that of partaker or co-constructor. The parent teams up with the teach-

er in order to promote the student’s growth. To effectively execute this agentive role, 

parents need equal power in decision making.

 Acts of collaboration appear to be rare in family-school partnership. However, 

further research with larger samples is needed to effectively explore this claim. The 

findings did, however, lead to the extension of FIC with respect to the agentive roles of 

parents, and levels of equality, that were used in the latter studies of the dissertation. 

 The study contributes by breaking down an unclear concept like family-school 

partnership into smaller, more tangible, components. For science, defining levels of 

co-work and isolating different agentive roles and different levels of equality helps to 

deepen our understanding of the interrelated aspects in family-school partnership. In 

practice, defining components that are observable may help us to ask better questions. 

The framework provides a tool or lens to discuss co-work between teachers and par-

ents. It can help to make both teacher and parent aware of the role they play and the 

level of co-work they engage in. Such a contextual exploration can lead to actionable 

insights concerning the enhancement of family-school partnership. These enhance-

ments can, in turn, benefit students’ learning support. 

 In the fourth study described in this dissertation, we aimed to explore what 

factors affect family-school partnership for migrant background parents. We proposed 

that a focus on dimensions of agency and equality of condition, more specifically equal 

access to resources, recognition of expertise and acknowledgement of authority, pro-

vides valuable insight in the processes in family-school partnership for minority group 

parents within a super-diverse society. The FIC was used to explore in what way une-

qual access to resources, recognition of expertise, and acknowledgment of authority 

affects the agentive roles of migrant-background parents in family-school partnership, 

and how diversity in characteristics of parents shapes equality of access to resources, 

recognition of expertise, and acknowledgement of authority for migrant-background 

parents in family-school partnership.

 The results indicate that inequalities associated with minority group mem-

bership affect parents’ agentive roles in family-school partnership. Differences in 

cultural capital, with language as an obvious factor, can account for unequal access to 

recourses, limiting parents’ opportunity to perform the role of observer and informer. 

Differences in perspective or frame of reference can account for inequal recognition of 

expertise, limiting parents’ opportunity to perform the role of advocate and broker. Dif-

ferences in social position and related power issues can account for inequal acknowl-
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edgement of authority, limiting parents’ opportunity to perform the role of partaker 

and co-constructor. 

 Furthermore, we explored how diversity in characteristics of parents shape 

equality of condition for migrant-background parents in family-school partnership. The 

participants proved to be very dissimilar in terms of empowering factors that enable 

them to turn potential into action. The study shows how an analysis of super-diverse 

elements in relation to (un) equality of condition helps to understand the level of 

agency of parents in family-school partnership. Such a double gaze acknowledges the 

impact of minority parents’ social position as a group, the effect of individual charac-

teristics and super-diverse elements, and parents’ universal human needs in developing 

agency and executing agentic roles. 

 In the fifth study described in this dissertation we aimed to explore how inter-

disciplinary collaboration helps to support executive functions in inclusive learning envi-

ronments. In this mixed methods project, we examined executive functions support needs 

and the inclusive learning environment from the perspective of co-working teachers, 

child support team members, and students in secondary education. We explicitly meant 

to address the students’ perspective, as their voice can provide meaningful insights on 

how to proceed towards inclusive practice. To answer the question how interdisciplinary 

collaboration helps to support executive functions in inclusive learning environments, we 

explored what executive functions related difficulties students encounter, how students 

perceive the learning environment in terms of support for executive functions, what exec-

utive functions related student support needs teachers and child support workers identify, 

and to what extent and in what manner teachers and child support workers collabora-

tively shape an executive functions supportive learning environment.

 The results of the student self-report showed that in each group, approx-

imately 25 percent of the students suffer from mild to severe executive functions 

support needs. These results support the notion that for an inclusive learning envi-

ronment, a focus on executive functions support is relevant. The qualitative results 

showed that students especially need support for planning and self-regulation. To the 

students, a supportive learning environment means having clear rules to keep them on 

track, and having patient teachers. A supporting form teacher is considered important. 

The findings stress the importance of adequate teacher interaction in terms of emo-

tional and organisational support. The professionals focussed on the underlying issues 

for poor executive functions, such as lower academic level, unsafe home environments 

and disorders. In relation to a supportive learning environment, they describe activi-

ties and structures that support executive functions in terms of emotional safety and 
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a positive social environment. Supporting executive functions is therefore not only 

about teaching students to plan and organise, it is also about building a safe environ-

ment for learning. The analysis of the participating schools showed that, although 

professionals seek to collaborate, material aspects (tools), organisational features, and 

cultural components may stand in the way of effective co-work. Comparing the three 

cases, it becomes evident that for effective support, the learning environment needs to 

be inclusive to professionals as well. Whereas in two schools professionals seemingly 

struggle in isolation, professionals in the third school appear to be capable of sharing 

and spreading knowledge, for the benefit of all. 

The findings of this dissertation shed light on the processes that underlie collabora-

tion and transformative agency. The Framework for Interdisciplinary Collaboration is 

the main product of this research project. The framework serves as a heuristic tool to 

determine the level of co-work in a particular context and to determine what aspects 

of co-work qualify for enhancement. 

 A first limitation of the research project is that the multiple case study was 

limited to three secondary schools. Arguably, including schools for primary education 

or special schools, based on anticipated differences, could have yielded valuable find-

ings in terms of understanding interdisciplinary collaboration for inclusive educational 

settings. Second, the three schools were followed for three years. Building collabora-

tive relationships inevitably takes time and effort and, for mapping the process and 

getting a solid idea of collaboration outcomes, three years might simply be too short. 

