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Introduction 
This paper is the second review of research in the early years sector1

• Build a cumulative body of knowledge linking teaching and learning 

 commissioned by the Teaching 
and Learning Research Initiative (TLRI) Board in 2010 to address its concerns about insufficient 
evidence that teaching and learning research funding was building cumulative knowledge linking 
teaching to learning. The first review was conducted by Joce Nuttall (2010). Our two reviews are to 
be discussed at the invitational symposium at NZCER today. Expected outcomes of the review papers, 
and discussion at the symposium, include recommendations to frame TLRI early years research 
priorities for the next few years. 

Joce Nuttall’s paper (2010) focuses on projects funded by the TLRI Board between 2004 and 2010. 
My paper focuses on early childhood education centres of innovation (COI) programme funded by 
the Ministry of Education from 2003 to 2009. Because the COI programme was disestablished in 
2009 (as part of the Ministry’s financial savings), the TLRI has become the main potential funder of 
early years research projects. The TLRI Board thought future value for TLRI could be gained by 
analysing the COI programme and projects using the same framework as the Nuttall review. 
Therefore, my paper is not a comprehensive review of the COI programme per se; rather it reviews 
features of the COI programme and projects that have relevance for the TLRI programme aims, 
which are to: 

• Enhance the links between educational research and teaching practices—and researchers 
and teachers—across early childhood, school and tertiary sectors 

• Grow research capability and capacity in the areas of teaching and learning. 
(http://www.tlri.org.nz/tlri-principles/, accessed 21 October) 
 

                                                           
1 The sector is referred to as ‘early years’ in the two reviews because some research projects in both 
the programmes that are examined involved junior schools as well. 
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Nuttall (2010) comments that these are “re-inscribed in Principle Five, which states that ‘projects will 
recognise ... the importance of the work being useful in practice’,” (p. 3, her emphasis). 

The Centres of Innovation programme 
Early childhood education COI were announced as part of the New Zealand Government’s 10-year 
plan for early childhood education policy: Pathways to the Future? Ngā Huarahi Arataki (Ministry of 
Education, 2002). The COI programme was part of the strategy to “establish and reflect on quality 
practices in teaching and learning” (ibid, p. 15). Actions included in this strategy included: 

• Research aspects of quality to provide information for development of quality practices, and 

• Establish six Centres of Innovation on a three-year cycle to showcase excellence and 
innovation in ECE (ibid). 

It is interesting to note that these two actions were presented separately in the policy 
announcements: research for the development of quality practices was different from the object of 
COI ‘to showcase excellence and innovation’; that is, COI activity was not presented as an aspect of 
research activity. The policy announcement described COI ‘developing and distributing quality 
practices’. The side-bar mentioned COI fostering research and development (ibid).  

Aims 
The COI programme had a dual agenda: 

• sharing knowledge of innovation and diversity of practice to promote teacher reflection on 
quality practices; and  

• researching the innovative practice to generate additional knowledge.  

In the strategic plan for ECE, a section headed ‘A vision for shared innovation in 2012’ includes the 
words: ‘the regular change in the research cycle allows the exploration, documentation and sharing 
of diverse range of skills and practices that continues to extend the effectiveness of teaching and 
learning’ (Ministry of Education, 2002, p. 15). In their evaluation of the COI programme, Gibbs and 
Poskitt (2009) described the activity of the programme as “professional learning within a culture of 
inquiry” (p. 71).  

In the first COI programme publication released, the aims were described as follows. 

Centres of innovation were to: 

• Build the use of innovative approaches that result in improved early childhood teaching and 
learning based on Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 1996); 

• Facilitate action research, with the help of researchers, to show the results the innovative 
approaches have on learning and teaching; and 

• Share the knowledge, understanding and models of practice with others in the early childhood 

sector and parents/ whānau (Meade, 2005, back cover). 

The COI programme shared an aim with the TLRI programme: to research in order to produce 
knowledge about teaching and learning. One of the first points of difference between the two 
programmes to note is that processes to do with reflection on innovative and quality practices were 
given more public prominence in the COI programme than processes and content of educational 
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research. Creating academic knowledge about researching teaching and learning was never stated as 
an aim of the COI programme.  

The language about ‘developing’ and ‘testing’ innovative practices in the strategic plan document 
resulted in the COI programme adopting action research as its research approach. (This approach 
had been recommended by the Strategic Plan for Early Childhood Education Working Group, 2001.) 
If a COI aim was to create knowledge about researching teaching and learning I think decision-
makers would not have adopted the action research approach for all projects. 

COI teachers were to combine ‘their skills with the complementary skills of researchers’ (ibid). Thus, 
both the COI programme and the TLRI set up links between teachers and researchers. Both 
demanded ‘a level of relational expertise that must in itself be developed and enacted within the 
complex social, political, cultural, environmental and economic agendas facing the education sector’ 
(Nuttall, 2010, p. 3).  

These relationships added complexity. Researching practice for the professional learning (Gibbs & 
Poskitt, 2009) of practitioners in COI about research added another level of complexity (Nuttall, op 
cite). Yet, teachers researching practice is very important for positive child outcomes, for effective 
ECE, according to the Best Evidence Synthesis on professional development in ECE (Mitchell & Cubey, 
2003). It influenced the decision to use a participatory action research approach in COI projects. 

Features  
The COI programme ran in ‘rounds’. All rounds ran for three years. Round One began in 2003 and 
involved six COI that had to develop and distribute quality practices to do with Maori immersion ECE, 
Pasifika bilingual and immersion ECE, the use of ICT in ECE and improved linkages between ECE and 
schools and health and social services. A second round of three COI was added to the programme by 
Cabinet a year before the first six completed their projects. Overlapping rounds meant that 20 ECE 
services had joined the COI programme before its disestablishment in 2009. (Only 16 ran for three 
full years and completed their projects.) 

Officials in the curriculum division of the Ministry of Education managed the programme. Before 
each round some gaps in ECE research were identified (with some input from ECE sector leaders). 
The Ministry’s call for applications specified the content (“focus”) area to be addressed by the 
forthcoming round of COI projects. Content areas were never replicated until Round Five. 

