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Abstract: Research Practice Partnerships (RPPs) have emerged as a means of pursuing research 

that is of immediate consequence for K-12 U.S. education. While theorists have acknowledged 

the need to develop relationships between practitioners and researchers in RPP settings, 

questions remain about the ways that relational work can facilitate equity and support 

practitioner agency and engagement. In this paper, we look to feminist and sociocultural 

perspectives to examine two RPPs in the mountain west United States and the ways that 

practitioners and students expressed relational work as central to their engagement in the 

projects. We found that participants who engaged deeply over long periods of time with these 

RPPs felt mutual trust and personal connections with researchers, colleagues, and peers that led 

to their continued and deepened engagement.  

Major issues 
Over the past decades, research practice partnerships (RPPs) have emerged as a means of pursuing research that 

is of immediate consequence for K-12 U.S. education. Defined as “long-term collaborations between researchers 

and practitioners that leverage research to address persistent problems of practice” (Henrick et al., 2017), RPPs 

have extended design implementation research principles intended to include practitioners in the development of 

research questions and interventions. Because of their relative novelty and the extended timeframe that many 

RPPs require in order to successfully build equitable partnerships with practitioners, questions remain about how 

to effectively implement, assess, and sustain the success of these kinds of projects. A number of researchers have 

taken up these questions in order to develop parameters to assess and evaluate RPPs, while continuing to theorize 

about the parameters needed to define successful RPPs (e.g., Coburn, 2003; Henrick et al., 2017; Morrel et al., 

2019; Penuel, 2019). In this paper, we focus on relationship building as a common feature across literature on 

successful RPPs and explore the ways that feminist perspectives on relationships can expand equity and extend 

the sustainability of these partnerships.  

Theoretical approach 
In this paper, we take up sociocultural, sociohistorical, and sociocritical perspectives on learning and human action 

that emphasize the social, cultural, historical, and political contexts of human activity  . We understanding learning 

ontological, a process of development  in relation to one’s self and others (Lee, 2017), and therefore centralize 

relational practices in our research. Additionally, we are concerned with the histories of the communities and 

participants with whom we collaborate and we take a critical stance toward the ways that historically marginalized 

communities have traditionally been positioned with deficits in educational spaces. Taking up an expansive 

understanding of learning means that we work to decenter whiteness, developing research-based solutions in 

educational settings that take into account the cultural funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992) of our participants. 

These approaches have direct implications for the ways that we build and work within research practice 

partnerships (RPPs) as well as beyond them.  

Research practice partnerships 
To conceptualize research practice partnerships (RPPs) in education, we rely on literature that describes the 

importance of interactions between researchers and practitioners as central to developing research that addresses 

the consequences of implementing educational policies and learning standards. For this analysis, we focus on 

RPPs grounded in design research and collaborative design of interventions by practitioners (teachers, 

administrators, and other district stakeholders) and researchers (Coburn et al., 2013). These authors described 

design research as a form of educational research that aims “to build and study solutions at the same time in real 

world contexts” (p. 8). In our work, we see solutions to longstanding issues in education as deeply intertwined 

with creating more equitable, representative, and just systems for all students. Because of these commitments, we 

study RPPs as a potential vehicle for articulating and addressing issues that have created opportunity gaps for 

historically marginalized students and students struggling with poverty (Carter & Welner, 2013). Coburn and co-

authors (2013) wrote that RPPs that focus on design research tend to focus on long-term, place-based work so that 

designed interventions account for context. They emphasized that collaboration is a core tenet of these projects 
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 with practitioners’ perspectives and expertise brought to bear on each stage of the process from defining the 

problem or challenge to assisting with adaptations and revisions.  