A third limitation of this multiple case study is that it is limited to individual interviews 

and focus group interviews and one questionnaire, whereas case studies may include 

observations and document analysis. Initially, observations and document analysis 

were also intended but turned out to be unfeasible within the given time frame. The 

development of the FIC, itself, turned out to have a more prominent position in the 

research project. 

 For further research, a longitudinal design with numerically more or qualita-

tively more diverse cases can provide more insight in the processes. Also, a preliminary 

diagnosis of the level of co-work in a given case would be advisable. The FIC can be 

helpful in defining this level. Furthermore, further research can take into account the 

role of power relations, and the concept of care in interdisciplinary co-work. Further 

research might also, in line with CHAT, use the theoretical findings of this study, and 

especially the analytic framework, in participatory research where practitioners are 

actively involved in intervention design, research design, implementation and analysis.
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 For practice, the findings of this dissertation indicate that when schools foster 

collaborative practices between teachers, parents and child support workers, actors 

can shape safe learning environments that support the learners’ basic academic and 

social skills. Whereas in cooperation and coordination, the emphasis is on smooth 

exchange and alignment, the emphasis in collaboration is on learning and develop-

ment. For this, actors need ample space for interaction and reflection. Furthermore, 

actors need to be granted autonomy and the opportunity to explore new pathways, 

to fail, succeed and improve, collaboratively. Co-work can be assessed and fostered by 

looking at dimensions of knowledge sharing, trust, identity, proximity, availability, roles 

of parents, equality and characteristics of the (learning) environment. 



163



SAMENVATTING IN HET NEDERLANDS

164



165

Toen ik mij eind jaren ’80 inschreef voor de Theaterschool maakte mijn vader 

nogal een vertoning van zijn ongeloof. Hoe was het in vredesnaam mogelijk 

dat iemand met een goed stel hersens een wetenschappelijke opleiding liet 

schieten voor wat gehuppel in mottige maillots?! Deze vertoning van onge-

loof was inderdaad alleen maar een vertoning, want mijn vader was bij iedere 

schoolpresentatie en iedere voorstelling als trouw publiek aanwezig. Evengoed 

zou het hem goed gedaan hebben om te weten dat ik, na het avontuur met 

mottige maillots, een master behaald heb en een promotietraject aanging. 

“And now for something completely diff erent!” zou hij uitgeroepen hebben. 

Toch heb ik de afgelopen vijf jaar geleerd dat theater en wetenschap helemaal 

niet zo verschillend zijn. Als theatermaker kies je een onderwerp: iets wat je 

fascineert, iets wat je bezighoudt of iets wat aandacht behoeft. Vervolgens 

begin je aan het onderzoek. Je duikt de boeken in, je gaat de vloer op, je 

improviseert en je gaat diep. Het merendeel van de tijd heb je geen idee waar 

je heen gaat en het merendeel van de nachten doe je geen oog dicht. Soms zie 

je, heel even, het licht – en probeer je het vast te pakken. Uiteindelijk bundel 

je al je bevindingen en ervaringen in een voorstelling. Jouw voorstelling van de 

werkelijkheid, jouw verklaring, jouw verhaal. Want dat is hoe wij mensen onze 

wereld begrijpen: door speurwerk en door het vertellen van verhalen over ons 

speurwerk. 

Een promotieonderzoek is niets anders dan dat: intrigerend onderwerp, weer-

barstig onderzoek en slapeloze nachten… om uiteindelijk een verhaal te maken 

dat ons mogelijk helpt de wereld een beetje beter te begrijpen. Dit proefschrift 

vertelt het verhaal van samenwerking voor inclusief onderwijs. Ik hoop dat het 

een inspiratie zal zijn voor andere verhalen die verteld willen worden. 