Applications came from ECE services and these services were invited to name their preferred 
academic research partner in their expression of interest. Shortlisted services were asked to develop 
a research proposal as part of their full application with support from their potential research 
associate. This was the start of the partnerships between practitioner researchers and academic 
researchers. 

When COI were chosen, the Ministry established two contracts per COI project—one with the ECE 
service and one with the ‘research associate’ (note the language). The Massey COI team (Jordan & 
Scrivens et al, 2006) analysed the value of this rule in Riding the waves (Meade, 2006). The partners 
were expected to work in tandem in delivering their respective ‘services’ in the agreements, and in 
writing milestone reports. The contracts specified research outputs and dissemination outputs 
(about their innovation and about their research).  
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As well as each practitioner-academic partnership, there was another collaborative structure in the 
COI programme—all the practitioner-academic researchers in each round came together twice each 
year for a residential facilitated Hui (workshop). At these Hui, content knowledge applicable for the 
teaching and learning topics set for their cycle, knowledge about researching teaching and learning, 
and knowledge about dissemination practices (public speaking and writing) were shared and 
extended. In later rounds, an experienced practitioner-researcher spent several hours guiding the 
neophytes during their first COI Hui. 

A Research Leader was appointed for the whole programme. I held that position for more than six of 
the COI programme’s seven years, with a six month gap after the “pilot” cycle. Elaine Mayo held it in 
the interim period. The role was to organise the residential Hui, manage quality control processes, 
give advice and guidance to applicants and contracted COI, link projects with common interests, 
assist with ethics applications when necessary, compile a publication series for the programme 
(known as the “waves” series), and edit final reports. I maintained an overview of and coordinated 
the projects and programme. 

COI and their partners were required to develop a relationship agreement during their first months 
together. In outlining their intended ways of working, inter alia, the agreement stated their 
dissemination plans and authorship arrangement. Some papers and most final reports have been 
published on the web. Readers interested in descriptions of the COI programme, COI papers, and the 
final reports of COI projects can locate many of these on the website: www.educationcounts.govt.nz. 

Conceptual framework for the COI review 
Both the review papers for the TLRI Board use cultural historical activity theory (Engeström, 1999) as 
the conceptual framework. (It is commonly known as CHAT.) Nuttall provides the rationale for us 
both. 

Research activities and products cannot be separated from the individuals who produce them, the 
relationships within which these acts of production take place, or the institutional and cultural 
contexts which permeate individuals and relationships (which, in turn, construct those institutional 
and cultural contexts). ... Research is a distinctive form of practice in itself, with its own rules and 
norms, preferred artefacts and modes of production, and distinct divisions of labour (2010, pp. 4-5). 

The first assumption indicates that systems are likely to be highly dynamic. 

The review task establishes the COI programme as the organisational unit to be analysed. In CHAT, 
each ‘organisational unit’ has:  

distinctive subjects (those who do the work), rules (norms that support or constrain how the work is 
conducted), divisions of labour (how the work is shared out), tools (the available conceptual and 
material resources), community (others who are involved or have a stake in the work), objects (the 
problem being worked upon) and outcomes (the end goal of working on the object). 

The CHAT framework is presented via a triangle image with several triangles within it. 
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Figure 1: CHAT framework 

 

Engerström (1999) has shown the possibilities from examining overlapping systems of activity. 
Nuttall (2010) identifies four overlapping systems for each TLRI funded project:  

1. the pre-existing systems of the TLRI,  

2. institutional systems of the researcher, 

3. the practitioner, 

4. the emerging activity system of the research project.  

She notes that were TLRI researchers to collaborate with novice researchers to build their research 
capability another activity system would be created. 

These four overlapping systems were in existence for each COI project, although the first needs to 
be altered to read: “the emerging system of the COI programme”. In addition, as will be apparent 
from my description of the features of the COI programme, a fifth overlapping system—the Ministry 
of Education—was heavily involved in this programme, and its 10 year plan for ECE could be 
presented as an influential sixth activity system. Thus, for each COI, a minimum of six systems were 
at play: 

1. The pre-existing system of the Ministry of Education, 

2. The emerging activity system of the 10-year strategic plan project, 

3. The emerging system of the COI programme, 

4. The pre-existing activity system in the innovative early childhood service, 
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5. The pre-existing institutional activity system of the research associate, 

6. The emerging activity system of the COI action research project. 

For most early childhood services joining the programme, there was also a pre-existing system of 
their governing body (a kindergarten or playcentre association, or the Kōhanga Reo National Trust). 
The greater number and political nature of some of the activity systems added to the complexity of 
the COI programme and to the risks that the object/s of COI activity for those in different systems 
would be in tension. For example, there are indications of tension between the activity system of 
some COI projects and their governing association apparent in Suggestion 3 in the COI evaluation 
(Gibbs & Poskitt, 2009, p. 74), which states, 

That memoranda of understanding are developed between the Ministry of Education, COI teachers 
and regional associations/umbrella groups whereby each party has a clear understanding of its roles 
and responsibility with respect to COI processes and outcomes. 

Descriptive analysis of the COI Programme derived from CHAT 
Using the CHAT triangle, and the six points on its perimeter, six descriptive questions were asked of 
the 20 projects in the COI programme. These mirror the Nuttall’s initial level of analysis of the TLRI. 

• Who was conducting the research? 

• What was the object of the research (the research focus area)? 

• What were the principle concepts or artefacts used in the research? 

• How was the division of labour organised between the practitioner-researchers and the 
research associates? 

• Who else was involved (community of interest)? 

• What rules/ research protocols/ methodological frameworks were employed? 

The information is summarised in Appendix A and Appendix B. 

Who was doing the research and who else was involved? 

A cross-section of ECE service types were selected as COI. During the life-span of the programme, 
eight kindergartens, seven childcare centres (only one of which is a private centre), two kōhanga reo, 
two playcentres and one home-based scheme were selected. One childcare centre is a Māori 
immersion service, and another is a Samoan immersion service. (Home-based services could not 
apply until Round Three.)  

