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Co-operation and Development [OECD]  (2021). These 
global perspectives on collaborative partnerships illuminate 
a broad diversity in the way educators and families engage 
and develop relationships (Kambouri et al., 2021; O’Connor 
et al., 2018).

Significant research exists on notions of family engage-
ment, involvement, participation, and collaboration (Kam-
bouri et al., 2021), where roles, responsibilities, and 
capacities of educators and families are interwoven (Dunst 
et al., 2019; O’Connor et al., 2018; Rouse & O’Brien, 
2017). Within ECEC interconnected relationships between 
families and educators, their pre-existing beliefs, and 
expectations, as well as environmental and contextual con-
siderations, culminate to impact stakeholder experiences 
(Brown, 2019; Gross et al., 2018). With such expansive 
and varied terminology being utilised broadly, researchers 
including Hadley and Rouse (2018) and Rouse and O’Brien 
(2017) claim the ambiguity of collaborative partnerships, 

Collaborative partnerships in early childhood education and 
care (ECEC) remain a critical topic for developing insights 
for all EC stakeholders including researchers, practitioners, 
families, and community partners alike with the literature 
surrounding the topic, quite complex. Pivotal for the posi-
tive outcomes for children, families, and early childhood 
services the value of collaborative partnerships are exten-
sively addressed in key national and international curricu-
lum documents and research Organisation for Economic 
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Abstract
Within an early childhood setting strong collaborative partnerships between the service and the family are critical to the 
success of a child’s development and learning. Collaborative interactions with families are considered indicators of quality 
within early childhood services. Whilst the value and importance of collaborative partnerships are widely agreed upon, 
the plethora of terms utilised to describe collaborative partnerships, and the multitude of models for its enactment have 
muddied the waters for successful interpretation and application in practice. This paper employs metaphor as a way of 
creating conceptual clarity of the complex issues surfaced in the literature related to collaborative partnerships and their 
intended implementation in curriculum and policy, and what practices occur in services globally. Findings highlight a 
mismatch between discourse and practice and elucidate the missed opportunities for collaborative partnerships towards 
improving service quality. Insights identified in this paper are relevant to the early childhood sector, highlighting a call 
for further clarity and interpretation of the term and mechanisms of quality collaborative partnership to inform practices 
in the field. This paper suggests new ways of thinking that rupture taken for granted viewpoints, offering the metaphor of 
a tandem bicycle to reflect the collaborative partnership between educators and families. This article provides a powerful 
provocation for the early childhood field to encourage reflection and refinement to existing conceptualisations of family-
educator relationships.
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and the components that enable them, has led to a mismatch 
between policy and practices in the field

Motivated by this lack of clarity, Author One engaged 
in a literature review over a twelve-month period (2021–
2022) where the focus was on investigating the multifaceted 
nature of the relationship between educator and family in 
ECEC settings. Database searches were conducted utilis-
ing key words including ‘collaborative partnerships’, ‘par-
ent or family engagement’, ‘family-educator partnerships’ 
that helped reveal an in-depth scholarly understanding and 
appreciation on this topic. Results of the literature search 
were narrowed, based on currency, to include peer reviewed 
publications since the year 2000, with the exception of his-
torically seminal works. Focused the conceptualisation and 
application of collaborative partnerships, 91 publications 
contributed to the review. The connection between interna-
tional ECEC frameworks, their articulation of stakeholder 
positioning, and evidence of practices in the field were 
revealed from the extensive review of the literature.

A further dilemma surfaced in the complexities that 
emerged from the process of synthesising diverse perspec-
tives on collaborative partnerships. In seeking clarity whilst 
deep in the literature, the first author utilised critical col-
leagues (Author Two and Three) in proposing the notion of 
metaphor as a vehicle to make sense of and explain con-
cepts and connections arising in the literature. This process 
included questions being posed, leading to further metacog-
nition and deep reflection, resulting in the emergence of the 
tandem bicycle metaphor.

The use of metaphor can be a way of conceptualising 
and presenting literature. This paper shares insights, where 
metaphor is used to help the reader make sense of the syn-
thesised literature and the tensions within. Metaphor is seen 
by the authors as particularly useful to think through com-
plexities or dilemmas that are not easily explained (South-
all, 2013). A metaphor of a tandem bicycle is used to reflect 
the collaborative partnership between educators and fami-
lies and to pull together the key points raised in the litera-
ture regarding force, tension, unequal weighting in decision 
making and commitment to shared goals and reorganise pat-
terns of thinking. Beginning by navigating a definition of 
collaborative partnerships, the paper then orientates the dis-
cussion within international education documentation. The 
authors introduce the use of metaphor to help to make sense 
of the complexities brought to light in the literature. Finally, 
they highlight opportunities for practitioners in the field to 
reframe their considerations of collaborative partnerships.

