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Purpose 

The purpose of this paper is to advance clarity and precision around effective action in 

networks: 

• First, deepens the learning and engagement of students and adults 

• Second, enhances the professional capital of teachers and leaders 

• Third, becomes a positive force of whole system improvement 

It distills eight essential features of effective networks by fleshing out key lessons 

from existing research and from emerging education network developments in the 

English-speaking world and Latin America. It then discusses three shifts required for a 

new partnership between networks and central leadership to turn networks into forces of 

educational system renewal. 
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(Jigsaw part 1) 

This work is intended to provide a framework for effectiveness to guide and set a 

direction for the present and future works of networks in education. 

It draws attention not only to the dynamics of effective collaboration within networks, but 

also to the new partnerships required between networks and central leadership in order 

to turn networks into effective forces of change across entire educational systems. It 

builds evidence that connects network dynamics with improved student outcomes, 

increased professional capital, and enhanced educational systems. 

Design/methodology/approach 

Two sources of evidence were identified and reviewed: 

• Reviews and studies were aimed at identifying characteristics of effective 

networks in education; 

• Network case studies and R & D initiatives that used networks as their 

improvement strategy and had demonstrated positive impact on student 

outcomes or on one or more professional capital variables often associated with 

improved student outcomes. 

Originality/value 

This work adds originality and value in three ways: 

• First, it draws from both existing studies on effective networks and successful 

and promising education networks; 

• Second, its findings apply to multiple configurations of networks, across multiple 

contexts – existing publications place their focus on specific network 

configurations or a specific network case or initiative; 

• Third, it looks at effective collaboration in networks from the dual perspective of 

local problem solving and whole system improvement. 
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(Jigsaw Part 2) 

Key Findings from the study  

Effective collaboration in networks requires and triggers significant shifts in the 

mindsets and practices of educators and school system leaders. The eight 

essential features of effective collaboration (networks) are identified as follows: 

  

#1 Focusing on ambitious student learning outcomes linked to effective 

pedagogy; Effective collaboration requires a common vision that captures the 

hearts, minds, and hands of network actors. Effective networks connect this 

vision with a common goal that is at the same time inspiring and measurable. 

The ongoing use of evidence on school and student performance can enhance 

effective collaboration and outcome. 

 

#2 Developing strong relationships of trust and internal accountability; 

Network-related whole system improvement is developing strong relationships 

around a shared compelling agenda. Trust is crucial to engage in challenging 

conversations and is fundamental for group members to open-up to new 

learning and growth to move the work of the group forward. 
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(Jigsaw Part 3) 

Key Findings from the study  

Effective collaboration in networks requires and triggers significant shifts in the 

mindsets and practices of educators and school system leaders. The eight 

essential features of effective collaboration (networks) are identified as follows: 

(continued) 

 

#3 Continuously improving practice and systems through cycles of 

collaborative inquiry; Groups learn by doing, engaging participants in ongoing 

cycles of collaborative inquiry, which helps to stay in “do” rather than “talk” 

mode. Effective networks serve as powerful vehicles to develop professional 

capital and as agents of change of educational systems. 

 

#4 Using deliberate leadership and skilled facilitation within flat power 

structures; Networks must be led by leaders who model and facilitate learning 

and leadership in others. The participation of actors from different levels of the 

system helps ensure that collaboration becomes embedded in the culture of the 

system. 
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(Jigsaw Part 4) 

Key Findings from the study  

Effective collaboration in networks requires and triggers significant shifts in the 

mindsets and practices of educators and school system leaders. The eight 

essential features of effective collaboration (networks) are identified as follows: 

(continued) 

 

#5 Frequently interacting and learning inwards 

Effective collaboration is characterized by dense, frequent knowledge sharing 

among participants along with highly diverse people outside the group. Frequent 

interaction builds trust and a strong sense of responsibility to the group. 

Interacting with other colleagues whose work is improving student outcomes is 

one of the most powerful strategies for continuous improvement and innovation. 