In the COI programme, the project leader was always a practitioner-researcher; usually the person 
who had taken a lead role in applying on behalf of their service. As Appendix B shows, the teams 
from the research context differed markedly in size, composition and proportion of the teaching 
team who joined the research team. Most kindergartens involved all their teachers in research 
activity, including the COI reliever. With the exception of Greerton Early Childhood Centre, the other 
COI involved only some of their teaching team in the research team—Greerton involved the whole 
team. Managers were involved in 13 of the 20 research project teams. In the two early years 
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projects, several people from a neighbourhood school/s also contributed to the research activities. 
Students from one school were also involved in mutually agreed projects. 

In a number of cases, no research academic was involved in the expression of interest. If no 
experienced researcher was evident when short-listed, the Research Leader worked alongside the 
project leader to identify a research associate. There were 32 research associates. Margaret Carr 
was involved with four COI, Val Podmore with three, and five worked with two COI. Eighteen 
research associates were university lecturers (56 percent), five were professional development 
facilitators, four were teacher educator in polytechnics or PTEs, and one was at NZCER. All 
universities except Lincoln had had at least one lecturer contracted to the programme. The majority 
of the research associates (63 percent) had been an early childhood practitioner before they joined 
the academy or took up a related role that involved research activity. 

What were the research objects? 

The Ministry of Education set the research objects (focus areas), expressed in broad terms. Most 
were different for each round. Ideas for the so-called focus areas were gathered by using a 
questionnaire sent to ECAC, the COI programme advisory group, existing and past COI researchers 
and Ministry officials.  

Table 1: Research objects (focus areas) by round 

Round Research object (focus area) 

One Quality practices in immersion ECE for Māori children,  

Quality practices in bilingual and immersion and Pasifika 

Improved linkages between ECE services, families, schools and health (derived from a 
goal in the 10-year strategic plan) 

ICT (linked to a wider Ministry project) 

Two ECE services, families, schools and other services working together to enhance 
children’s learning (10-year strategic plan) 

Infants and toddlers care and education 

Processes of educational leadership (10-year strategic plan)  

Domain knowledge in ECE 

Three Inclusive ECE for diverse children and families 

Domain knowledge in ECE 

Transitions from home to ECE services and from ECE to school 

Four Effective and innovative teaching that strengthens learning outcomes through 
responsive, respectful and reciprocal relationships with people, places and things. 

Five Effective and innovative teaching that strengthens learning outcomes through 
responsive, respectful and reciprocal relationships with people, places and things 
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Some focus areas were repeated in later rounds, usually because there had been no take-up of a 
particular focus by any COI the first time it was set. This was one reason why ‘domain knowledge’ 
was proposed twice. (A science-focused proposal was successful in Round Five, only to be truncated.) 
Rounds Four and Five had same research focus, perhaps to build more knowledge about the 
connection between teaching and learning. However, cumulative knowledge was not a stated object 
of the COI programme. In the surveys to gather suggestions for focus areas, the questionnaire asked 
whether any focus area from past rounds should be repeated. The majority of respondents favoured 
new focus areas because of gaps in New Zealand ECE research knowledge until Round Five. 

Note that some research objects were not explicitly about teaching and learning; it was challenging 
to identify outcomes for children’s learning from the focus areas: processes of educational 
leadership, improved linkages between services, schools and other services, and transitions. The 
research teams noted the contradictions they experienced in attempting to draw the focus areas 
together. 

What were the principal concepts (artefacts) employed? 

Given the wide range of research objects, it is not surprising to find that a diverse range of concepts 
were explored by the 20 COI project teams. Key constructs in the literature about second-language 
learning (Round One) are markedly different from, say, the literature on leadership processes 
(Round Two) or inclusive education (Round Three). Likewise, key concepts for exploring quality 
practice for infants and toddlers differ from those employed in domain knowledge studies. 

However, all COI were implementing the NZ early childhood curriculum, Te Whāriki (Ministry of 
Education, 1996). Therefore, socio-cultural concepts derived from Bronfenbrenner’s theory of the 
ecology of human development were employed by several COI teams, as were Vygotskyian concepts 
such as socially mediated learning. Roskill South Kindergarten COI used CHAT for its analysis of the 
integration of ICT in teaching and learning, and CHAT concepts used in this paper are employed by 
that COI in their final report and some of their articles. Some socio-cultural concepts from Reggio 
Emilia were evident in several COI projects, such as the “pedagogy of listening”, “hundred 
languages”, and “multiple literacies”. “Transformation of participation” (Rogoff, 2003) was another 
socio-cultural concept used by several COI project teams. 

COI in the first rounds were given copies of the Ministry best evidence syntheses. Some concepts 
from them were used by some COI. 

As found by Nuttall (2010), the strongest reliance was on the work of Carr (1991). Her ideas have 
been very influential through her engagement with most important artefacts produced by the 
Ministry of Education system: Te Whāriki (Carr, May and the Reedy’s), large research projects 
focused on Learning and Teaching Stories (Carr and other researchers), and the ECE assessment 
exemplar series, known as Kei Tua o te Pae (Ministry of Education, 2004, 2007). Moreover, Carr was 
personally involved in four COI projects and participated in three of five rounds, influencing the 
discourse at COI Hui. Her ideas about dispositional learning have been particularly influential when 
early childhood educators consider ECE learning outcomes  

I did not undertake an analysis of citations in COI writing, as their outputs are very numerous, 
diverse in type and place of publication, and not contained in one database. But a scan of the 
authors cited in chapters in the COI programme “Waves” series (Meade, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2009, 
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2010) indicated that there was only occasional reference to other COI projects. However, a number 
of project teams did cite their own earlier writing and also individual members’ writing (e.g., 
research associates’ theses). 

As well, because all COI were expected to conduct action research, there were some common 
concepts to do with that research approach—e.g., cycles, and the concepts associated with the steps 
in cycles—employed by the project teams. 

How was the division of labour organised? 

The Ministry asked the practitioner-researchers to designate one of their team as the project leader. 
The more expert researchers were called research associates. In their first milestone date, the 
practitioner-researchers and their research associates had to submit a formal relationship 
agreement with principles to guide their relationship, and practical points about frequency of 
contact, means of communication and authorship. Collaborative leadership occurred. 