Resonating across the globe is the importance of col-
laborative partnerships, both within the literature, as well 
as in EC practice. The OECD (2021) list the engagement 
of EC services with families and communities to be as 
significant an indicator of quality as low child to educator 

ratios, and qualifications of educator. Research from the 
United Kingdom and North America support this correla-
tion between quality ECEC services (Cottle & Alexander, 
2014) and outcomes for children (Hartman, 2018). Signifi-
cantly reinforced in studies from New Zealand and Europe 
(Beaumont-Bates, 2017; Hujala et al., 2009) is a clear from 
the consensus that collaborative partnerships are not only 
valued but imperative to outcomes for children, relation-
ships between stakeholders and service quality.

A key point to emerge from a review of the literature 
was the interconnectedness of collaborative partnerships 
and improvement processes, where the engagement of 
stakeholders towards a common goal seeks to improve out-
comes (Stone, 2015) and quality practices (Choi & Choi, 
2012). International research from the United States and 
Africa surfaced the process of collaboration requiring the 
act of working together (Choi & Choi, 2012), harnessing 
the ability to achieve more as a collective than is possible to 
accomplish alone (Stone, 2015). Similarly, further Ameri-
can research suggests through these efforts there emerges a 
co-creation of supportive environments that meet the needs 
of the collective, invested in a common goal that combines 
the interests of all stakeholders (Roussos & Fawcett, 2000). 
Insights from the literature highlight that this approach 
works to build the capacity of each stakeholder, as a biprod-
uct of the journey towards quality improvement (Provan et 
al., 2005; Stone, 2015). Facilitated by this understanding 
we define collaborative partnerships as ‘the connection of 
stakeholders who endeavour to work collectively to improve 
outcomes of a common goal’.

Consistent with this narrative are key findings from the 
recent OECD ‘Starting Strong VI’ report ‘The Early Child-
hood Education and Care Policy Review: Quality beyond 
Regulations’ that explored meaningful interactions between 
stakeholders across 120 ECEC settings, 26 countries, and 
56 associated curriculum frameworks. The report high-
lights the diverse approaches to ECEC worldwide, as well 
as the complexities involved in analysing and comparing 
these (Nesbitt & Farran, 2021). Interestingly, underscored 
across international curriculum and frameworks is recog-
nition of the importance of family involvement in ECEC 
services (OECD, 2021). Further, the report (OECD, 2021) 
highlights significant variation in how family engagement 
is referred to, with each country’s underpinning values and 
beliefs around the role of families in ECEC being articu-
lated through the underlying pedagogical approaches in 
their associated curriculums.

As well, an international comparative study by Vla-
sov and Hujala (2017) considers the historical, economic, 
and socio-cultural influences on partnership roles across 
America, Russia, and Finland. A consistent theme within 
each of these contexts is the valuing of family-educator 
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relationships in the learning environment, yet these under-
standings and relationships are nuanced and contextual 
within each setting. This contextual boundedness is also 
echoed by the dominant discourses of each region’s edu-
cational curriculum. Interestingly, the diversity of inter-
pretations of family-educator relationships, manifested in 
associated curriculum frameworks also emerges as a key 
finding in the OECD report (2021) with these curricula rec-
ognised as an important tool in guiding educators, services, 
and families regarding ways in which to engage and cooper-
ate that then translate into successful collaborative partner-
ships and quality standards (Boyd & Garvis, 2021).

An exploration of international research and ECEC 
frameworks provides further insights into interpretations 
and understandings of collaborative partnerships. For exam-
ple, in Belgium, the Measuring and Monitoring Quality in 
Child Care for Babies and Toddlers is underpinned by a 
priority principal of partnership (Measuring and Monitor-
ing Quality in Childcare for Babies and Toddlers, 2014). 
Similarly, the International Step by Step Association (ISSA) 
Quality Framework for birth to three services in the Neth-
erlands places families as a primary source of influence and 
responsibility, where inclusion, diversity, and democracy 
together with respectful, reciprocal partnerships is at the 
heart of their focus on engagements between educators and 
families (ISSA, 2016). Finally, Ireland’s Aistear EC Cur-
riculum Framework (NCCA, 2009) is intentional in rein-
forcing the focus of building partnerships with families, and 
Jamaica’s Early Childhood Curriculum Guide utilise termi-
nology of involving families (Davies, 2008).

