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Evaluating learning networks

Key features

In spring 2005, nearly 100 hour-long interviews were
conducted with school leaders and practitioners who
participated in the NCSL Networked Learning Communities
programme. At the same time, an extensive review of the
international research literature about school learning
networks took place. Together, these activities comprised
phase two of the external evaluation of the Networked
Learning Communities programme. One of the outcomes
of phase one, an international symposium on learning
networks, was published as International perspectives on
networked learning (NCSL, 2005). The final phase of the
evaluation, looking at the impact of learning networks for
pupil learning outcomes, including attainment, is taking
place in 2005–2006 and the results will be available in
autumn 2006. The evaluation was commissioned by the
DfES, the Innovation Unit and National Strategies and led by
Aporia Consulting Ltd, which is based in Ontario, Canada.

Phases one and two of the evaluation identified seven key
features of learning networks that appear to be significant.

Sharing the outcomes quickly and widely

Using the summary

A substantial report which analyses the outcomes of this
second phase of the evaluation is available to download
from the NCSL website at www.ncsl.org.uk/nlc. This summary
document is designed to distil some key messages emerging
from the evaluation for leaders of learning networks and
those who support them. It is important to remember that
these are interim findings of an extensive three-year study.
However, the evaluation team and their sponsors recognise
that, with the introduction of Primary National Strategy
Learning Networks, Education Improvement Partnerships
and other network-based initiatives, there is a significant
audience for the outcomes of the evaluation now, and that
there is a need to get these insights and ideas out into the
system whilst they are at their most useful.

On each page you will find:

Key features of learning networks

1 purpose and focus
2 relationships
3 collaboration
4 enquiry
5 leadership
6 accountability
7 capacity-building and support

• an explanation of one of the key features
• an example of the kind of theory or research that the
evaluators found in their literature review and that
relates to the key feature
• one or two examples of the kind of evidence from
practice that emerged from the interviews about the
key feature
• one or two references to follow up for further reading
and to recognise the contribution that particular
authors have made to the research evidence
• some challenging questions for network leaders to
consider – questions that emerged as specific issues or
tensions from the analysis of the research findings
Contributors to the practice evidence (ie the practitioners
who were interviewed) were guaranteed anonymity so we
would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge all their
contributions here.
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What are the key features and why are they key features?

What are the key features and why are they key?

Collaboration
Focus
and purpose

Accountability
Professional
knowledge
creation and
sharing

Leadership

Distributed,
deep and
sustained
changes in
practice and
structures
in schools

Impact on
pupil learning
engagement
and success
in a knowledge
society

Relationships

Enquiry
Building
capacity and
support

figure 1 Key features and outcomes

Learning networks of schools are a complex interaction
between structures and activities. Each of the key features
has a role to play and, like any complex system, the ways in
which they combine and interact are innumerable and
cannot be predicted in any particular context.
Complex systems theory is useful for understanding the
workings of networks. A central characteristic of complex
adaptive systems is the interdependence of the features, with
each one being connected to all of the others. A change in
any one invites changes in the rest.
For example, the nature of collaborative enquiry will depend
also on the quality of relationships; capacity building and
support will depend on the kinds of leadership that exist; the
role of accountability will depend on the focus and purpose,
and so on.

At this interim stage, we (the evaluation team) think we are
learning that together these seven key features are essential
ingredients in generating the interim outcomes of (i) creating
and sharing professional knowledge and (ii) changing
practice. In turn, these two are essential in generating the
final, desired outcome – which is impact on pupil learning,
engagement and success. Evidence from the evaluation so far
suggests that the key features are contributing to changes in
structures and practices for professional learning and
knowledge exchange. The extent to which these are
impacting on pupil achievement and engagement is the
subject of phase three of the evaluation.