Voorwoord
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Een situatieschets
Samuel staart naar de pagina in zijn werkboek. Rechts staan allemaal grappige tekeningen. 
Het lijkt erop dat die op de een of andere manier verband houden met de woorden aan de 
linkerkant. Achter ieder woord staat een stippellijn. Er moet een connectie zijn, maar hij 
krijgt hem even niet te pakken. Hij ziet drie getekende figuurtjes die elkaars hand vasthou-
den en blij lachen. Die zouden echt niet zo blij lachen als ze moesten leren voor hoofdstuk 
3, woordjesrepetitie, denkt Samuel. Hij kijkt rond en probeert Sacha’s aandacht te krijgen. 
Sinds de vorige docentenvergadering is Sacha verhuisd naar de andere kant van het lokaal. 
De docenten zeiden dat de twee vrienden te veel kletsen en de anderen afleiden. Samuel 
begrijpt niet zo goed waarom het dan zinvol is om Sacha naar de andere kant van het 
lokaal te verplaatsen, want nu moet hij schreeuwen om contact te maken. Sacha trekt een 
paar gekke bekken en Owen, zijn directe buurman, voelt zijn woede opkomen. Owens nek 
en gezicht kleuren langzaam maar zeker rood. Woordjes invullen en stampen is al moeilijk 
genoeg zonder dat Samuel en Sacha voor extra prikkels zorgen. 
Als juf Kate opkijkt van haar bureau en haar reguliere klas overziet kan ze er maar weinig 
reguliers aan ontdekken. De vmbo-leerlingen, tweedeklassers, zijn zich aan het voorbe-
reiden op de repetitie. Ten minste, dat zouden ze moeten doen. En sommigen zijn ook wel 
degelijk aan het werk. Zoals Jeremy, die zo’n laag tempo heeft dat Kate soms bang is dat hij 
de komende vier jaar met hoofdstuk 3 bezig zal zijn. Ondertussen probeert Angel haar veel 
te gretige en veel te volwassen vriendje te appen. De telefoon heeft ze verborgen op haar 
schoot en haar hoofd ligt op tafel, net alsof ze vreselijk moe is. Owen wordt ondertussen 
vuurrood. Die krijgt straks een driftbui, denkt Kate. In een hoek van het lokaal zit Kelsey 
eenhoorns te tekenen op haar onderarm met haar indrukwekkende collectie gelpennen. 
Roze, paars en azuurblauw. Ze wacht geduldig op Peter, die haar straks komt halen voor 
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de sociale vaardigheidstraining. Peter, die maar niet kan begrijpen waarom bij deze club 
kinderen de nadruk moet liggen op toetsen maken en cijfers halen. Hij weet dat Kate het 
volledig met hem eens is en samen zouden ze prachtige dingen kunnen doen als ze de kans 
kregen om op hun eigen manier met deze klas te werken. Maar het afdelingshoofd zegt dat 
dit onmogelijk is binnen de huidige wetgeving. Op zijn kantoor heeft Thomas ondertussen 
andere dingen aan zijn hoofd. Angels vader heeft weer een klachtenmail gestuurd en dreigt 
nu met advocaten. In het lokaal probeert Amin ondertussen groepen letters om te zetten 
in klanken, wat nog niet zo goed lukt. Sacha en Samuel zitten luidkeels hun plannen voor 
het weekend te bespreken en dat helpt niet echt als je probeert om letters in klanken om 
te zetten. Zijn moeder zal echter geen e-mail sturen. Zij is nog druk bezig het Nederlandse 
onderwijssysteem te doorgronden en vreemde ideeën van betekenis te voorzien.
Kates things-to-do lijstje ziet er nu als volgt uit: zorgen dat Owen een time-out krijgt, Jere-
my een schop onder zijn kont geven, Angels vader bellen over dat veel te oude vriendje en 
Amins vader of moeder bellen om zijn leesprobleem te bespreken. Of misschien dat laatste 
ook maar niet. Ze vindt dat altijd bijzonder lastig en ongemakkelijk als je eigenlijk niet met 
elkaar kan communiceren.
Een stoel valt om. Owen spurt het lokaal uit en neemt in zijn vaart bijna Peter mee. Sacha 
en Samuel beginnen te lachen, en Kelsey gilt. Kate geeft Samuel een snauw; hij buigt zich 
snel weer over zijn boek. Drie kleine figuurtjes die blij lachen en elkaars hand vasthouden. 
Ineens ziet hij het: samenwerking!
Dat is één. 

Inleiding

Het ideaal van inclusief onderwijs, zoals vastgelegd in de Salamanca Statement 

van 1994, wordt over het algemeen breed omarmd. Volgens dit ideaal hebben alle 

leerlingen, ongeacht hun eventuele ondersteuningsbehoefte, recht op goed thuis-

nabij onderwijs. In het klaslokaal, waar de docent recht moet doen aan verschillende 

ondersteuningsbehoeften, is dit ideaal echter nog niet zo makkelijk in de praktijk te 

brengen. De hoofdvraag van deze dissertatie is op welke wijze samenwerking tussen 

docenten, ouders en jeugdhulpverleners kan leiden tot verbeterde leerlingonder-

steuning in het regulier voortgezet onderwijs.

Ondersteuning van Leerlingen binnen Inclusief Onderwijs
n de Nederlands context verwijst de term inclusief onderwijs naar het opnemen van 
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leerlingen met een extra ondersteuningsbehoefte binnen het regulier onderwijs. 

Deze ondersteuningsbehoeftes kunnen liggen op het cognitieve vlak, op het vlak van 

de sociaal-emotionele ontwikkeling of op het vlak van gedrag. De leeromgeving moet 

voorzien in de ondersteuning van deze leerlingen. 

 Binnen inclusief onderwijs is historisch gezien sprake van twee modellen van 

ondersteuning: het medische en het sociale model. Het medische model gaat uit van 

een verdeling tussen leerlingen zonder specifieke ondersteuningsbehoefte en leerlin-

gen met een specifieke ondersteuningsbehoefte. Deze laatste groep ontvangt binnen 

de reguliere setting extra ondersteuning van medewerkers van ondersteuningsteams, 

zoals bijvoorbeeld een schoolpsycholoog of remedial teacher. De ondersteuning valt 

buiten het gangbare onderwijs en vindt vaak ook letterlijk buiten het klaslokaal plaats. 

Het sociale model gaat juist uit van zoveel mogelijk inclusie binnen het gangbare 

onderwijs. Het uitgangspunt hierbij is niet dat de leerling extra ondersteuning moet 

ontvangen om aan te kunnen sluiten bij het gangbare onderwijs, maar dat het gang-

bare onderwijs moet aansluiten bij de leerling. 

 In de dagelijkse praktijk werken veel scholen met drielagige modellen voor 

ondersteuning. De eerste laag van ondersteuning bestaat uit de basisondersteuning 

in het klaslokaal en in de dagelijkse onderwijspraktijk. De verantwoordelijkheid voor 

de ondersteuning ligt hier in de eerste plaats bij de docent. De tweede laag bestaat uit 

interventies voor kleine groepen, zoals bijvoorbeeld een faalangsttraining of socia-

le-vaardigheidstraining. Op dit niveau bieden docenten of medewerkers van onder-

steuningsteams zoals jeugdhulpmedewerkers of de orthopedagoog de ondersteuning. 

De derde laag bestaat uit specialistische interventies, gericht op de individuele leerling. 