As the delivery modes and models of ECEC continue 
to diversify, so to do the expectations on educators and 
families to collaborate with a collective focus on positive 
outcomes for children. However, alongside this goal is an 
ongoing confusion, in many cases, regarding the roles and 
responsibilities of families and educators. Researcher One 
could see this materialise in the conceptualisation of a meta-
phor to explain this tension. In these various ECEC service 
models, a range of factors influence how family-educator 
interactions are understood and enacted (Ali et al., 2022; 
Cottle & Alexander, 2014; Cutshaw et al., 2022). For exam-
ple, increasingly, families may experience an engagement 
model where they are seen as seen as consumers in a marke-
tised provision of a service, whereas at other times they may 
be seen as active participants, and encouraged alongside the 
service to have input into shared decision making of goals 
for their child (Fenech et al., 2019; Vlasov & Hujala, 2017).

Emerging from the international literature is the notion 
that once a family engages in an ECEC service a dichoto-
mous relationship appears. In an Australian study, Fenech et 
al. (2019) found the family are considered consumers with 
expectations, whilst at the same time being knowledgeable 

experts on their child and encouraged to share in the driv-
ing of goals and planning. In Sweden, an increased focus of 
families collaborating with educators saw a reenvisaging of 
active family engagements that improved home-school con-
nections, but not without considerable negotiation of roles 
and expectations (Markström & Simonsson, 2017), The 
successful development of these authentic, trusting relation-
ships between families and educators has the potential to 
improve ECEC quality outcomes (Vuorinen, 2020). Absent 
in much of the collaborative partnership literature is mention 
of family voice or input (Lang et al., 2016; Vuorinen, 2020) 
with significant gaps in research on the building of bonds 
between family and educator (Vuorinen, 2020). Vlasov 
and Hujala (2017) caution that if not carefully negotiated, 
power imbalances have the potential to threaten to weaken 
the relationship and connections between educator and fam-
ily. Notably visible throughout the literature is the struggle 
for clarity of role accountabilities and expectations for and 
of the family and the educator in collaborative partnerships.

While national benchmarking reinforces a strong focus 
on quality across regions, researcher such as Rouse and 
O’Brien (2017), call out a disconnect in Australia between 
the intended notions of collaborative partnerships detailed in 
curriculum frameworks, and practices occurring in the field. 
Likewise in the United States, Gross et al. (2019) found 
that engagement practices were considered family respon-
sibilities, even though the education policy documentation 
did not define it as such. There are international calls for 
improved execution of collaborative partnerships. Ameri-
can research by Cutshaw et al. (2022) and Vuorinen (2020) 
Swedish findings, concur with earlier Australian studies 
by Siraj et al. (2019) that a lack of consensus in collabora-
tive partnership or engagement practice definitions leads to 
ambiguous interpretation and therefore ineffective applica-
tion. Reflection on current interpretations and practices in 
the field, in addition to curriculum and framework reform, 
offers the potential to inform and guide an alignment of 
expectations and actions for families and educators in their 
roles in collaborative partnerships in ECEC services.

The Tensions in the Playground – the 
Emergence of a Metaphor

As authors we diverge slightly at this juncture to consider 
the theoretical underpinnings associated with the use of a 
metaphor as a means to potentially navigate through the 
diversity of literature that the narrative review unearthed. 
In this case, metaphor is understood to be a word, image 
or phrase used for rhetorical effect, offering comparison 
between things that are seemingly unrelated (Ortony et al., 
1978). Collectively, the authors recognised metaphor as a 
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the consideration of stakeholders in collaborative partner-
ships, where the use of metaphor is woven throughout the 
discussion, to help in the sense-making process of compar-
ing concepts surfaced in the literature to components of a 
tandem bicycle.