The research associate always guided the ethics application, through their institution where 
applicable. Ethics approval was an issue for independent any research associates; this issue was 
noted as needing Ministry attention in the evaluation of the COI programme (Gibbs & Poskitt, 2009). 
Once ethics approval was achieved, typically, the research associates provided some research 
methods workshops, and gave considerable guidance and support through all steps of the first 
action research cycle. By the second cycle, practitioner-researchers were more competent and 
confident in gathering data and analysing the information. Sometimes, however, different 
practitioners took up research roles in later cycles, and the research associates needed to increase 
their research capability. Research associates often also provided ‘scaffolding’ in relation to public 
speaking, including preparing PowerPoint slides and milestone reports to the Ministry. Face to face 
dissemination at conferences was usually carried out jointly by the partners, although each 
practitioner-research team ran an increasing number of workshops for their peers without research 
associate input. They also usually looked after visitors who came to see their innovative practice 
setting without the research associate being present. 

About one-third of COI were invited to be keynote speakers at conferences in New Zealand and 
overseas. Generally at least one practitioner-researcher delivered the speech with a research 
associate. Many more educators were involved in preparing and rehearsing the paper. 

The division of labour for writing papers and reports varied considerably. In a few COI, the research 
associate/s and project leader did most of the writing. In one large education and care centre, 
Greerton Early Childhood Centre, all 16 teachers did some of the writing and the research associates 
were the editors. Most teams were somewhere in between; namely, a sub-set of the practitioner-
researchers took on writing responsibilities. The sub-set did not necessarily have identical members 
as the sub-set who undertook public speaking roles. 

The Research Leader was involved in each research project, providing advice and guidance, working 
through tensions, and providing editorial expertise for the “Waves” publications and final reports. 

The second programme publication, Riding the waves (Meade, 2006), is mainly about COI 
approaches to carrying out their activities. In several chapters, the authors outline their division of 
labour. At least two chapters (by Citizens Nursery and Te Kōhanga Reo o Puau authors) explain some 
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of the tensions experienced by the practitioner-researchers as they crossed the boundary from their 
teaching context into the activity system of the research project. 

Who else was involved (the community of interest)? 

The parent community of each COI often became increasingly interested in the COI projects. In the 
two playcentres, the practitioner-research team was mainly comprised of parents. In the other COI, 
as well as being research subjects, some parents joined COI advisory groups, some helped with 
related ICT, some spoke about the project alongside (or even instead of) practitioner-researchers, 
some volunteered to be case studies of changed participation. Parents added data by writing more 
in learning stories; and they became more keenly interested in reciprocal stories about learning. 

Locally, the communities of interest expanded or relationships were strengthened. In Wycliffe Nga 
Tamariki Kindergarten, the teachers worked in partnership with Upu Amata, a nearby Samoan ECE 
service. Many COI had more dynamic connections with one or more neighbourhood schools (A’oga 
Fa’a Samoa, Te Kōhanga Reo o Puau, Wycliffe Ngā Tamariki Kindergarten, Botany Downs 
Kindergarten, Mangere Bridge Kindergarten, Wadestown Kindergarten, and First Years Preschool). 
Te Kōhanga Reo o Mana Tamariki was already part of campus for Māori immersion education from 
birth to leaving school. 

The communities of interest rapidly expanded beyond COI locations. In a large majority of COI the 
extent of dissemination far exceeded their plan. Why? Ministry contracts specified a paper was to be 
written and talks given by the end of the first year—about their innovative practice. COI rose to the 
challenge, and gave talks. Most soon gathered an extensive community of interest. Some audiences 
came because they wanted to hear teachers talking about innovative teaching; others had an 
interest in the specific focus area and sought research knowledge on, say, transition practices or 
young children’s bilingual language development. Other communities were interested in the COI 
activity system itself. Pen Green Leadership Centre, UK, first expressed this interest (Anne Meade 
spoke). EECERA did too (Margaret Carr spoke). Pen Green has subsequently invited three COI to give 
keynote addresses about their research object. 

COI engaged in outreach and in-reach dissemination (most had a visitor programme). When they 
spoke to professional organisations, such as OMEP, there was a “snowball” effect. They received 
requests for other workshops or accepting visitors from educators who wanted to learn more about 
the innovative practice in situ. One contradiction noted was that COI belonging to kindergarten 
regional associations tended to be ignored by their home association, yet were invited elsewhere. 
Playcentres did a considerable number of workshops within their own association and movement. 

It is harder to gauge the community of interest for writing from the COI programme. Anecdotal 
evidence indicates that a number of chapters from the “Waves” series, and articles written for Early 
Childhood Folio, are being used in initial teacher education courses. Gibbs and Poskitt (2009) found 
that educators are not keen on the web format of the final reports; they suggest that “the findings 
are made more accessible ... and are available in formats that support teachers to make use of 
them” (ibid, p. 74). Officials in the Ministry were considering whether TLRI norms for final reports 
should be adopted for COI when the government terminated the programme. 
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What rules or norms were employed? 

The COI and research associate contracts established many of the rules for COI activity. The rules in 
these legal agreements included: gaining ethics approval, collaboratively writing a relationship 
agreement, giving talks, undertaking research that was valid and met standards of rigour, writing 
papers, clearing papers and talks with the Ministry, and writing a final report. The rules were 
monitored via milestone reports and COI and research associate contact with Ministry officials and 
the Research Leader, including at COI Hui.  

The COI Programme evaluators suggested that there should have been more rules about COI 
assessing learning and evaluating their programmes (Gibbs & Poskitt, 2009). Ministry officials tried 
to foster these as norms during COI Hui; however, without rules, the ideas never gained traction. 

The use of an action research approach was a given. This meant that each COI would engage in at 
least two cycles of research with some action steps taken in between. Most COI chose to use 
learning stories as part of their data set. 

Some norms developed in relation to the COI Hui, such as giving progress reports via formal 
presentations to Hui participants. 

Publication norms evolved. Contributing to the “Waves” publications was not an explicit 
requirement, but a norm was established that papers could be given an outlet in this series. The 
large majority of COI contributed a chapter, including all four COI who did not complete their 
projects before the COI programme was terminated. The Research Leader edited all these, and 
wrote introductory essays about an aspect of the COI Programme. NZCER designed their format 
along the lines of Early Childhood Folio. 