Deze ondersteuning is doorgaans de verantwoordelijkheid van interne of externe 

jeugdhulp professionals. Op- en afschalen van interventies vindt plaats op basis van 

verzamelde data. Een drielaags model van ondersteuning kan de verbinding vormen 

tussen het sociale en het medische model van inclusie, aangezien extra remediërende 

hulp wordt geboden op het tweede en derde niveau, terwijl er ook aandacht is voor het 

belang van een krachtig ondersteunende leeromgeving voor allen binnen de dagelijkse 

setting op het eerste niveau. 

Leeromgeving
Met de term leeromgeving bedoelen we de materialen, de organisatie en de cultuur bin-

nen een school of klaslokaal. Materialen betreffen de leermiddelen zoals school boeken, 

schrijfmateriaal en computers. De organisatie in een leeromgeving verwijst naar 

lesroosters, groeperingsvormen en de keuzes met betrekking tot inzet van personeel. 
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De cultuur verwijst naar de heersende waarden en normen in een school of klas. Binnen 

de leeromgeving is de interactie tussen docent en leerling uiteraard van groot belang. 

In een ondersteunende leeromgeving verzorgt de docent ondersteuning op gebied 

van vak inhoud en denkvaardigheden, helpt de docent de leerling met het ordenen en 

organiseren van leren, en heeft de docent oog voor de emotionele behoeftes van de 

leerling.

 Ondersteuning van executieve functies is een mooi voorbeeld van hoe de 

leeromgeving de leerling kan helpen. Deze functies, zoals het vermogen om impulsen 

te beheersen, informatie te verwerken in het werkgeheugen, flexibel te schakelen 

tussen verschillende taken, en vooruit te denken, vormen een belangrijke basis voor 

leren en functioneren in een groep. In het voortgezet onderwijs hebben leerlingen 

doorgaans over de dag verdeeld verschillende vakken. Ieder vak heeft daarbij uiteraard 

eigen vakspecifieke aandachtspunten. Dit doet een groot beroep op de executieve 

functies van leerlingen. De leeromgeving draagt bij aan de inzet en verdere ontwik-

keling van executieve functies als geschikte materialen aanwezig zijn, de organisatie-

structuur inzichtelijk is en de schoolcultuur gericht is op ondersteuning en ontwikke-

ling.

Samenwerking 
Om goede ondersteuning te bieden is op alle niveaus van drielagige modellen een 

goede samenwerking tussen docenten, ouders en jeugdhulpverlening van belang. Wan-

neer docenten, ouders en jeugdhulpverleners krachten en kennis bundelen kunnen zij 

gezamenlijk bouwen aan sterkere en daarmee meer inclusieve leeromgevingen. Als het 

gaat om individuele interventies (de bovenste laag van ondersteuning) of interventies 

gericht op kleinere groepen (de middelste laag van ondersteuning), dan zal de samen-

werking veelal gericht zijn op een goede uitwisseling van informatie en op het vinden 

van aansluitingsmogelijkheden. Ondersteuning op de eerste laag, de dagelijkse onder-

wijspraktijk, wordt vaak gezien als de verantwoordelijkheid van de docent, terwijl juist 

ook hier de bundeling van kennis kan bijdragen aan versterking van de ondersteuning. 

Onderzoeksvragen

Hoewel een goede samenwerking tussen school, ouders en jeugdhulpverlening van 

belang is, ligt dit niet altijd voor de hand. Historisch gezien zijn onderwijs en jeugd-

hulpverlening gewend een eigen lijn te trekken in de begeleiding van leerlingen. 
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Samenwerking bestaat meestal slechts uit het delen van informatie. Voor ouders geldt 

dat scholen het vaak lastig vinden om een positief partnerschap te bewerkstelligen. 

Dit is eens te meer het geval bij ouders met een migratie-achtergrond, waar verschil-

len in taal en cultuur de samenwerking bemoeilijken. Het is dus belangrijk om uit te 

zoeken welke elementen bijdragen aan verbetering van samenwerking en op welke 

wijze samenwerking tussen docenten, ouders en jeugdhulpverleners kan helpen om 

meer inclusieve leeromgevingen te ontwikkelen in het regulier voortgezet onderwijs. 

Dit onderzoeksproject betreft een multiple case study, uitgevoerd op drie scholen voor 

voortgezet onderwijs. Het proefschrift beantwoord de onderstaande vijf deelvragen:

1. Welke factoren spelen een rol bij effectieve samenwerking en hoe 

verhouden zij zich tot elkaar? 

2. Op welke wijze draagt nabijheid van docenten en jeugdhulpverleners bij 

aan verandering van werkwijzen?

3. Wat zijn de onderliggende structuren en mogelijkheden voor verbetering in 

partnerschap tussen school en ouders? 

4. Welke factoren beïnvloeden partnerschap tussen school en ouders met een 

migratie-achtergrond?

5. Hoe kan interdisciplinaire samenwerking bijdragen aan de ondersteuning 

van executieve functies in inclusieve leeromgevingen? 

Raamwerk voor Interdisciplinaire Samenwerking

Het analytisch raamwerk voor interdisciplinaire samenwerking is een belangrijke 

opbrengst van dit onderzoeksproject. Het raamwerk (Fig.1) diende in alle deelstudies 

gebruikt als sjabloon of template voor analyse en werd tevens verder ontwikkeld tijdens 

de analyses. Het raamwerk biedt inzicht bij het bepalen van het niveau van samen werking 

en welke componenten binnen een samenwerking in aanmerking komen voor versterking. 