It Started on the Seesaw

The literature (Cottle & Alexander, 2014) highlights that the 
relationship of families and educators goes up and down, 
seeking a point of balance, like a seesaw. Families are rec-
ognised as a child’s first educator, bringing with them com-
petencies that reciprocally support the educator in their role 
(Hadley & Rouse, 2018, 2019; Rouse & O’Brien, 2017). In 
reciprocal relationships the balance of power shifts gradu-
ally, like two children playing on a seesaw, as in Fig. 1. This 
up and down action of the seesaw reflects the engagement 
interrelationship between educator and families, making 
visible the intent of reciprocal, equal and trusting partner-
ships, where the shared goal on a seesaw is to maintain bal-
ance (not allowing the see-saw to touch the ground).

However, as each member of the partnership moves 
nearer or farther from the centre point, it requires a recip-
rocal movement from the counter members to maintain 
the balance. In relation to a collaborative partnership, this 
can be understood as the common goal, that can be precon-
ceived, negotiated, and actioned in unison deliberately, or 
reactionary, or abruptly enforced by one party. This balance, 
the give and take interrelationship and reciprocity, surfaces 
in the literature and reflects current models of collaborative 
partnerships (Kambouri et al., 2021; Murphy et al., 2021). 
Unfortunately, current studies do not go far enough in 
addressing how to harness the shared synergy of stakehold-
ers. With existing understandings of collaborative partner-
ships falling short in considering the continuation toward a 
common goal in situations where there is a shifting of power 
in a fluid and reflexive environment.

valuable way to reorganise instilled patterns of thinking by 
offering clarity (Jakel, 2002), a way of enhancing communi-
cation, and opportunity for exploring of tensions emerging 
in the literature (Jubas & Seidel, 2016), as well as enabling 
sensitive subjects to be surfaced (Southall, 2013). Metaphor 
became the way for meanings to emerge as well as to see 
the meanings.

The use of metaphor helped Author One surface creative 
cognition, in terms metaphor inspiring creative thought 
and affording for revelatory insights (Southall, 2013). The 
understanding of metaphor is related to notions of cognitive 
development (Hoffman et al., 1991; Pollio & Pollio, 1979), 
and is noted for its usefulness in the learning process (Wil-
son, 2000). Way (1991) suggested that the use of metaphor 
allows for multiple interpretations involving assumptions 
and implications regarding the nature of language. The lit-
erature surfaced a variety of models for the use of metaphor 
with the authors electing to employ Cormac’s Cognitive 
Theory of Metaphor as this model supported the pursuit of 
an important cognitive phenomenon (Mac Cormac, 1985), 
that of the researcher in the meaning making of the literature 
review. Employing a cognitive theory of metaphor involved 
the authors interpreting metaphor as an evolutionary knowl-
edge process in which metaphors mediate between people’s 
minds and culture (Mac Cormac, 1985), underpinned by a 
creativity hypothesis where the potential meaningfulness of 
metaphor does not surrender to basic paraphrasing (Jakel, 
2002). The paper now moves through the literature related 

Fig. 2  A tandem bicycle demonstrating the metaphor of collaborative 
partnerships in ECEC

 

Fig. 1  Seesaw metaphor demonstrating balanced reciprocal 
relationships
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manner similar to where the seats are placed on the tandem 
bicycle.

There is consensus in the literature that family partner-
ships are a social construction, significantly influenced by 
factors at all layers of the ecological system, including policy 
priorities, culture, beliefs and attitudes (Cottle & Alexander, 
2014; Fenech et al., 2019; Vlasov & Hujala, 2017). Cutshaw 
et al. (2022) and Wolf (2020) call for further research mech-
anisms for engaging with families. Wolf (2020) found that 
educators and families had differing expectations of roles. 
With curriculum frameworks often failing to provide clarity, 
the ambiguous interpretation and lack of tangible guide to 
enacting family collaboration weakens educator and family 
relationships (Gross et al., 2019), just like having the seats 
assembled to close, or too far away for rider use.

Educators and families are equally in need of an instruc-
tion manual for the tandem bicycle of collaborative part-
nerships in ECEC. Kambouri et al. (2021) reaffirm existing 
literatures’ depiction of components that support collabora-
tive partnerships (for example, shared values and working 
as equals). It could be said that Kambouri et al. (2021), have 
seemingly identified the parts of the tandem bicycle, con-
tributed to an instruction manual to build it, but unfortu-
nately have fallen short in offering a guide for how to ride it.