 

#6 Connecting outwards to learn from others 

While working with internal groups, most effective groups also keep connections 

to the outside through frequent interaction of individual members with their larger 

networks. Activating these outside connections can offer access to required 

expertise and new ideas to break away from the “echo chamber” phenomenon 

(Pentland 2014) of circulating the same old ideas and practices. Connecting 

outward is crucial for networks to serve as a force of continuous renewal in the 

educational system. 
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(Jigsaw Part 5) 

Key Findings from the study  

Effective collaboration in networks requires and triggers significant shifts in the 

mindsets and practices of educators and school system leaders. The eight 

essential features of effective collaboration (networks) are identified as follows: 

(continued) 

 

#7 Forming new partnership among students, teachers, families, and 

communities 

The new learning becomes a deep partnership among the main players. 

Students, individually and in groups take more charge of their own learning and 

produce deeper learning under the proactive guidance of teachers. Teachers in 

groups orchestrate the learning experiences of students and parents and 

families become partners in the learning futures of their children. Achieving 

educational excellence requires significant changes to what happens to children 

outside as well as inside the schools combining school -focused activities with 

effort to engage the wider community through actions such as health, nutrition, 

neighborhood services, universities, media, local businesses, et cetera, working 

together to simultaneously improve school systems. 

  

#8 Securing adequate resources to sustain the work 

 Effective networks secure their resources to run their everyday activities. 

Resources that are necessary to create the conditions for effective collaboration 

such as time, flexible funds and most importantly resources to secure 

sustainability. Successful organizations prepare for sustainability at the 

beginning of their improvement journey rather than at the end. Proactive 

leadership organizes a collective struggle to find crucial resources to sustain the 

work of networks. Effective networks capitalize on resources under their control 

(individual time EFFECTIVE COLLABORATION, schedules, school or district 

facilities to meet, available data and data systems, etc.) to start the work of 

collective improvement. 

As they demonstrate impact and gain momentum, networks can attract the 

attention of central leadership, funders, or other allies willing to invest in 

deepening and spreading effective collaboration. 
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(Jigsaw part 6) 

The three required shifts in the relationship between networks and central 

leadership are: 

 

· First, from supply driven to demand driven 

o Central leadership continues to play an important role in things such 

as setting an inspiring vision for the system defining overall priorities, 

monitoring progress, building capacity, delivering resources and 

enabling conditions for effective collaboration, providing an adaptable 

framework and broad guidelines for collaboration. A “gradual release 

of responsibility” where support and intervention from external 

facilitators decreases as internal capacity increases is adequate for 

enhancing effective collaboration in networks across entire systems 

demonstrating positive impact of their work on professional capital and 

student learning and receive in exchange greater freedom over their 

improvement agendas. 

 

· Second, from compliance oriented to learning oriented 

o In a new system that enables and is reinforced through effective 

collaboration in networks, learning is placed at the center of the 

education endeavor and evidence of improved learning comes before 

any claims of non-compliance. In a learning-oriented system lead 

learning or creating the conditions for all to learn while learning 

alongside them about what works or what does not is the new role of 

leaders across the educational system, regardless of their formal role 

within a hierarchy.     

     

· Third, from bureaucracy to movement 

o The move from one of command, control and compliance to one of 

movement building aimed at radically transforming the institutional 

culture and structure of schooling and school systems into one that 

fosters deep learning and continuous improvement all the way from 

student to schools to the central office.  
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Facilitator will close the activity 

This paper summarizes what is known to date about effective collaboration in networks 

and advance a theory of action that causally links network activities with improved 

student outcomes and enhanced professional capital. This theory of action, summarized 

in eight essential features, simultaneously offers key hypotheses for social network 

theory in education and actionable guidelines to develop effective networks. 

Practical Implications 

The eight essential features of effective networks and the three required shifts in the 

relationship between networks and central leadership presented here were intentionally 

framed as action oriented. They offer a clear and actionable set of guidelines to 

develop effective networks and offer the route to this unlimited potential for 

renewal of the educational sector. 

“Groundbreaking inventions and innovations come from people who work together to 

solve complex problems.” (Isaacson,2015; Nelson,2012) 

 

“Groups where many individuals contribute to the conversation are more collectively 

intelligent than those where a few people dominate the conversation.” (Pentland,2014) 


