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Abstract 
Partnerships between schools, universities, and community organizations have mutual benefits for all 
involved. These partnerships value the contributions of all participants and capitalize on the expertise and 
knowledge that each brings. This reflective paper details a collaborative third-space partnership between a 
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university, a primary school, and a community organization. The partnership facilitated the design, 
development, and implementation of a unique program called Project DARE (Dementia knowledge, Art, 
Research, and Education). A research-based evaluation of the Project DARE feasibility study can be found 
elsewhere (Burns et al., 2020). The aim of this paper is to reflect upon the formation of the partnership and 
the roles that each party played. It also discusses implications for the future development of third-space 
partnerships. 
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Teaching Content in a Primary School Classroom 
In Australia, primary school teachers are generalists responsible for addressing all six Key Learning Areas 
(KLAs)—English, Mathematics, Science & Technology, Health & Physical Education, Creative Arts, and 
History & Geography. The primacy of literacy and numeracy teaching is clear within policy guidelines, high 
stakes testing, and from teachers’ own experiences (Chapman, 2015; Polesel et al., 2014). As a result, less 
attention is often given to the remaining subjects (Polesel et al., 2014; Thompson & Harbaugh, 2013). This 
issue is pervasive in schools across Australia and around the world (Hui et al., 2015; Polesel et al., 2014). 

Teachers have expressed discomfort in teaching creative arts, health and physical education, science, and 
history, and geography (Freak & Miller, 2017; Hamilton, 2013; Hast, 2017; Rollison et al., 2012). As a result, 
primary school teachers are often more comfortable leaving the responsibility of teaching these subjects to 
specialist teachers or external providers (Chapman, 2015; Lemon & Garvis, 2013). This segregated approach 
means that each subject is taught separately from the others (Chapman, 2015; Ewing et al., 2011). This limits 
opportunities for cross-curricular learning where a lesson or unit incorporates more than one subject, 
demonstrating connectedness between subjects and making clear to students the relevance of their learning 
(Chapman, 2015; Lemon & Garvis, 2013). It also leads to the sense of an overcrowded curriculum where 
teachers feel that there is not enough time to engage students deeply with content from all KLAs, and instead 
treat these so-called “fringe subjects” either superficially or not at all (Ewing et al., 2011; Lemon & Garvis, 
2013). 

Integrating subject content across KLAs combats this overcrowding by “creating rich tasks that draw on a 
range of deeper learning experiences” (Chapman, 2015, p. 87). As well as being a valuable subject area in its 
own right, the Creative Arts KLA complements inquiry in other subjects as it “encourages creativity, the ability 
to foresee needs and problems, and respond imaginatively, innovatively and flexibly” (Hamilton, 2013, p. 
195). The Creative Arts KLA provides opportunities for students to express themselves in sophisticated ways 
that are not limited by their literacy levels or vocabulary (Lemon & Garvis, 2013; Shaban & Al-Awidi, 2013). 
However, it is worth noting that content integration across multiple subjects is not a simple task (Stefanski et 
al., 2019). 

Put Under Pressure 

Teachers 
Whether teachers take a separated or an integrated approach to teaching KLA content, they are under 
significant pressure from multiple directions (Kronborg & Plunkett, 2012; Naghieh et al., 2015). Their work 
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requires them to negotiate a range of demands from accrediting bodies, their school communities, and society 
at large (Lemon & Garvis, 2013). Innovation is expected of teachers with regards to lesson activities, teaching 
and learning approaches, inclusivity, and digital technology use (Lemon & Garvis, 2013; Naghieh et al., 2015). 

University academics 
Like teachers, university academics are under pressure to connect with and give back to their local community 
(Nelson & Dodd, 2017). In Australia, it is imperative for universities to demonstrate their impact and 
engagement, with the allocation of federal research funding being determined by these factors (Australian 
Research Council, 2016). Universities demonstrate their commitment to their regional and global community 
by assessing end-user impact and through responsible research and quality teaching programs. However, end-
user collaboration has previously been a point of under-performance within Australian research (Australian 
Research Council, 2016). 