Instructions for Riding a Tandem Bicycle

Riding a bike is complex, with a multitude of possibilities 
on exactly how to ride the tandem bicycle. One of the first 
decisions is where to sit on the bike and interpreting the 
instructions. Drawing on the literature, the authors offer 
refinements to existing conceptualisations of family-educa-
tor relationships and propose new ways of thinking about 
how to ride the collaborative partnerships bicycle. A series 
of steps are identified linking the tandem bicycle meta-
phor to the synthesised points that have emerging from the 
literature.

Step 1 – Negotiating Who Sits Where

Vying for seating position on the tandem bicycle sur-
faces in the literature where there is tension, and negation 
around stakeholder expertise and child knowledge; the fam-
ily who know their child best and is paying for a service 
(Almendingen et al., 2021), versus the professional edu-
cator who studies child development (Owen et al., 2000). 
Fenech et al. (2019) call for professional advocacy to shift 
the image of family and educator in their partnership away 
from a consumer-service model to a child-centered, goal-
oriented cohesive relationship. This perspective offers edu-
cators an opportunity to build families’ understandings of 

The Authors propose the metaphor of a tandem bicycle 
might better serve the needs of the educator and family in 
the playground, rather than the seesaw. Captured in the lit-
erature for its capability to enable the trajectory towards a 
common goal, is reflexivity. Reflexivity is a circular and 
bidirectional relationship, that impacts both parties (Laletas 
et al., 2017; Rouse & O’Brien, 2017). It could be argued that 
the qualities of reflexivity are better suited to the interplay 
between families, educators, and systems. As collaborative 
partnerships are often a vehicle for change, the differing 
assumptions and agendas of stakeholders is a consideration 
in its success. Research, such as Stone (2015), suggest a 
reconceptualising of participation models, to surpass hier-
archical, patriarchal or coercive notions of power, rather 
than command and control models have emerged in modern 
times, supporting a conceptual shift in thinking around ways 
of working (Liu et al., 2017).

Assembling the Tandem Bicycle

The complexities outlined in the literature could be likened 
to assembling the bicycle, with a limited understanding of 
how design components fit together to achieve balance for 
forward motion. We argue that this is similar to the lack of 
clarity around mechanisms of family engagement (Sheridan 
et al., 2019; Vlasov & Hujala, 2017), and the limited articu-
lation of role expectations in how collaboration and part-
nership are conceptualised (Hadley & Rouse, 2018), that is 
surfaced in the literature. This ambiguity has a flow on effect 
to poor quality partnerships in education settings (Rouse & 
O’Brien, 2017). Others, like Cottle and Alexander (2014), 
profess that the oversimplification of the complexities of the 
educator-family relationship has contributed to the difficulty 
in defining this term. Given this, we suggest then an instruc-
tion manual would be beneficial to support the assemblage 
of a bicycle that acknowledges the complexities of first 
building then riding the tandem bicycle. Like the building 
of a collaborative partnership, interpreting the instructions, 
coordinating the parts, and amalgamating these for success-
ful construction requires an understanding of roles, and an 
appreciation for each other’s strengths.

As identified in the literature, practitioners are influenced 
by the curriculum and framework discourse under which 
they operate (Cottle & Alexander, 2014). This is supported 
by Hadley and Rouse (2018), who highlight the mismatch 
in the perceived role and expectations of self and other by 
educators and families. With varying conceptualisation of 
what family involvement and engagement looks like, it is 
of value to consider how the educator and family are posi-
tioned in the creation of collaborative partnerships. The 
literature surfaces the importance of decision making in a 
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and facilitating quality improvements. This was supported 
by Fenech et al. (2019) finding higher qualified educators 
to be proactive in partnering with families, working with 
more focused intentionality towards families perceived 
needs. Vuorinen (2020) highlighted an asymmetric relation-
ship that both educators and families grapple with in the 
ECEC context. Interestingly, Cutshaw et al. (2022) explored 
the mechanisms of family engagement in America, where 
a key finding was that irrespective of qualification level, a 
non-authoritarian educator was associated with higher part-
nership behaviours and family engagement, supporting an 
allegiance with earlier findings of the same by Owen et al. 
(2000).