 Het raamwerk bestaat uit drie niveaus van samenwerking. Op het eerste 

niveau vinden we coöperatie en de daaraan gerelateerde elementen. Het niveau coö-

peratie is de meest eenvoudige vorm van samenwerking waarbij de interactie beperkt 

blijft tot het uitwisselen van kennis en informatie. Concrete elementen als fysieke 

nabijheid en communicatiemiddelen waarborgen de bereikbaarheid van kennis en 

het vermogen tot procedureel handelen. Het begrip vertrouwen beperkt zich tot het 

nakomen van afspraken. De transfer van kennis geschiedt via concrete communicatie-
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systemen en diezelfde systemen zorgen ervoor dat ouders gelijkwaardige toegang tot 

kennis hebben zodat zij de rol van observant/informant kunnen uitoefenen. Een wij-zij 

identiteit is gangbaar op dit niveau van samenwerking.

 Op het tweede niveau vinden we coördinatie en de daaraan gerelateer-

de elementen. In geval van coördinatie is sprake van gecoördineerde interactie; de 

samenwerkingspartners ontmoeten elkaar op regelmatige basis en hierdoor is verdie-

ping van de samenwerking mogelijk. Op dat niveau van coördinatie zorgt inhoudelijke 

nabijheid ervoor dat kennis toegankelijk is en het professionals hun repertoire kunnen 

vergroten. Vertrouwen in elkaars competentie is een voorwaarde voor samenwerking 

op dit niveau. Organisatiestructuren zorgen voor voldoende interactie zodat partners 

de mogelijkheid krijgen om kennis uit te leggen en te vertalen. Gelijke waardering van 

expertise zorgt ervoor dat ouders hun rol van advocaat/intermediair kunnen uitoefe-

nen. Op dit niveau van samenwerking wordt de partner gezien als bondgenoot. 

 Op het derde niveau vinden we collaboratie en de daaraan gerelateerde 

elementen. Van collaboratie is sprake wanneer partners zeer intensief met elkaar 

samenwerken. Een kleine opmerking over terminologie is hier op zijn plaats. Binnen 

de Nederlandse context roept het woord collaboratie associaties op met de bezetting 

door Nazi-Duitsland. Echter, de term collaboratie verwijst in de internationale litera-

tuur naar de meest intensieve vorm van samenwerking. Uiteraard wordt de term hier 

in deze betekenis gebruikt! Op het niveau van collaboratie zorgt persoonlijke nabijheid 

ervoor dat partners een verbinding kunnen maken en elkaar weten te vinden voor hulp 

en op elkaars goede bedoelingen vertrouwen. Een cultuur gericht op leren van elkaar 

ondersteunt de transformatie van kennis. Binnen een dergelijke cultuur wordt het 

aangemoedigd om het perspectief en de doelen van de andere partij te begrijpen en te 

integreren. Wanneer ouders gelijkwaardige zeggenschap hebben, kunnen zij de rol van 

deelnemer/medeontwerper uitoefenen. In collaboratie zien partners uit verschillende 

domeinen elkaar als lid van de eigen groep: een wij-identiteit. 

Conclusies per deelstudie

Welke factoren spelen een rol bij effectieve samenwer-
king en hoe verhouden zij zich tot elkaar?
Het eerste onderzoek in deze dissertatie betrof een theoretische verkenning en richtte 

zich op de vraag welke factoren een rol spelen bij effectieve samenwerking en hoe deze 

factoren zich tot elkaar verhouden. Partners in interdisciplinaire samenwerking leren 
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van elkaar wanneer zij kennis uit de verschillende domeinen uitwisselen, vertalen, en 

transformeren. Deze niveaus van boundary crossing houden verband met de niveaus 

van samenwerking, te weten coöperatie, coördinatie en collaboratie. De niveaus van 

samenwerking houden vervolgens verband met niveaus van vertrouwen en groepsiden-

titeit. Een analytisch raamwerk, het product van deze deelstudie, diende als heuristisch 

model om beter grip te krijgen op de complexe processen in interdisciplinaire samen-

werking en om het niveau van samenwerking op twee voorbeeldscholen te bepalen. 

Ook hielp het raamwerk om zicht te krijgen op aspecten binnen samenwerking waar 

partners en management actief invloed op kunnen uitoefenen, wanneer zij de samen-

werking willen versterken. Zo is het van belang om voldoende tijd in te ruimen voor 

interactie en om te zorgen voor een vertrouwde omgeving waarin leren van professio-

nals centraal staat. 

 Het analytisch raamwerk verbindt de concepten boundary crossing, vertrou-

wen en identiteit. Aangezien het hier complexe theoretische concepten betreft, is het 

onvermijdelijk dat we niet ieder concept in de volle breedte kunnen behandelen. Om 

een complex proces als interdisciplinaire samenwerking te bestuderen is het echter wel 

Figuur 1 
Raamwerk Interdisciplinaire Samenwerking



van belang om alle componenten in ogenschouw te nemen. Gebruik van het raamwerk 

in nieuwe contexten kan weer nieuwe componenten en relaties aan het licht brengen. 

Voor de praktijk kan het raamwerk dienen om het niveau van samenwerking in bepaal-

de contexten te bepalen en interventies te ontwerpen die gericht zijn op versterking 

van samenwerking. 