At the University of Wollongong, the Global Challenges program has been established to encourage this kind 
of community-engaged and impactful research (University of Wollongong, 2020). It aims to support 
collaborative teams with members from university, community groups, industry, and government to address 
global issues (such as dementia, cultural revitalization, ecological sustainability, disability inclusion, food 
security, and others) through localized responses that have the potential to be scaled up. In this way, the 
program promotes and supports academics to engage with local communities as they conduct “creative and 
community-engaged research that will help drive social, economic, and cultural change in our region, with the 
potential to be translatable across the globe” (University of Wollongong, 2020, n.p.). 

Working in the Third Space 

Innovative practices and approaches can be implemented through the establishment of sustainable 
partnerships between, for example, schools and universities (Green et al., 2020, Gross et al., 2015; Zeichner, 
2010). These collaborative and non-hierarchical partnerships are concerned with the “third space” between 
the university and the school or community (Zeichner, 2010) (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Visual Representation of Third Space 

Within teacher education, school–university 
partnerships are increasingly used to provide 
authentic experiences for university students, 
professional learning for teachers, and research 
opportunities for academics and to enable 
collaborative curriculum development for school 
and university settings (Broadley et al., 2013; 
Jones et al., 2016; Lynch, 2013; Miller et al., 
2015). Partnerships between universities and 
communities are similarly employed within other 
fields of higher education, including vocational 
courses such as medicine, nursing, and social 
work (Lewis et al., 2016; Mersky et al., 2017). 

The ways that these partnerships are enacted vary 
widely based on the purpose and aims of the partnerships. For example, in many cases, professional learning 
courses are developed based on the needs of the school and the networks and expertise of the academics 
involved (Clary et al., 2015; Davis & Watson, 2017; Kronborg & Plunkett, 2012). Innovative school programs 
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may be established, capitalizing on the knowledge and expertise of schoolteachers and university academics 
(Forgasz, 2016; Miller et al., 2015). In these instances, university academics provide content knowledge and 
evaluation expertise to assess the impact of the program (Lynch, 2013; Miller et al., 2015). Other partnerships 
may incorporate outreach programs that create pathways for school students to pursue higher education 
(Davis & Watson, 2017). 

Third-space partnerships between universities and community organizations are being employed in areas 
such as community development, food security, child welfare, health professional education, and teacher 
education (Green et al., 2020; Mersky et al., 2017; Nelson & Dodd, 2017). Such connections enable the 
development and evaluation of evidence-based programs suited to the needs of the involved parties. 

Regardless of the specific activities engaged in, there are demonstrable benefits for all those involved in third-
space partnerships, including community development, improved school and university programs, and 
professional learning opportunities (Green et al., 2020; Nelson & Dodd, 2017). While challenges exist within 
these partnerships, including the logistics of their operation and the role of key personnel, they frequently 
generate new opportunities that were not previously possible or feasible (Forgasz, 2016; Green et al., 2020). 

Method/Process 
Project DARE was developed within a third-space partnership between university (researchers at the 
University of Wollongong and the University of New South Wales), school (teachers at Thirroul Public 
School), and a community organization (artists from ArtSpace at Big Fat Smile) (see Figure 2). The purpose of 
this partnership was to create an innovative, evidence-based school program in which visual art was used to 
develop students’ knowledge and understanding of dementia. 

Figure 2: Third-Space Relationship Between the University, School, and Community Group 

In the Project DARE feasibility study, Stage 2 students 
(Years 3 and 4, ages 8–10 years) from Thirroul Public 
School were involved in three lessons delivered once a 
week over three consecutive weeks. In these lessons, 
artists from ArtSpace at Big Fat Smile and teachers 
from Thirroul Public School facilitated students to 
create artworks representing how dementia might 
affect an individual. Further details of the feasibility 
study and its evaluation are reported in Burns et al. 
(2020). The remainder of this paper focuses on our 
reflections as the members of this third-space 
partnership and provides guidance for others seeking 
to establish similar partnerships. 
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Context of Each Group 