Power in relationships can present differently. The inter-
section of this poignant research presented above suggests 
that higher qualified educators have a greater capacity to 
positively impact collaborative partnerships with families, 
only when the educator relinquishes their perception of 
self as expert authoritarian to create an open relationship 
on which to build elements of collaborative partnerships, 
such as trust, reciprocity, shared decision making. Moving 
towards relational and participatory behaviours underpin 
trusting and respectful relationships fundamental to empow-
erment (Laletas et al., 2017; Rouse, 2012). Perhaps the edu-
cator offering the family the front seat, and the ability to 
steer the tandem bicycle on their first journey would achieve 
this. Shifting perceptions of communication and engage-
ment between families and educators towards a horizontal 
(rather than vertical) framing, goes someway to resolving 
barriers to empowered collaborative partnerships (Alasuu-
tari, 2010).

In learning environments, engagement manifests itself 
in exercising agency. Much like two riders negotiating the 
direction on a tandem bicycle, reflexive deliberations pri-
oritise the course of action amongst stakeholders (Kahn, 
2014). Reflexivity allows for a person to understand their 
way of seeing the world, by considering how their own 
background and values shape their perspective (Skukaus-
kaite et al., 2022). Armed then with this inward knowl-
edge, a person can more effectively collaborate outwardly 
in a co-constructive relationship that embraces a variety 
of worldviews (Berger, 2015). Facilitating highly effec-
tive collaborative partnerships, stakeholders articulate and 
realise aims, where mutual objectives are counterbalanced, 
increasing the tolerance and capacity of stakeholders (Kahn, 
2014). Mutual learnings evolve into joint truths and direc-
tion as Polk and Knutsson (2008) imply that the consensus 
towards these truths is gained through reflexive practices. 
Baumber et al. (2020) state “reflexivity plays a central role 
in transcending knowledge ‘silos’ to achieve new collective 
learning” (p. 396). Families and educators increase each 
other’s competencies and expertise as they alternate seating 

partnerships (Murphy et al., 2021), and evidence the value 
in educator-family partnerships.

Within the literature the construct of negotiation is linked 
to the notion of empowerment. For example, Laletas et 
al. (2017) acknowledge the capabilities of the families as 
knowledgeable, active, and equal participants in decision 
making. Further literature (Forry et al., 2011) draws into 
question whether families are provided an equal ‘seat’ in 
negotiations. Rouse (2012) suggests a model of partnership 
for engaging and collaborating with families in a manner 
where the focus is on shared empowerment resulting in pos-
itive outcomes for all stakeholders. Tightly coupled with the 
concept of partnerships are family centred practices which 
are seen as imperative in the ECEC (Dunst et al., 2019; 
O’Connor et al., 2018) as a way of empowering families. 
The literature review reveals that equal and balanced nego-
tiation, like two equal sized seats on a tandem bicycle, are 
required for the notion of empowerment.

Step 2 – Steering and Setting the Direction for the 
Ride

Having successfully negotiated seating positions, the riders 
of the tandem bicycle (the family and educators) realise that 
irrespective of where they sit, they are empowered in deci-
sion making. Next is to steer the bicycle in a set direction. 
The literature suggests that setting a direction and steering 
to negotiate empowered relationships involves removing an 
economic/consumer-oriented view of a family’s utilisation 
of ECEC services, to a position of a truly shared direction 
(Fenech et al., 2019). The empirical research by Murphy et 
al. (2021) surveyed 318 educators and 265 parents across 
Australia and found conflicting opinions on the real or per-
ceived impact of power relations between families and edu-
cators in this approach. Educators concerned that advocacy 
could be misconstrued as confronting or dictating top-down 
communication by the educator to the family, therefore 
impeding relationships (Fenech et al., 2019; Vlasov & 
Hujala, 2017). Fenech et al. (2019) considered the risk in 
educators acquiescing to family expectations to be equally 
as damaging as an authoritarian approach by an educator in 
decaying opportunities to build family understanding. What 
emerges from the literature is a gap, where Vuorinen (2020) 
suggests more research is needed, as currently the percep-
tion of power is dominant in family focused research find-
ings of barriers to building effective partnership practices. 
The literature illuminates a problem, with these barriers 
being akin to a glitch in the fluidity of the bicycle’s steering. 
With an impediment to the ability to steer the direction will 
go awry.

Togher and Fenech (2020) observed that higher quali-
fications equated to greater educator capacity in initiating 

1 3



Early Childhood Education Journal

towards a shared goal, where the role of knowledgeable 
expert is fluid and constantly shifting, supporting both stake-
holders. Reinforcing a strength-based initiative, grounded in 
an ecological framework, this shared support can be consid-
ered through illustration of the tandem bicycle metaphor in 
Fig. 2.