Key feature 1: Purpose and focus

Key feature 1: Purpose and focus
Establishing an explicit statement of purpose
about classroom practice, school improvement
or student learning moves a professional network
towards clear and purposeful actions. The process
of identifying a focus can involve:
• challenging, reconceptualising and making
changes to existing practice and structures
• legitimating the change process
• making the status quo more difficult to protect
• offering opportunities for joint attention to
issues that are relevant for all of the schools in
the network

Pause for thought…?
As network leader, how will you go about agreeing
a purpose and a focus that is right for your
context, and that has been shown to make a
difference to pupils’ learning?
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Key features 2: Relationships

Key feature 2: Relationships
Networks are a function of the ongoing and
dynamic interactions between members of the
group. These learning relationships contribute to
the establishment, development and
maintenance of the professional culture. Strong
group cohesion is based on and engenders trust,
mutual accountability and an agreed-upon
sharing of power, which in turn strengthens
relationships and commitment to shared goals
and social norms.

Pause for thought…?
As network leader, what is your role in
extending existing relationships that bring trust
and security into the network, whilst also
developing new ones that are challenging and
bring a fresh perspective?
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Key features 3: Collaboration

Key feature 3: Collaboration
Collaboration within networks is intended to
engage practitioners in opening up beliefs and
practices in order to provide them with
opportunities to participate actively in the
development of their own practice and that of
the profession. This interaction allows for sharing
within schools and across systems; it spreads
innovations beyond discrete sites; it creates a
dynamic process of interpretation and evaluation
of practice between colleagues; and it fosters
identification with the larger group, extending
commitment beyond the single classroom or
school.

Pause for thought…?
As network leader, how will you provide a safe
environment for experimentation at the same
time as providing the challenge of collaboration
and struggle – to push the adults in your schools
to be daring learners?
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What cross-school groups will you establish to challenge
traditional practices, to drive the network’s core purpose and to
generate new ways of doing things across all schools?
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Key features 4: Enquiry

Key feature 4: Enquiry
Enquiry is a fundamental tenet of networks that
focus on learning. When networks need to know,
the members are prepared routinely to investigate
their work. Enquiry is the process for systematically
and intentionally exploring and considering
information from research, from experts and from
each other, in support of decision-making and
problem-solving. Collaborative enquiry involves
thinking about, reflecting on, and challenging
individual and collective experiences in order to
come to a deepened understanding of shared
beliefs and practices.

Pause for thought…?
As network leader, how will you support
practitioners in your network in the
development of the skills and dispositions
they need to become adept at using data
and evidence to inform decisions and practice
and to stimulate enquiry habits?
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Key features 5: Leadership

Key feature 5: Leadership
Leadership in Networked Learning Communities
is both far-sighted and pragmatic and is different
throughout the life-cycle of the network. Leaders
in networks develop the vision and focus, provide
support (intellectual and instrumental), monitor
development, disseminate information and
provide buffers from challenges posed by the
larger environment. Networked Learning
Communities encourage a broad base of
leadership in schools and across the network,
with many people – with and without formal
positions of authority – providing a range of
leadership functions.

Pause for thought…?
As network leader, how will you decide what
forms of distributed leadership are consistent
with the values and principles of your network?
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How will you liberate the leadership potential across your
network for the benefit of all schools and all children?
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Key features 6: Accountability

Key feature 6: Accountability
Accountability within networks includes both
providing transparent and informative statements
of account to others, and active self-monitoring
to support and challenge the work of the group
in the process of striving for improvement.
Accountability in a learning network also implies
a sense of responsibility for the quality of work
and of value for pupils across all the schools.

Pause for thought…?
As network leader, what is your strategy for
monitoring the quality of what gets shared
in your network?
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How will you use baseline achievement and hold others in the
network to account? How do you show that the network adds value
for pupils?

Please use this space to record your thoughts
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Key features 7: Building capacity and support

Key feature 7: Building capacity and support
Significant change in schools is a function of high
pressure and high support. Networking initiatives
require planned strategies for building capacity
for change and improvement within schools and
between schools. When networks are focused on
learning, they intentionally seek out people and
create supporting activities and opportunities to
push them beyond the status quo within their
school and network development needs.

Pause for thought…?
As network leader, how will you ensure your
network can capitalise on the diversity that
exists within and outside schools to challenge
ideas and encourage innovation?
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