A new interdisciplinary team was formed for this project and successfully obtained seed funding from the 
Global Challenges program at the University of Wollongong. The Project DARE team consisted of: 

• Pippa Burns (University of Wollongong, Faculty of Science, Medicine and Health, School of Medicine) 

• Corinne Green (University of Wollongong, Faculty of Social Sciences, School of Education) 

• Michelle Eady (University of Wollongong, Faculty of Social Sciences, School of Education) 

• Jess Baker (University of New South Wales, Faculty of Medicine, School of Psychiatry) 

• Jennine Primmer (Big Fat Smile, professional artist) 

• Penny Harris (University of Wollongong, Faculty of Law, Humanities and the Arts, School of the Arts, 
English and Media) 

• Carinya Barkley (Thirroul Public School, classroom teacher) 

• Victoria Traynor (University of Wollongong, Faculty of Science, Medicine and Health, School of 
Nursing) 

The project name, Project DARE, was chosen to reflect this broad range of expertise. 

Universities: University of Wollongong and University of New South Wales 
The diverse backgrounds of the university-based researchers (including education, nursing, medicine, art, and 
psychiatry) created a dynamic group with varied expertise. Pippa Burns and Victoria Traynor are experts in 
public health and dementia. Jess Baker has previous research experience teaching upper-primary school 
students (years 5 and 6) about dementia (Baker et al., 2017). This knowledge provided a valuable foundation 
for the project. As education experts, Michelle Eady and Corinne Green were able to ensure that the program 
was feasible within a school environment and that quality teaching elements and appropriate syllabus 
outcomes were integrated into the program. Penny Harris brought a wealth of understanding concerning the 
arts from an academic perspective, ensuring that the program incorporated authentic art-making techniques 
appropriate for the setting. Each of these areas of expertise was drawn upon in the development and 
evaluation of Project DARE (Burns et al., 2020). 

School: Thirroul Public School 
Thirroul Public School is located in a metropolitan area and is local to the university. It is in an area of relative 
socio-economic advantage (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016), comprised primarily of families. At the time 
of the study, there were 472 students enrolled from K–6 and 25 staff members (Australian Curriculum 
Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2020). 

The project involved all four Stage 2 classes and teachers at the school. These teachers assisted the research 
and community team members in implementing the program. In addition, one of the teachers (Carinya 
Barkley) came forward during the early stages of the project with an interest in being intrinsically involved in 
the project team. Her nine years of experience as a primary school teacher and knowledge of the school 
environment brought additional expertise to the research team. 

Community group: ArtSpace at Big Fat Smile 
The artists involved in this feasibility project were from a local arts studio called ArtSpace—part of the not-for-
profit organization, Big Fat Smile. The studio was a purpose-built visual arts studio for children aged 3–18. 
The degree-qualified professional artists ran term-based and holiday programs as well as an outreach 
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program to preschool and primary schools. This provided them with extensive experience in teaching art to 
school-aged children. The artists involved in this project had diverse backgrounds, having previously worked 
in the areas of interior design, textiles design, photography, and production. Jennine Primmer from ArtSpace 
at Big Fat Smile was involved in the project from the early stages. 

Third-Space Interactions 

Throughout the program’s development and implementation, a variety of third-space interactions existed 
between and among the university, school, and community partners. 

School and university 
Two members of the university research team had an existing relationship with the school—one as a parent 
and the other both as a parent and in a professional capacity. These relationships sparked initial discussions 
around the school being involved in the development and implementation of Project DARE. Future iterations 
of Project DARE are planned for other school settings, without these pre-existing relationships, to ensure the 
transferability of the research findings. 

Strong links were formed between personnel from the school and the university in the development of the 
program, particularly as the education lesson was prepared. Michelle Eady and Carinya Barkley worked 
closely to plan engaging teaching and learning activities that were connected to syllabus content from the 
KLAs of Health and Physical Education, English, and Science. Pippa Burns, Victoria Traynor, and Jess Baker 
also contributed to this process in the form of identifying appropriate dementia information and resources. 
The whole team experienced the lesson in full and provided feedback before it was finalized and taught to the 
school students. 