Relationships as core design principle 
Because RPPs are long-term partnerships, they often develop over a number of years and have proven difficult to 

assess (Coburn et al., 2003). However, researchers have begun to take steps to align the differences between RPPs 

by developing frameworks for assessing both their effectiveness (Henrick et al., 2017) and the ways their designed 

interventions and infrastructures can scale (Coburn, 2003; Penuel, 2019). Across each of these frameworks, 

relationships have been identified as a central practice to support both the initial development and continued 

adaptation of interventions within individual contexts. Additionally, a number of researchers have discussed the 

need to build and maintain relationships in design-based RPPs in order to identify the boundaries of collaborators 

roles and the ways that collaborators will participate in the design processes (e.g., Penuel et al., 2015). As Henrick 

et al. (2017) explained, effective partnerships are dependent upon “building trust and cultivating partnership 

relationships” (p. 5). While much of the research on RPPs appears to position relationships between practitioners 

and researchers as a means of addressing “the wide gap between the worlds of educational research and practice,” 

(Penuel et al., 2015, p. 182), we question the ways that expansive feminist perspectives might expand and aid the 

development of relationships within these kinds of design environments. 

Expanding approaches to relational work 
Learning in relation to others is foundational to sociocultural theory. Similar to literature on RPPs, feminist 

theorists maintain that research cannot be successful without personal investment from both participant and 

researcher (Fonow & Cook, 1991). However, a feminist approach to also centers “friendship, intimacy, and trust” 

(Davids & Willemse, 2014, p. 1) and works to understand “the social through ourselves, [entering] a subjective, 

cultural space that is mediated through the researcher” (Olive, 2012, p. 75, citing Probyn, 1993). We take this 

perspective as an expanded view of relationships. While research often focuses on relationships as a means of 

developing successful RPPs (e.g., Henrick et al., 2017), we rely on critical feminist perspectives that support 

understandings of RPPs not just as long-term projects, but as long-term relational work extending beyond initial 

project goals. We see this perspective as essential in building RPPs that work toward equity and justice because 

we believe that self-reflection from researchers and practitioners is essential in understanding the ways that lasting 

problems of practice are tied to the social, historical, and cultural contexts in schools.  

Methods 

Participants and context 
To examine the way that feminist approaches to relational work in RPPs support practitioner understandings of 

the RPPs in which they participate, we looked across two school-based design partnership projects in the Western 

region of the United States.  

The Compose Our World (COW) project was a multi-year research practice partnership to 

collaboratively design and implement a year-long 9th grade English language arts (ELA) project-based learning 

(PBL) curriculum with nearly fifty practicing teachers and fifteen researchers. This paper focuses on relational 

work between researchers and three teachers who were part of the initial co-design team and continued to 

participate in research activities (i.e., participating in additional studies, supporting data collection, and publishing 

with researchers) even after the COW project had ended. The teachers, Elizabeth, Abby, and Evie, worked 

together as 9th grade ELA teachers at a rural high school and each described themselves as veteran teachers who 

had been in the classroom for at least ten years at the start of the study in 2015.  

The Student Technology Action Research (STAR) was an RPP in collaboration with practitioners, 

students and other stakeholders at an urban university-affiliated high school. This project centered the ways that 

historically nondominant high school students were able to leverage community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005) to 

participate in the participatory design (Bang & Vossoughi, 2016) of curriculum and practices intended to integrate 

meaningful technology practices into their school ecology. This paper focuses on relationships between one 

teacher partner, several students, and the researcher as they built relational practices that honored the diverse 

perspectives and cultural assets they brought to the design process. 

Data collection and analysis 
Each project took place over five years and used qualitative and ethnographic methods to collect observational 

fieldnotes, audio and video recordings, designed curricular materials, and student artifacts. Additionally, each 

researcher completed semi-structured interviews with participants to develop understandings about participants' 
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 interpretation of the relationships and relational practices that mediated the collaborative design process. Each 

project relied upon a design-based research model in which data collection and analysis was conducted while 

practitioners and students implemented designed materials (Cobb, Confrey, diSessa, Lehrer, & Schauble, 2003). 

We also conducted retrospective analysis, using qualitative methods (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014) to code 

data, identify themes about relational work, and conduct member checks to establish trustworthiness. Cross-

project analysis was then done through dialogic spirals (Kinloch & San Pedro, 2014) to compare themes and 

identify representative examples and counterexamples.  

Findings 

Feelings of closeness trust aided collaboration 
Across projects, we found that when practitioner and student collaborators were asked their investment in the 

research partnerships, they nearly always referenced feelings of closeness and mutual trust with regard to their 

co-designers. These feelings emerged in interviews, as participants voiced growing confidence and closeness 

within the design teams. In the twelve interviews (six from each project) analyzed for this paper, each participant 

repeatedly noted that they chose to continue collaborating because of the investment they felt had been made by 

researchers, not only in their classrooms, but also in their personal lives and development as teachers and learners. 