Most final reports were brought up to publication standard by the Research Leader. How each final 
report would be published was not specified in official documents about the COI programme, but a 
web-publication norm developed. Reports from the 11 of the 16 COI that completed their contracts 
have been published on www.educationcounts.govt.nz; two COI have departed from that norm and 
are working with a publisher on a book based on their innovation and research activities (Greerton 
Early Childhood Centre and Mangere Bridge Kindergarten); and two published their own final report 
(Wilton Playcentre, see van Wijk et al, 2006, and Kidsfirst Kindergarten Bush Street, see Henson, 
Smith & Mayo, 2000. Wilton Playcentre’s report is now also on the web). Practitioner illness and the 
programme termination meant the Hutt Family Day Care team did not complete a final report. 

Knowledge production – affordances and constraints 

Individual or interpersonal affordances or constraints 

Many practitioner-researchers undertook post-graduate study at the same time as they were 
engaged in COI projects. These individuals found their courses were beneficial for COI activities, for 
example, they were linked to relevant literature and/or learned more about research methods. 

Illness and staff turnover in the research settings during the three years of the project were events 
outside the control of the COI teams that slowed up knowledge production. Generally, the research 
associate assumed greater responsibility and brought the project back on track. A mismatch in 
cultural capital, values and ways of working also caused some hiccoughs in COI project teams. In 

http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/�
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those cases, a change in research associate (see Appendix B) allowed the activity to resume. Many 
partnerships had had positive prior relationships indicating that it was features of the COI activity 
system that disrupted the relationships. 

COI programme affordances or constraints 

I wrote an essay in Generating Waves (Meade, 2009) in which I identified the affordances of the 
programme. The three-year time span for the projects allowed both teacher-researchers and 
research academics to forge new roles and to develop “new models of knowledge about teaching 
and learning” (p. 5). The others factors I identified were: 

1. Research factors 

a. Support and challenge from research associates and research leader 

b. Research had time to move from verification to critical thinking 

c. Interaction with research associates and with peers at COI provoked critical thinking 

d. Writing a final report created new models of knowledge; 

2. Dissemination factors 

a. The “walls came down” whereby ECE practice was opened to peers and families. 
Talks needed to be relevant to their audience 

b. Oral communication fostered a shift in accountability and improved articulation of 
practice 

c. Sharing through talks and writing built solidarity in the sector and empowered 
teachers 

d. Publication took the research out to the wider world and academic gaze. Discourse 
links theory and practice. 

The evaluation of the COI programme (Gibbs & Poskitt, 2009) identified some constraints. They were: 

• weak centre processes around undertaking evidence-based evaluations of teaching 
programmes (i.e., insufficient attention is paid by ECE services to evaluating their innovation 
and reporting its impact on children, families and teachers) 

• ethics approval processes, especially for independent research associates 

• a limited pool of people willing and able to be research associates 

• the lack of resources after the research is completed for teacher-researchers to disseminate 
their findings and insights to the sector 

• the length of final reports and web-publication which many teachers can’t/won’t access. 
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COI research settings - affordances or constraints 

These included time and division of labour issues when the teachers had to maintain quality ECE 
provision at the same time as they engaged in research and dissemination activities. 

The roles and responsibilities of regional associations/ umbrella groups needed clarification. 

Settings of the research associates – affordances or constraints 

The majority of research associates came from universities, with all universities (except Lincoln) 
involved in at least one COI project. Universities and other tertiary institutions were able to process 
ethics applications for the projects, a rule of the COI programme. This rule limited the pool of 
potential researchers, and resulted in independent researchers pairing up with tertiary-based 
research associates (Pam Hanna, and Sue Smorti). Te Kōpae Piripono was the only COI team to 
navigate the difficult waters of ethics approval from outside the Academy. Fortuitously Erana Hond-
Flavell took a position at Poutama Pounamu Maori Education Research and Development Centre, 
affiliated to the University of Waikato, and their months-long battle ended. This constraint was 
noted in the evaluation of the COI programme, and Gibbs and Poskitt (2009) suggested the Ministry 
of Education consider establishing an ethics committee.  

About 12 research associates lived in a location some distance away from the ECE setting. This was 
inevitable for COI located in provinces away from tertiary institutions. But the majority of distant 
research associates were chosen for their specialist expertise connected to the COI’s innovation. The 
partners needed to work smart with their travel budgets and use of ICT. 

It is interesting to note that 20 (63 percent) of the research associates have been early childhood 
practitioners earlier in their career; mostly in kindergartens and playcentres. They welcomed the 
opportunity to work in ECE settings again. Nevertheless, there was a contradiction, as collaborative 
projects impacted on PBRF outputs as a result of joint authorship and less time to meet PBRF criteria 
yet there was great interest in the knowledge created by COI evident in the full sessions when their 
teams presented at conferences.  

For other research associates, the COI project meant “out of the ivory tower and into the sandpit” 
(van Wijk, 2006), and was seen as a useful opportunity for career academics to better understand 
the contexts of their research. 

Tertiary libraries were an affordance to research associates, but teacher-researchers had limited 
access to reference library services until the Ministry gave them borrowing rights in 2008. 

Discussion 

Cumulative knowledge about teaching and learning 
Cumulative knowledge about teaching and learning was not an object of the COI programme. The 
substantial overlap of the Ministry of Education system of activity, the 10-year strategic plan system 
of activity and the COI programme system, limited the ability of the COI programme to build 
cumulative knowledge. The Ministry determined new focus (content) areas for each round, which 
placed limitations on accumulating knowledge about teaching and learning. The requirement that 
the teaching and learning practice had to innovative (by definition, different) had a similar effect—if 
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a proposal expressed an aim to build on an earlier COI project, it would not have met the innovative 
criterion. 

In the COI programme, the research questions begin in the culture and history of the ECE service, 
rather than in the biography of the research associate (Denzin, 2001, cited in Nuttall, 2010). It could 
be said that the diverse ECE services are less likely to be influenced by dominant discourses in the 
academy. Certainly, their research questions indicate no connection with each other. 

Discussions were occurring about drawing together some knowledge created by several projects in 
the COI programme about the time the decision to terminate the programme was made. Scanning 
the innovations and research questions listed in Appendix A, some topics for syntheses can be 
suggested; for example, leadership in ECE, and transitions.  