Community and university 
The purposeful art-based lessons provided similar opportunities for collaboration between the community 
artists and university team members. The broad idea for the art lessons—a progressive artwork that students 
worked on—was discussed by Jennine Primmer (Big Fat Smile) and Penny Harris and Pippa Burns 
(University of Wollongong), as well as the broader research team, to ensure it was aligned with the aims of the 
project. Jennine Primmer worked with both her team of artists and Penny Harris to flesh out the details of the 
lessons and then shared these with the research team. This iterative process resulted in authentic art-making 
activities that connected the Creative Arts, Health and Physical Education, and English KLAs, and was 
appropriate for the project. 

School and community and university 
All three groups were intricately involved in the implementation of the program, which took place onsite at 
Thirroul Public School. Carinya Barkley’s teaching position at the school facilitated the logistics involved, 
including welcoming the university researchers and community artists to the school environment. It was 
decided by the school that Carinya Barkley’s classroom would be used as the location for the program, with 
the Year 3 and 4 classes rotating through this room across each day of implementation (one day per week for 
three consecutive weeks). Class teachers remained with their classes through this rotation, supervising and 
assisting where needed across each lesson. The dementia education lesson in Week 2 of the program was 
taught by Carinya Barkley to each of the four classes of children across the day (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3: Carinya Barkley Teaching Stage 2 Students About Dementia 
Jennine Primmer worked closely with personnel 
from the school and university throughout the 
development of the arts-based lessons and their 
implementation. This enabled a professional, 
practicing artist to collaborate with an art academic 
(Penny Harris) as well as educators with no formal 
arts training (Carinya Barkley and Michelle Eady). 
In Week 1 and Week 3 of the program, the qualified 
community artists were onsite to deliver the arts-
based lessons. They were responsible for leading 
each class in the learning activities throughout the 
day and providing art materials. 

While all participants in the third-space partnership 
were equally valued, the university researchers had 
responsibility to drive the project from formation to 

conclusion. Several of the university researchers were onsite to assist with the program implementation each 
week. The researchers were also responsible for the evaluation of the program (Burns et al., 2020). This 
included facilitating the collection of pre- and post-surveys with each class and undertaking interviews with 
students about their artworks. They also ensured that protocols outlined in the ethics approval (e.g., the 
codification of artworks) were followed appropriately. 

Working together at the school, with university academics contributing alongside the schoolteachers and 
artists from the community, created a rewarding team camaraderie that was maintained from the beginning 
to end of the project. We believe that the third-space partnership we developed, with relationships, teamwork, 
and collegiality at its core, was paramount to the success of this project. 

Figure 4: Photos Taken at the Big Fat Smile Exhibition Launch 

In addition to being 
involved in the 
delivery of the 
program at the school, 
all three groups 
collaborated to hold 
two exhibitions of 
student artworks. The 
first of these took 
place at Big Fat Smile’s 
gallery space and was 
curated by Jennine 
Primmer. The 
participating students 
and their families and 
Project DARE team 
members, along with 

members of the public and local media, attended the exhibition launch (see Figure 4). A second exhibition of 
artworks, curated by Penny Harris, took place at University of Wollongong. This exhibition was open to the 
public and also visited by attendees of the Global Challenges annual conference. 
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Reflections and Discussion 

In this section, we aim to make explicit our reflections regarding our partnerships and how they provided a 
firm and collaborative foundation for developing and implementing the Project DARE feasibility study. The 
results and implications of Project DARE itself are reported elsewhere (Burns et al., 2020). 

The interdisciplinary research team provided opportunities for the researchers involved to utilize their areas 
of expertise, foster learning from diverse fields of work, and share knowledge and experience with colleagues 
from other faculties (Townsend et al., 2015). These interdisciplinary ways of working also enabled each 
member to contribute their strengths to the project and granted them the opportunity to learn from other 
team members. As identified by Townsend et al. (2015), an interdisciplinary team involves collaboration, 
evolving in joint work and resulting in an enhanced research performance. Each team member provided not 
only expertise but also support and collegiality in aiding the rest of the team to understand the importance of 
the project and the steps taken to create the learning experience from their perspective. This was also seen in 
the work of Solis (2017) and Jin et al. (2017), where interdisciplinary teams were formed to explore complex 
and multidisciplinary problems. 