Op welke wijze draagt nabijheid van docenten en jeugd-
hulpverleners bij aan verandering van werkwijzen?
De tweede studie betrof een kwalitatieve studie op basis van een-op-een interviews 

en focus groep-interviews met docenten en medewerkers van ondersteuningsteams 

op de drie scholen. Deze studie richtte zich op de vraag op welke wijze nabijheid 

van docenten en jeugdhulpverleners bijdraagt aan verandering van werkwijzen. Het 

raamwerk voor interdisciplinaire samenwerking diende als template voor analyse en 

tegelijkertijd droeg de analyse bij aan de uitbreiding van het raamwerk. De resultaten 

wijzen uit dat we het begrip nabijheid kunnen onderverdelen in drie niveaus: fysieke 

nabijheid, inhoudelijke nabijheid en persoonlijke nabijheid. Fysieke nabijheid resulteert 

in bereikbaarheid en operationeel doelgericht handelen, waardoor partners in coöpera-

tie kennis kunnen uitwisselen. Inhoudelijke nabijheid resulteert in toegankelijkheid van 

kennis en professioneel doelgericht handelen, waardoor partners in coördinatie kennis 

vertalen en binnen het eigen domein kunnen inzetten. Persoonlijke nabijheid resulteert 

in connectie en relationeel doelgericht handelen, waardoor partners in collaboratie 

kennis kunnen combineren en samen nieuwe wegen bewandelen. 

 Relationeel doelgericht handelen betreft het vermogen om kennis van ande-

ren te herkennen, te waarderen en te integreren. Vertrouwen en de vorming van een 

groepsidentiteit zijn van groot belang voor het bereiken van persoonlijke nabijheid. 

 Voor de praktijk betekent dit dat het bijeenbrengen van educatie en jeugd-

hulpverlening binnen één gebouw weliswaar een belangrijke eerste stap is, maar nog 

geen garantie biedt voor verbeterde praktijk. De randvoorwaarden voor inhoudelijke 

nabijheid, zoals de samenstelling van multidisciplinaire teams, en persoonlijke nabij-

heid, zoals ruimte voor de vorming van een wij-identiteit, vormen hierbij een belangrijk 

punt van aandacht.

 

Wat zijn de onderliggende structuren en mogelijkheden voor 
verbetering in partnerschap tussen school en ouders?
De derde studie betrof een kwalitatieve studie op basis van een-op-een interviews en 

focus groep-interviews met ouders. Deze studie richtte zich op de vraag naar onder-
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liggende structuren en mogelijkheden voor verbetering in partnerschap tussen school 

en ouders. Het Raamwerk voor Interdisciplinaire Samenwerking diende als schema om 

de interviews met ouders te analyseren. We hebben eerst bekeken of de drie niveaus 

van samenwerking ook in de interactie tussen school en ouders terug te vinden zijn. 

Coöperatie bleek het meest voorkomende niveau van samenwerking. Coördinatie en 

collaboratie kwamen vooral naar voren wanneer sprake was van zwaardere ondersteu-

ningsbehoefte van de leerling. De analyse wees uit dat samenwerking tussen school 

en ouders bij lichtere ondersteuning beperkt blijft tot het uitwisselen van informatie 

via email en leerlingvolgsystemen, naast bezoek van ouders aan algemene ouderavon-

den en rapportbesprekingen. Wanneer het gaat om identiteit en vertrouwen zien veel 

ouders de school als een vreemde mogendheid die met name afspraken goed moet 

nakomen. Er was in sommige gevallen sprake van coördinatie wanneer ouders en 

docenten in persoonlijk contact kennis aan elkaar uitlegden. De ouders beschouwden 

de school dan meer als een competente bondgenoot. In een enkel geval was sprake van 

collaboratie en transformatie van kennis. Dit kwam naar voren in gevallen waar ouders 

en school samen op zoek gingen naar geschikte oplossingen voor leerlingen met 

complexe hulpvragen. Er was dan sprake van intensief contact, dat ook via informele 

kanalen als Whatsapp verliep. Ouders zien de school in zo’n geval als een metgezel en 

een plek waar de ouder met zorgen en onzekerheden terecht kan. 

 Omdat gelijkwaardigheid gezien wordt als een belangrijk ingrediënt in sa-

menwerking, verwachtten we dat dit van invloed zou zijn op het vermogen van ouders 

tot doelgericht handelen. De studie wees uit dat dit vermogen tot handelen beïnvloed 

wordt door gelijkwaardige toegang tot informatie, gelijke waardering van expertise en 

gelijkwaardige erkenning van zeggenschap. In coöperatieve situaties vervulden ouders 

doorgaans de rol van informant en observant. In zo’n geval volgen ouders van afstand 

de ontwikkeling van het kind en informeren zij de school wanneer dat nodig is. Hier is 

gelijkwaardige toegang tot informatie van belang. In coördinatie vervulden ouders de 

rol van advocaat en intermediair. Zij zetten zich in voor het belang van hun kind en om 

deze rol te kunnen vervullen is het nodig dat hun expertise erkend wordt. In collabo-

ratie vervulden ouders de rol van deelnemer en medeontwerper. Ouders en docenten 

werkten intensief samen om goede ondersteuningstrajecten vorm te geven. Voor deze 

rol is het nodig dat ouders gelijke zeggenschap hebben. 

 Gevallen van collaboratie tussen docenten en ouders lijken evenwel schaars. 

Vervolgonderzoek is nodig om te zien of deze claim standhoudt. Deze studie heeft in 

ieder geval een verdere uitbreiding van het raamwerk met niveaus van gelijkwaardig-

heid en corresponderende rollen van ouders opgeleverd. 
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Welke factoren beïnvloeden partnerschap tussen school 
en ouders met een migratie-achtergrond?
De vierde studie betrof een kwalitatieve studie op basis van een-op-een interviews met 

ouders met een migratie-achtergrond. Deze studie richtte zich op de vraag welke fac-

toren partnerschap tussen school en ouders met een migratie-achtergrond beïnvloe-

den. Het raamwerk voor interdisciplinaire samenwerking diende als template om te 

analyseren welke invloed (on)gelijkwaardigheid heeft op het vermogen van ouders met 

verschillende achtergronden om een rol te vervullen in partnerschap met de school. 