Nuttall (2010, p. 8) draws attention to alliances between TLRI projects in terms of the socio-cultural 
conceptual tools used. This is apparent in COI projects as well. And the same academics have been 
relied upon: Carr, and colleagues, and Rogoff. Wenger and Reggio Emilia theorists are also often 
visible in COI writing. It is probably the research associates who strengthened the socio-cultural 
influences on COI. The same issues identified in TLRI projects by Nuttall (2010) pertain to COI 
projects:  

• no explicit critique of socio-cultural perspectives 

• plenty of emphasis on processes of learning, with less examination of what the children 
learned beyond the important dispositional learning  

• most knowledge outcomes are ephemeral. 

Gibbs and Poskitt (2009) concluded from their COI evaluation: 

There were many good outcomes for teachers including opportunities to engage in critical thinking 
that challenged their previously held assumptions about teaching and learning. As a result of their 
collaborative professional learning and initiatives, many teachers reported that they were now 
engaging in better quality planning, formative assessment processes and increased use of ICT within 
the learning and teaching programme (p. 8). 

“Catching the wave” is another way that knowledge accumulates—I am referring to practice 
knowledge. The COI programme evaluators commended the highly active programmes of 
dissemination that most COI engaged in. They found many other services had heard COI team 
members talk and had accessed COI research findings, which they valued because they are about 
New Zealand ECE and relevant to the sector. The evaluators’ data suggested that “many Second 
Wave centres have made changes to their own programmes as a result of engaging in COI ideas” 
(ibid, p. 10). 

I explored the notion of diffusion of innovation in my introductory essay to Generating waves 
(Meade, 2009). Given that it is rare for innovation to be widely implemented and sustained, I 
commented that “it is remarkable that diffusion of innovation from two of the first 10 COI had 
reached the implementation and sustained stages”—the integration of ICT into ECE programmes, 
and the SPACE programme for new parents and their babies. 
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Development of knowledge about researching teaching and learning 
Documentation about teachers developing knowledge about researching teaching and learning is 
likely to be found in reports to the Ministry of Education by practitioner-researchers and research 
associates. There is some writing about this form of knowledge creation in the “Waves” series, in 
particular Riding the waves (Meade, 2006). 

Gibbs and Poskitt (2009) found that teachers had “learned much about researching and were 
motivated to continue researching their professional practice, but were frustrated by time pressures 
and inadequate resources post-COI to continue future research” (p. 8). 

One aim of the TLRI is to build educational research capacity. This review of the COI programme 
indicates that many COI research associates started their careers as ECE practitioners (see Appendix 
B) and later joined the Academy. From anecdotal evidence, I am aware that two collaborative teams 
are heavily involved in transforming their COI report into a book for publication, two COI teacher-
researcher teams have been involved in two different local research project (both early years 
projects), one collaborative team has made a teaching video for a university, one COI teacher has 
become a lecturer for a teacher education provider, and two teachers work part-time as professional 
development facilitators. Thus, a number of teacher-researchers continue to be engaged in research 
or research-related activity post-COI. If further opportunities were available to them to continue 
with research activity, they would broaden their expertise and could move further into the research 
community. 

Future opportunities and priorities for ECE in the TLRI 
COI teams achieved extraordinary levels of dissemination, especially considering the claims on their 
time from their respective overlapping activity systems. Nevertheless, one of the recommendations 
made often by team members was for more resources for dissemination after the completion of 
their research report. COI teachers were at their most articulate about the practice knowledge and 
research knowledge after they had produced it in a written format, but lacked the resources to 
continue to disseminate. This probably happens for TLRI teams, as Nuttall could uncover little 
further dissemination from TLRI projects. The COI rule to start disseminating early in the project, and 
a programme object to share and reflect on innovation, set up a dissemination momentum that 
provided good returns. Can the TLRI Board explore ways for collaborative teams to broaden and 
enliven their dissemination activity? 

Early years research related to domain knowledge (what Nuttall calls “discipline-specific knowledge”) 
is uncommon in New Zealand. This situation reflects the heavy emphasis in New Zealand research on 
how children learn, discussed above and by Nuttall. Having said that, four COI projects contributed 
knowledge about bilingual language development, including articles by Joy Cullen and Penny 
Haworth and the teacher-researchers published in refereed international journals (Haworth et al, 
2006; Cullen et al, 2009). There was exciting potential in the “fearless science” project initiated by 
First Years Preschool but it was aborted when the COI programme was terminated. I understand 
there is mathematics project underway as part of the BES programme. Further projects on what 
children learn in domain areas deserve exploration, but they would need to be framed with 
considerable care to avoid any risk of promoting “schoolification” of ECE. 

The COI programme evaluation (Gibbs & Poskitt, 2009) concluded with a concern about the findings 
about outcomes for children.  
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Teachers had developed some useful processes around assessment and planning for individual 
children. However, teachers knew little about the impact of their initiatives on children as a whole 
because they had not established processes for gathering and analyzing centre-wide data” (pp. 8-9).  

Their major recommendation was for “tightening the processes around managing programme 
review so that teachers are in a better position to know which practices are most beneficial for 
children” (p. 9). Programme review could be a priority for the TLRI. 

This review has not explicitly pointed to the need for long-term projects. However, the COI data set 
comprises action research projects in local settings and TLRI projects are also mostly short and small 
scale. I want to suggest it is time to balance these with a longer-term, larger-scale project.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: COI and their innovation and research 
Round COI Innovation Research question/s 

1 A’oga Fa’a Samoa, 

Auckland 

Samoan language 
strengthened through key 
teacher transition with chn 
through centre & into 
school 

What helps learning and language 
continuity as children make transitions 
within and from A’oga Fa’a Samoa? 

1 New Beginnings 
Preschool, 

Christchurch 

Using visual arts for 
children’s communication, 
supported by specialist art 
teacher 

In what ways can visual art and a 
project approach to curriculum 
contribute towards building a 
community of learners in New 
Beginnings Preschool? 

1 Roskill South 
Kindergarten, 

Auckland 

Integration of ICT to 
enhance children’s learning 
and development in a 
community of learning 

What ICT practices can be successfully 
integrated into everyday learning and 
teaching practice? 

Integrating both laptop and desk top 
computers into everyday practice in a 
centre – is it a workable model? 