Riding in Tandem Shared Support

Working together (i.e., in tandem) enhances collaborative 
partnerships. The post-test results of a UK study by Kam-
bouri et al. (2021) showcased stakeholders developing 
more empathetic and empowering approaches towards their 
counterparts as their valuing of collaborative partnership 
engagement increased. This was similar to an Australian 
study by Fenech et al. (2019) that evidenced the success of 
collaborative partnerships as the intentionality of educator 
and family’s engagement increased. There are two riders of 
this tandem bicycle: the family, and the educator. Each is 
unique, and brings with them a variety of strengths (Hadley 
& Rouse, 2018), knowledge of the child (Brown, 2019), and 
an underlying set of values and expectations (Phillipson, 
2017). Impediments to successful partnerships were sur-
faced in an American study by Haines et al. (2022), where 
refugee families and educators had positive intentions to 
collaborate, but their assumptions of the other hindered out-
comes. In an effort to decolonise power imbalanced ways 
of working towards successful collaborative partnerships, 
West et al. (2022) embraced an awareness of First Peoples’ 
cultural safety practices that lead to greater cultural humil-
ity and engagement of stakeholders. Encompassing these 
notions, Baumber et al. (2020) highlighted the transdisci-
plinary nature of collaborative partnerships, where a reflex-
ive process of mutual learning facilitated enhanced and 
diverse worldviews. Therefore, irrespective of seating posi-
tion, the trajectory is already established and communicated 
as a shared goal.

Referring to the metaphor of the tandem bicycle, the rep-
resentation of reflexivity (as shown in Fig. 2) is in the chain, 
which moves fluidly and connects with the cogs (Berger, 
2015; Skukauskaite et al., 2022). The pedals, which sup-
port the rider to push and propel in motion, are symbolic of 
shared support, and the unison of reflexivity together with 
support highlight the image of pedalling in tandem. Most 
crucial to this metaphor is the inference that it is possible to 
successfully ride the bicycle, in the agreed direction, with-
out equal contribution of the members.

Where an imbalance of pedal force exists, such as the 
inability to pedal in a particular situation, the bike can 
absorb some loss of momentum, if balance is still in place. 
The unique design of a tandem bicycle allows for one or 

positions on the tandem bicycle. The process fosters the co-
construction of new knowledge (Polk & Knutsson, 2008). 
It incites mutual learning that allows for the harnessing of 
power imbalances in a positive light (Vlasov & Hujala, 
2017). This change in positioning allows for the continua-
tion toward a common goal when there is an unequal weight 
contributed by one party, or the constant shifting of power 
in a fluid and reflexive environment.

Step 3 – Pedaling and Maintaining Momentum

To pedal a bike, a circular type of motion is used in a way 
where force is applied on the pedals throughout the pedal 
stroke. Like this motion, the literature surfaces reflexive 
practice, which occurs continually in the learning process. 
In this metaphor, the direction of travel reflecting the capac-
ity to facilitate strength in the pedalling motion, creating 
momentum for the trajectory of the tandem bicycle, will 
also reflect the interchanging role of expert between family 
and educator.

In ECEC services, this type of practice would manifest 
a fluid and interchanging reliance on the strengths of both 
the educator and the family, each contributing to the shared 
objectives for the child. The literature reinforces the impor-
tance of the genuine acceptance of the shifting of knowl-
edgeable expert between the educator and family create 
opportunities for shared support. For example, Vlasov and 
Hujala (2017) three country comparative study emphasised 
the need for a multi-perspective view of the child, rather 
than a shared vision, giving strength to the unique aspects 
[of child or situation] as seen by each stakeholder.

Highlighting family-centred and strengths-based prac-
tices, sees families as competent experts, where their posi-
tion as their child’s first educator is celebrated. Sheridan et 
al. (2019) calls for future studies to consider both family 
and educator opportunities to voice beliefs and attitudes, 
rather than existing research that considers the perceptions 
of stakeholders by others. Being somewhat analogous, each 
of the riders of this tandem bicycle should be afforded the 
opportunity to share their experience of the journey for 
themselves, irrespective of their seating position or ped-
alling capacity at any given time. Kambouri et al. (2021) 
UK based findings championed this positioning through the 
development of their CAFÉ model. In the metaphor, riding 
is therefore an image of the fluid, responsive and everchang-
ing constructs in the family-educator dyad of collaborative 
partnerships.