For example, Elizabeth, who felt she had been distant with colleagues because of her husband’s medical needs, 

explained that becoming a co-designer gave her a way to build relationships with her colleagues while also 

working to improve her practice, rather than in time spent outside of her classroom. 

 

I just wanted [my colleagues] to recognize that there’s a lot of things going on with me and I 

can connect. I can be vulnerable and I can show weakness and be self-critical, but that being 

smart is also part of my identity… I didn’t consider myself a leader… until getting involved 

with COW because you all thought I had good things to say.  

 

She went on to emphasize that her participation on the project offered her opportunities to see herself as a leader. 

When asked how she had decided to continue participating in the project for five years, particularly given her 

time constraints, Elizabeth replied, “For some reason I decided I was just going to trust you all. And the more I 

trusted you, the more I felt valued, like you also trusted me...I kept going because we were so close.” For 

Elizabeth, the relationships fostered in the project were both personal and professional; ultimately the personal 

feelings of closeness were key to her continued investment in the RPP. 

Honoring funds of knowledge led to deeper relationships 
In her chapter introducing funds of knowledge, Gonzalez (2005) described the phenomena of confianza or mutual 

trust as key to developing social relationships that attended to the intersections of cultural knowledge (see also 

Velez-Ibanez & Greenberg, 1992). Across projects, participants from historically marginalized backgrounds 

expressed feeling deeper investment when they felt they were given opportunities to question dominant narratives 

in curricula and to bring their own knowledges to bear on the designs. This was especially true of the student co-

designers in the STAR project, who were engaged in creating an e-portfolio system that would shift student 

evaluation away from the traditional models to those that better represented their linguistic, political, and 

aspirational assets. In collaborating to design the new system, students expressed feeling more autonomy and 

agency, and explained that their relationship with the researcher, who brokered (Ching, Santo, Hoadley & Peppler, 

2016) access to broader academic and social domains related to their expressed interests and assets, played a 

critical role in their participation in co-design. Ultimately, students expressed that their participation as 

collaborators supported them in deepening their interest in school because they saw their ideas directly represented 

in the changes that took place in their learning environments.  

Personal relationships as extensions of research 
Both of the RPPs examined in this paper resulted in extended work beyond the initial RPP timeline. We each 

found that our relationships had led to an investment in research from teachers that led to new questions and new 

kinds of design partnerships, even after the larger RPP work had ended. Each of the three teachers who participated 

in COW went on to develop their own questions and partnered with small groups of researchers to explore these 

questions in their own classrooms. Similarly, researchers and teachers from STAR sought and won additional 

funding in order to continue co-designing school process and anti-racist practices with students and teachers. In 

each project, co-designers identified the personal relationships they had built with individual researchers as key 

to their continued engagement. Abby, from the COW project, explained, “I guess I just saw what we were doing 
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 as so meaningful…Why wouldn’t I try and continue?” She went on to explain that her feelings were in large part 

due to the personal investment of researchers. “They’ve become more than colleagues, they’re friends.”    

Discussion 
Researchers have long acknowledged the complications of attending to power dynamics while working in 

collaboration with practitioners in RPPs. However, questions remain about how to attend to issues of equity and 

representation in these collaborations. Feminist perspectives on research—“emphasizing such issues as 

reflexivity, relations with ‘subjects,’ representation, and voice, particularly to concerns about power” (Monk et 

al., 2003)—call for attending to relationships as core to successful consideration of participant perspectives. In 

applying these feminist perspectives to our experiences in two long-term RPPs, we found that participants who 

continued to engage in long-term partnerships felt their own funds of knowledge and personal experiences were 

honored and valued both by researchers and by their colleagues and peers. When partners felt valued, they invested 

more in the projects, and as relationships grew, these partnerships extended beyond the boundaries that had 

initially defined our roles and goals as RPP collaborators (Penuel et al., 2015). Our research suggests that feminist 

notions of relational work has potential to expand understandings of how to support practitioners and students to 

engage in RPPs and the ways in which RPPs can act as vehicles for equity and educational change. 
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