Does the increased use of ICT in 
everyday pedagogy enhance children’s 
sense of themselves? 

1 Te Kōhanga Reo o 
Puau Te Moananui 
a Kiwa, 

Auckland 

Mātauranga Māori learning Working with mātauranga Māori, what 
changes will enhance te reo Māori, 
contribute to strengthening Māori 
identity, and prepare mokopuna for 
success in their life’s journey? 

1 Wilton Playcentre, 

Wellington 

The use of schema learning 
theory 

The role of schema learning theory as a 
part of a shared repertoire of 
knowledge, practices and culture in 
sustaining the Playcentre community 
of learners. 

1 Wycliffe Nga 
Tamariki 
Kindergarten,  

Napier 

Building a ‘bridge’ between 
the kindergarten and Upu 
Amata to foster bilingual 
development for Samoan 
families 

In partnership with Upu Amata, how 
can learning and teaching be improved 
in inter-cultural sessions at Wycliffe 
Nga Tamariki Kindergarten? 
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Round COI Innovation Research questions 

2 Citizens Nursery, 

Dunedin 

The collaboration of early 
childhood teachers with a 
Family Whānau Support 
Worker within an early 
childhood centre to 
support families and 
whānau. 

What counts as support for families 
from a childcare centre that actively 
works with parents and children? 

2 Massey Child Care 
Centre, Palmerston 
North 

An Attachment Based 

Learning (ABL) 
programme for infants and 
toddlers centred on 
relationships. 

A distributed leadership 
system for supporting 
children’s work with 
children. 

In what ways does educational 
leadership, within a community of 
practice, impact on infants’ and 
toddlers’ disposition to enquire? 

2 Te Marua/ 
Mangaroa 
Playcentre, Hutt 
City 

SPACE (Supporting Parents 
Alongside Children’s 
Education) is a programme 
for first-time parents with 
new-born babies that 
supports parents in their 
role as the most important 
educators of their children, 
and to increase children’s 
participation in ECE, 
provide a quality 
curriculum and maximise 
children’s learning from 
birth. 

How does the SPACE programme, 
implemented at Te Marua/Mangaroa 
Playcentre for new parents and infants, 
support and foster their learning? 

How does the SPACE team and 
programme network and support 
collaborative relationships? 

2 Te Kōpae Piripono, 
New Plymouth 

Viewing every person—
whether adult or child—is a 
leader. Leadership is about 
four key responsibilities: 
having responsibility, being 
responsible, taking 
responsibility, and sharing 
responsibility. 

How does whānau development at Te 
Kōpae Piripono foster leadership, 
across all levels, to enhance children’s 
learning and development? 
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Round COI Innovation Research questions 

3 Botany Downs 
Kindergarten, 
Auckland 

Extensive inclusion in an 
early childhood setting. 

How does an inclusive 
environment enhance the learning 
of all children? 

How do visual communication 
tools invite and extend 
engagement of children and their 
families? 

How do teachers support the 
development of social 
competence and self-efficacy in 
children? 

3 Greerton Early 
Childhood Centre,  

Tauranga 

A culture of question-asking 
and question-exploring 
provides a dispositional 
milieu for emphasising 
knowing as a process. 

How does a ‘question asking’ and 
‘question exploring’ culture 
support children to develop 
working theories to shape and re-
shape knowledge for a purpose? 

3 Kidsfirst Bush Street 
Kindergarten, 

Rangiora 

The creation of a central 
character each term around 
which the teachers focus 
story times and which they 
use to link activities that 
arise in the daily life at 
kindergarten. 

Where does central character 
story come from and what directs 
it? 

How does central character story 
evolve? 

What do children, families and 
teachers learn through central 
character story? 

What has this kindergarten 
community learnt through 
investigating the use of central 
character story? 

3 Hutt Family Day Care, 
Hutt City 

Transitions into home-based 
settings as experienced by 
the child, parents, educator, 
educator’s family, other 
children in the setting and 
the coordinators. 

What is the nature of the practices 
and systems that foster a sense of 
well-being for young children and 
their families as they transition 
from home to ‘formal’ home-
based care and education 
settings? 
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3 Mangere Bridge 
Kindergarten, 

Auckland 

Transition as a ‘border 
crossing’ experience for 
children and their families 
that takes place over an 
extended period 

Crossing borders between the 
kindergarten and local school: 
How can these relationships be 
strengthened? 

Crossing borders across languages 
and literacies: How can portfolio 
books strengthen and support 
languages and literacies, 
especially for children for whom 
English is a second language? 

Crossing the borders between Te 
Whāriki and the school 
curriculum: in what ways can we 
develop continuity from learning 
dispositions to key competencies? 

3 Wadestown 
Kindergarten, 
Wellington 

Using multiple literacies—
gesture, drama, music, 
dance and the visual arts—to 
facilitate the contributions of 
the learning community to 
the kindergarten’s 
curriculum whāriki. 

What does multimodal 
communicative competence mean 
in an ECE setting? 

How do multimodal literacies 
interact and support each other at 
individual, interpersonal and 
community levels? 

What is the role of people, places 
and practices in mediating 
children’s use of multimodal 
literacies? 

 

 



Round COI Innovation Research questions 

4 Childspace Ngaio 
Infants and Toddlers 

The primary care-giving and 
free and active movement 
components of the RIE/Pikler 
philosophy are integrated 
into the Childspace infant 
and toddler team’s 
implementation of Te 
Whāriki. 

In what ways does the Childspace 
peaceful-care-giving-as-curriculum 
approach, based on respectful and 
responsive relationships with 
people, places and things, 
improve learning? 

4 Otaki Kindergarten, 

Otaki 

An ecological approach to 
the way kaiako work with 
the community, whānau and 
tamariki to nurture the 
mana of the child. 

Nurturing a respect for the 
environment and the tikanga 
related to processes of 
environmental sustainability. 

How does the ecological approach 
to teaching and learning at Otaki 
Kindergarten impact on children’s 
learning outcomes and on 
reciprocal, respectful relationships 
with its community?  

How do nga tamariki and whanau 
of Otaki Kindergarten learn to: 
respect their environment, and 
understand the tikanga of 
sustainability? 