De resultaten wijzen uit dat ongelijkwaardigheid die verband houdt met het lidmaat-

schap van een minderheidsgroepering het vermogen tot doelgericht handelen van 

ouders beïnvloedt. Verschillen in cultureel kapitaal, met taal als een prominente factor, 

zorgen voor ongelijke toegang tot informatie. Dit heeft tot gevolg dat ouders de rol van 

informant en observant minder goed kunnen uitvoeren. Verschillende referentiekaders 

en perspectieven zorgen ervoor dat de expertise van ouders niet altijd erkend wordt, 

waardoor zij hun rol als advocaat en intermediair minder goed kunnen uitvoeren. 

Verschillen in sociale positie en de daar aan verbonden verschillen in autoriteit zorgen 

ervoor dat zeggenschap van ouders onvoldoende erkend wordt, waardoor zij hun rol 

als deelnemer en medeontwerper minder goed kunnen uitvoeren. 

 De participanten bleken onderling sterk te verschillen met betrekking tot 

omstandigheden die hen wel of niet in staat stelden hun potentieel om te zetten in 

handelen. De studie laat daarmee zien hoe een analyse van super-diverse elementen in 

relatie tot de niveaus van gelijkwaardigheid kan helpen om het vermogen of onvermo-

gen om te handelen binnen partnerschap van ouders uit minderheidsgroeperingen te 

begrijpen. Zo’n dubbele blik op zowel groepslidmaatschap als individuele kenmerken 

doet recht aan de positie van leden van minderheidsgroeperingen zonder de individue-

le mens over het hoofd te zien.

Hoe kan interdisciplinaire samenwerking bijdragen aan de onder-
steuning van executieve functies in inclusieve leeromgevingen?
De vijfde studie richtte zich op de vraag hoe interdisciplinaire samenwerking kan 

bijdragen aan de ondersteuning van executieve functies in inclusieve leeromgevingen. 

In dit mixed methods project verkenden we ondersteuningsbehoeften op het gebied 

van executieve functies vanuit het perspectief van zowel leerlingen als docenten en 

medewerkers binnen de ondersteuningsteams. Verder keken we naar hoe samen-

werking tussen docenten en ondersteuningsteams bijdraagt aan het vormgeven van 

ondersteunende leeromgevingen. Uit de kwantitatieve analyse bleek dat ongeveer 25% 
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van de leerlingen milde tot ernstige problemen met executieve functies ervaart. Uit 

de kwalitatieve studie kwam naar voren dat leerlingen voornamelijk ondersteunings-

behoefte ervaren op gebied van planning en zelfregulatie. Voor hen is een omgeving 

met duidelijke regels van belang. Daarnaast hebben zij behoefte aan begripvolle 

docenten die rust uitstralen en kunnen relativeren. Deze uitkomsten onderstrepen 

het belang van adequate ondersteuning van leerlingen door docenten op gebied van 

cognities, organisatie en sociaal-emotioneel functioneren. De professionals lieten hun 

licht schijnen op de onderliggende oorzaken van zwakke executieve functies, zoals 

problematische thuissituaties, cognitief niveau, negatieve ervaringen of stoornissen. 

In verband met een ondersteunende leeromgeving noemen zij het belang van emotio-

nele veiligheid en een positief sociaal klimaat. Dit is in lijn met bevindingen uit eerder 

onderzoek dat fysieke, sociale en emotionele stress de effectiviteit van de prefrontale 

cortex aantast en daarmee de inzet van executieve functies bemoeilijkt. Het onder-

steunen van executieve functies draait daarom niet alleen om leerlingen te helpen met 

plannen en organiseren. Zorgdragen voor een rustig en veilig leerklimaat is met nadruk 

ook een onderdeel van de ondersteunende leeromgeving. 

 De analyse van de situatie op twee specifieke scholen laat zien dat materiele 

aspecten (gereedschap), kenmerken van de organisatiecultuur en culturele kenmerken 

samenwerkende collega’s in de weg kunnen zitten. Op één school gaven participanten 

aan dat het prettig zou zijn wanneer procedures en protocollen voorhanden waren. 

Op een andere school kwam naar voren hoe een gescheiden organisatie samenwer-

king belemmerde. Op deze school bleken eveneens culturele kenmerken als top-down 

management een negatief effect te hebben op pogingen tot samenwerking. Een derde 

school liet juist zien hoe professionals in staat waren om veelvuldig samen te wer-

ken doordat management hen ruimte en gelegenheid bood om samen te werken aan 

versterking van de leeromgeving. Wanneer we de drie scholen met elkaar vergelijken 

komt duidelijk het beeld naar voren dat voor effectieve leerlingondersteuning ook de 

professionals een inclusieve, op leren gerichte omgeving nodig hebben. Op twee van 

de scholen schetsen de professionals een geïsoleerd beeld, waarin zij weinig steun aan 

elkaar kunnen geven. Op de derde school lijken professionals in staat om kennis te 

delen en te verspreiden, wat allen ten goede komt. Opvallend genoeg houden zij zich 

hierbij niet aan de scheiding van taken en werkzaamheden zoals die in gelaagde onder-

steuningsmodellen beschreven staat. Deze beschreven systematische en procedurele 

aanpak zou heel goed remmend kunnen werken op het lerend potentieel van professio-

nals in interdisciplinaire samenwerking. 
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Beperkingen en Vervolgonderzoek

De vijf studies in deze dissertatie hebben geleid tot een beter inzicht in hoe samen-

werking tussen docenten, ouders en jeugdhulpverlening kan helpen om ondersteuning 

van leerlingen vorm te geven. De studies hebben echter ook een aantal beperkingen. 