Given collaborative partnerships are valued for their 
attainment of problem-solving goals, is it possible for this 
tandem bicycle to be just the vehicle to create the success-
ful momentum needed in ECEC for families and educators 
alike? This type of thinking offers continued momentum 
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identifiable way for a broader audience and readership. 
This includes challenging existing thinking akin to 
viewing educator-family partnerships as similar to the 
seesaw metaphor, to engaging with alternative and con-
temporary rhetoric that conceptualises successful col-
laborative partnerships as more like themes associated 
with the metaphor of the tandem bicycle.

4.	 Finally, the paper offers a unique contribution to the 
conceptualisation and presentation of literature reviews 
using metaphor. Utilised here to facilitate sense-making 
of the tensions, dilemmas, and complexities that not 
only arising in the literature, but at the theory/practice 
nexus also. The transferability of using metaphor in this 
way supports scholars in navigating meaning making in 
literature reviews through a deep, reflexive, and unique 
approach.

Conclusion

This literature review sought to show the usefulness of 
metaphor as an evolutionary knowledge process to provide 
insight, and connections of concepts, politicising, and sur-
facing tensions arising within literature related to collabora-
tive partnerships. The use of the tandem bicycle metaphor 
was a visual image that captured the ‘mediation’ between 
mind and culture, transforming knowledge and practices, 
which is vitally in a knowledge society. What emerges 
through the use of metaphor and narrative review presented 
here is a need to reflect the value of a shared understand-
ing more deeply, as well as the roles and expectations for 
stakeholders in collaborative partnerships in early child-
hood settings.

The review also recognises that while there is significant 
research and literature that offers insights into understand-
ings of collaborative partnerships broadly (Vuorinen, 2020) 
opportunities remain to further explore and investigate this 
phenomenon (Almendingen et al., 2021) including exem-
plary interactions that occur at the coalface (Murphy et al., 
2021). What is evident is that the ECEC sector would benefit 
from a streamlining of the myriad of collaborative partner-
ship models influencing their practices (Coelho et al., 2018). 
These types of insights would go some way in filling the gap 
in existing research and conceptualise a how to guide, giv-
ing voice to both the educator and the family on the tandem 
bicycle of collaborative partnerships (Petrovic et al., 2019).
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both of the parties to contribute to the momentum forward, 
regardless of their seating position. Tandem bicycles permit 
for two riders to pedal in unison, with equal effort, or for one 
party to ‘shadow’ pedal, undertaking the motion but contrib-
uting with less strength. Alternatively, one rider can pedal 
while the other freewheels. The visual image of the tandem 
bike embraces the fluid changes in motion and momentum 
that surface within the literature.

Akin to this would be when the family supports the edu-
cator in understanding contextual influences on a child, for 
example, providing an understanding of the diverse home 
life of a child. In this instance, the family pedals while the 
educator continues to participate in the pedalling motion, 
supporting the forward momentum, whilst providing for the 
capacity and agency of the family to flourish in this oppor-
tunity. Conversely, the educator may take sole control of 
pedalling in providing the child with explicit modelling of 
empathetic practices if this is not identified as a strength of 
the family, whilst valued as necessary in contributing to the 
shared support towards positive outcomes for the child. In 
this instance, the family may simply shadow the pedalling 
motion, or tuck their feet up and cheer on the educator, not 
having the ability to impact the momentum, but remaining 
on the bicycle and steering towards the agreed upon goal. 
As long as the bicycle keeps moving, form the fluid nature 
of those promoting its momentum, then the tandem shared 
support of educator and family towards positive outcomes 
for children are maintained.

Key Findings

Several key findings have emerged from a review of the lit-
erature and use of metaphor to support the process of mean-
ing making.

1.	 The use of a metaphor was effectual in conceptualis-
ing, interrogating, and presenting the literature review 
and aided in reorganising patterns of thinking. Using 
metaphor supported the researcher (i.e., Author One) 
in making sense of the complexities that arose from 
the literature regarding approaches to collaborative 
partnerships.

2.	 Furthermore, it afforded an explanatory medium for 
colleagues (i.e., Authors Two and Three) so they could 
form a cognitive picture of linkages, connections and 
complexities within the literature presented. This in 
turn provided opportunities for deeper metacognitive 
processing of the content, whilst further enhancing the 
conceptualisation of the metaphor itself.

3.	 The metaphor communicates the scholarly findings of 
the narrative literature review in a visual, tangible and 
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