 
4 Te Kōhanga Reo o 

Mana Tamariki, 
Palmerston North 

Te tamaiti hei raukura—the 
child as high achiever who 
exemplifies the hopes and 
aspirations of the people. 

Ka pēhea e mārō ake ai te taura 
here I waenganui I te reo, it te 
tamati he raukura, i ngā whānau 
me nga paki ako? 

How can we strengthen the 
reciprocal relationships between 
te reo, children as raukura, 
families and learning stories? 

 
 

 

Round COI Innovation Research questions 

5 First Years Preschool, 

Dannevirke 

First Years Preschool 
teachers co-construct 
fearless science learning 
experiences with young 
children. 

How does First Years Preschool 
fearless teaching and learning 
approach to science in a rural 
early childhood setting, involve 
children and their families in 
investigating real-life science 
experiences? 
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Appendix B: Profile of researchers 
Round COI Research Associate/s Practitioner 

researchers 
RA prior experience 

1 A’oga Fa’a Samoa Val Podmore, VUW; Airini & 
Tanya Wendt Samu, both 
UA 

The Head Teacher and 
1-2 teachers who 
transitioned with the 
chn studied. Other 
teachers and two 
parents contributed. 
The Samoan unit at 
the school helped. 

Val – playcentre 

1 New Beginnings 
Preschool 

Jocelyn Wright, with Elaine 
Mayo, both CU 

The Head Teacher and 
art specialist. Other 
teachers less so. 

Jocelyn – 
kindergarten teacher 

1 Roskill South 
Kindergarten 

Margaret Carr, WU, and 
Wendy Lee 

The Head Teacher; 
both other teachers 
less so. 

Both - kindergarten 
teachers 

1 Te Kōhanga Reo o 
Puau Te Moananui 
a Kiwa 

Mere Skerrett, WU; then 
Hariata Pohatu and Kanewa 
Stokes 

The managers, Nan 
Peti, two kaiako, and 
kaiawhina 
occasionally. A kuia 
from TKRNT led one 
cycle.  

Mere and Kanewa - 
kaiako in ngā 
kōhanga reo 

1 Wilton Playcentre Linda Mitchell, NZCER, and 
Pam Cubey 

Project Leader 
educator; most other 
parent-educators at 
some stage. 

Linda – kindergarten 
teacher, Pam – 
playcentre  

1 Wycliffe Ngā 
Tamariki 
Kindergarten 

Penny Haworth, MU, Joy 
Mepham, then Joy Cullen, 
MU 

The Head Teacher, 
association senior 
teacher, both other 
teachers, Samoan 
teaching assistant. 
Upu Amata leaders 
less so. 

Joy Mepham – 
kindergarten teacher 

 



Round COI Research Associate/s Practitioner 
researchers 

RA prior experience 

2 Citizens Nursery  Michael Gaffney and Judith 
Duncan, both UO 

Manager when able, 
both HTs, nursery 
teachers less so, social 
worker. 

Judith – kindergarten 
teacher 

2 Massey Child Care 
Centre 

Barbara Jordan and Cushla 
Scrivens, both MU 

Overall Head, section 
HT, all teachers in the 
section.  

Barbara – playcentre, 
Cushla – 
kindergarten teacher 

2 Te Marua 
Mangaroa 
Playcentre 

Val Podmore and Sarah Te 
One, both VUW 

The project leader, 
two SPACE facilitators 
from Hutt Association, 
SPACE facilitators 
from PC. 

Val – playcentre, 
Round One research 
associate; Sarah – 
kindergarten teacher 

2 Te Kopae Piripono Erana Hond-Flavell, GSE  Erana – kaiako  

 

Round COI Research Associate/s Practitioner 
researchers 

RA prior experience 

3 Botany Downs 
Kindergarten 

Helen Bernstone and Bill 
Hagan, both MIT 

HT and two teachers, 
plus COI reliever and 
some ESWs for 
children with SEN 

Kindergarten teacher 

3 Bush Street 
Kindergarten 

______, then Elaine Mayo, 
both UC 

  

3 Greerton Early 
Childhood Centre 

Wendy Lee, and Margaret 
Carr, WU 

Owner/HT and all 16 
teachers 

Both – kindergarten 
teachers; both Round 
One research assoc 

3 Hutt Family Day 
Care 

Pam Hanna and Lyn Wright, 
VUW; then Liz Everiss, OPNZ 

Two FDC 
owner/managers 

Pam and Lyn - 
playcentre 

3 Mangere Bridge 
Kindergarten 

Sally Peters and Margaret 
Carr, both WU 

HT and two other 
teachers. Principal 
and Asst Principal and 
students from nearby 
school. Teacher from 
another school less 
so. 

Margaret – 
kindergarten teacher; 
and involved with 
two other COI 

3 Wadestown 
Kindergarten 

Linda Mitchell, NZCER, and 
Maggie Haggerty, VUW 

HT and teacher. COI 
reliever less so. Also 
Association ST. 

Linda – kindergarten 
teacher; Round One 
research associate; 
Maggie – childcare 
supervisor 
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Round COI Research Associate/s Practitioner 
researchers 

RA prior experience 

4 Childspace Ngaio 
Infants & Toddlers 

Carmen Dalli, VUW Centre manager and 
two HTs. Some of the 
other teachers in the 
centre. 

 

4 Otaki Kindergarten Sarah Te One and Val 
Podmore, both VUW 

HT and two other 
teachers. COI reliever. 
Also Association ST 

Sarah – kindergarten 
teacher; Val – 
playcentre roles; Val 
involved in Rounds 
One and Two, Sarah 
in Round Two 

4 Te Kōhanga Reo o 
Mana Tamariki 

Margaret Carr and Te 
Wharehuia Milroy, both WU 

Mana Tamariki 
manager and HT, 
kaiako, and other 
teachers in TKR and in 
the KKM and Whare 
Kura. 

Margaret – 
kindergarten; 
involved in three 
other COI. 

4 First Years 
Preschool 

Barbara Jordan, MU, and 
Sue Smorti, NZCA 

Manager, HT and two 
of the teachers in the 
preschool. 

Barbara – playcentre; 
Sue - playcentre; 
Barbara – involved in 
Round Two 
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