Ten eerste beperkte de multiple case study zich tot drie identieke cases. Wanneer 

vervolgonderzoek getalsmatig meer en meer diverse scholen betrekt zal dit waarde-

volle nieuwe inzichten kunnen opleveren. Ten tweede volgden we de scholen in dit 

onderzoek drie jaar. De vorming van een collaboratief team kost tijd en het zou daarom 

interessant zijn scholen langer te volgen. Verder is in dit onderzoek weinig aandacht 

geweest voor elementen die normaliter ook tot het case study onderzoek kunnen 

behoren, zoals documentanalyse en observaties. Binnen het huidige onderzoeksproject 

was daar onvoldoende tijd voor. 

 Vanuit een theoretisch oogpunt zou het voor vervolgonderzoek interessant 

zijn om de focus te leggen op machtsverhoudingen in interdisciplinaire samenwerking. 

Ook de begrippen zorg en solidariteit zouden aandacht moeten krijgen. Met betrekking 

tot gelijkwaardigheid is het interessant om te bekijken in hoeverre ouders behorend 

tot een minderheidsgroepering recht zouden moeten hebben op meer ondersteuning 

vanuit de scholen. Methodologisch gezien zal het interessant zijn wanneer onderzoe-

kers het raamwerk inzetten voor participatief ontwerpgericht onderzoek, waarin sa-

menwerkingspartners de eigen praktijk onderzoeken en eigen interventies ontwerpen. 

Praktische implicaties

De bevindingen van dit onderzoek wijzen in de richting dat voor effectieve ondersteu-

ning van leerlingen eerst effectieve samenwerking tussen de volwassenen om hen 

heen van belang is. De eerste vraag is dus niet hoe docenten, ouders en jeugdhulpver-

leners leerlingen het beste kunnen ondersteunen. De eerste vraag is hoe de samenwer-

king tussen docenten, jeugdhulpverleners en ouders ondersteund kan worden. 

 Een volgende vraag is dan hoe we in de praktijk deze samenwerking kunnen 

verbeteren. Het raamwerk geeft per niveau mogelijkheden tot verbetering. Op het 

niveau van coöperatie kan men denken aan het versterken van systemen, verhelderen 

van procedures en het verschaffen van de benodigde gereedschappen. Op het niveau 

van coördinatie draait het meer om de organisatie. Is er voldoende mogelijkheid tot 

overleg en zitten de juiste mensen aan tafel om kennis inzichtelijk te maken? Op het 
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niveau van collaboratie gaat het tenslotte om verandering van cultuur, die idealiter 

improvisatie, reflectie en gezamenlijk eigenaarschap aanmoedigt. Het raamwerk voor 

interdisciplinaire samenwerking kan dienen als hulpmiddel om aan een dergelijke cul-

tuur te bouwen. 

Algemene conclusie 

Deze dissertatie richtte zich op de vraag hoe samenwerking tussen docenten, ouders 

en jeugdhulpverleners in het reguliere voortgezet onderwijs kan bijdragen aan de 

ondersteuning van leerlingen. De resultaten laten zien dat wanneer scholen collabora-

tie tussen deze actoren aanmoedigen en faciliteren, zij veilige leeromgevingen kunnen 

ontwikkelen die ondersteuning bieden aan de ontwikkeling van de basisvaardigheden 

die leerlingen nodig hebben voor hun sociale en cognitieve ontwikkeling. In coöperatie 

en coördinatie ligt de nadruk op vlotte uitwisseling van kennis en aansluiting tussen 

verschillende domeinen. In collaboratie ligt de nadruk op leren en ontwikkeling. Een 

duurzame ontwikkeling van ondersteunende leeromgevingen zal mogelijkerwijs zwaar-

dere interventies minder noodzakelijk maken. Om dit te bewerkstelligen hebben do-

centen, ouders en jeugdhulpverleners voldoende tijd nodig voor interactie en reflectie. 

Daarnaast is het van belang dat partners in samenwerking zelf zeggenschap hebben 

over hun manier van werken en de kans krijgen om samen nieuwe wegen te ontdekken. 

 Wanneer we aan Samuel uit de situatieschets zouden vragen hoe hij denkt 

over ondersteuning en interdisciplinaire samenwerking dan zou hij waarschijnlijk zijn 

schouders ophalen en mompelen dat docenten gewoon chill moeten zijn. Chill bete-

kent rustig zijn, geduldig, niet de hele tijd zeuren over kleine dingen en een beetje lol 

maken. Ontspannen docenten zorgen voor een veilige leeromgeving die de executieve 

functies die je nodig hebt om aan je werk te beginnen, je aandacht erbij te houden en 

door te gaan wanneer het lastig wordt, ondersteunt. Docenten kunnen op hun beurt 

ontspannen blijven wanneer zij samen met ouders en jeugdhulpverleners werken aan 

duurzame versterking van de leeromgeving. Samenwerken maakt het werk lichter, 

interessanter en biedt inspiratie voor de voortdurende verbetering van een inclusieve 

leeromgeving. 
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‘I have always found it quite useful, combining teaching in secondary 

education and conducting research. It’s a privilege. And okay, I admit, 

at times it feels like a blessing in disguise, when you are struggling with 

writing, analysing, reinventing yourself as a researcher, while at the same 

time dealing with “obnoxious” kids, angry parents, lesson preparations. 

But it keeps you grounded. All the neat structures, causal relations or 

analytic frameworks you come up with during PhD… You may start to 

think that you’re quite clever and all. And then, the next day, back in 

class, you realise: it isn’t neat at all and it never will be. It’s muddy and 

it’s messy. It’s life, and we need human stories to understand it.’
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