We encountered challenges throughout the development and implementation of Project DARE, including the 
time and energy required of all team members to work collaboratively over an extended period. The 
partnership also presented risks, with potential damage to the team members’ and organizations’ reputations 
if the project were to be stalled or disbanded entirely. Additionally, three team members (Carinya Barkley, 
Jennine Primmer, and Pippa Burns) have changed professional roles since the commencement of the 
partnership, and Big Fat Smile’s ArtSpace art studio no longer operates. However, in our experience, these 
challenges did not inhibit our collaborative efforts. All parties have demonstrated ongoing interest in Project 
DARE and are keen to maintain an active partnership and find other ways of working together. 

The artists were enthusiastic about the opportunity this project presented to build relationships with the 
school and the university and provide authentic and purposeful art lessons catered to all students involved 
(Chapman, 2015; Hamilton, 2013). They were proud to showcase the quality of the students’ artworks through 
the art exhibition at Big Fat Smile’s gallery space, with the students and their families invited to the public 
exhibition launch (see Figure 4). A valuable outcome of this project was that the art exhibitions attracted 
community members to a place where many had not previously visited. Thus the project contributed to 
building the community as a whole and initiating conversations about dementia at a community level (Nelson 
& Dodd, 2017). 

A common thread running through all of the third-space interactions in this project was respectful 
relationships. All participants in third-space partnerships, such as those described in this paper, need an open 
mind and a willingness to collaborate (Gross et al., 2015). It was crucial with this project, and those described 
elsewhere in the research literature (Broadley et al., 2013; Jones et al., 2016), that time was taken to build 
relationships that valued all participants equally, whether they were connected to the school, university, or 
community. All parties involved in the project were treated as peers and colleagues throughout the process, 
and their unique areas of expertise were valued consistently. Building relationships across partnerships 
provides ongoing collegiality and long-term opportunities (Jones et al., 2016; Lynch, 2013). 

The diverse expertise inherent in this partnership was also a factor in the project’s success. Being able to draw 
upon the knowledge, skills, and understanding of a range of academics (Pippa Burns, Corinne Green, Michelle 
Eady, Jess Baker, Penny Harris, and Victoria Traynor), a professional artist (Jennine Primmer), and a 
practicing teacher (Carinya Barkley) from the outset of this project ensured that we were able to utilize best 
practice in all aspects of developing and implementing Project DARE. The iterative process followed 
throughout the project facilitated multiple points of feedback from all parties. It also ensured an inclusive 
approach, with Jennine Primmer and Carinya Barkley present at the university-based meetings regarding 
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grant applications and ethics submissions and providing input into the dissemination of findings. This valuing 
and enhancing of each member’s expertise was a common feature within the literature on third-space 
partnerships (Clary et al., 2015; Kronborg & Plunkett, 2012; Miller et al., 2015). 

As recognized in previous work, the availability of resources within Project DARE (from multiple sources) 
aided its success (Lynch, 2013; Miller et al., 2015). Funding was accessed through the university via the Global 
Challenges program, which paid for a research assistant and incidental costs associated with the project. Big 
Fat Smile contributed some of the art materials required for each of the art lessons and provided gallery space, 
curatorial hours, and advertising for the first of the art exhibitions. Thirroul Public School provided in-kind 
contributions related to the implementation of Project DARE within their school. In this way, each party 
demonstrated their commitment to the partnership through their investment of time, money, and resources 
(Broadley et al., 2013; Jones et al., 2016; Miller et al., 2015). 

Conclusion 

Project DARE is an example of what can be achieved when a university, school, and community come 
together, in a way in which everyone’s expertise is valued, to address complex problems. In sharing our 
reflections regarding the partnership that made Project DARE possible, we hope we provide guidance to 
others seeking to establish a third-space partnership. In our case, it provided a unique, fresh, and meaningful 
approach to educating children about a topic that is important in our society. 
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