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IntroductIon

Almost half a century ago, Basil Bernstein 
(1970) argued that schools could not com-
pensate for all the ills of society. While struc-
tural inequalities mean that the relationship 
between poverty and educational attainment 
remains as steadfast as ever, there is some 
evidence that offers a more optimistic per-
spective. Some schools can, and do, make a 
difference to outcomes for children from 
high-poverty settings and support the devel-
opment of more equitable education systems 
(Sammons, 2007). There is also increasing 
evidence to suggest that when schools col-
laborate with and learn from each other then 
they can have more impact on outcomes than 
when they work in isolation (Ainscow, 2016).

This chapter draws on the experience 
of the School Improvement Partnership 
Programme (SIPP), a three-year, school-to-
school collaborative initiative. The SIPP is 
designed to use school-to-school collabo-
ration and collaborative enquiry to build 

collective capacity to create fairer and higher 
achieving educational systems. In doing so, 
the SIPP highlights the importance of evi-
dence and research in giving teachers new 
and more diverse leadership opportunities, 
and therefore placing them at the centre of 
reform efforts. It illuminates the potential for 
leaders in networks to work collaboratively 
across schools to address key priorities and 
highlights the challenge of rethinking roles 
and responsibilities to enhance professional 
capital and teacher leadership both within 
and between schools to enhance collective 
capacity within the system.

Numerous factors interact to determine 
children’s educational, health and well-being 
outcomes – and ultimately their life chances. 
Decades of investment and intervention 
have delivered some hard-won gains but the 
correlation between low socio-economic 
status and restricted life chances remains 
as seemingly intransigent as ever. Put sim-
ply, the odds are stacked against children  
being able to escape high-poverty settings. 
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Payne (2008, p. 45) argues that this depress-
ing situation is explained by the ‘ahistorical, 
non-sociological and decontextualized think-
ing [that] dominates the discourse’, which 
leads to policies based on stronger account-
ability mechanisms, with better paid, caring 
teachers committed to lifelong learning. Such 
policies are doomed to failure because of the 
simplistic thinking that underpins them.

For others, a more optimistic perspective 
prevails in which education continues to be 
viewed as a mechanism to escape poverty 
traps. There is evidence to suggest ways in 
which schools and education systems can, 
and do, make a difference to outcomes and 
life chances, shifting the odds in favour of 
success, regardless of children’s background 
(Maden, 2003; National Commission on 
Education, 1996). It would seem that school 
improvement remains both technically and 
socially complex. This chapter offers theo-
retically sound and practically based sugges-
tions for how this success could be achieved 
through focusing on building collective 
capacity through school-to-school collabora-
tion and collaborative enquiry.

trends In school Improvement

It is widely accepted that school improvement 
research, policy and practice is associated 
with making schools better places for stu-
dents, teachers and the wider community 
(Reynolds et  al., 1996). More specifically, 
Hopkins, Ainscow, and West (1994) have 
argued that school improvement is concerned 
with enhancing student outcomes by focusing 
on the teaching and learning process, and by 
nurturing the conditions necessary to promote 
positive school cultures. This endeavour 
involves building the capacity to manage 
change effectively by developing a critical 
perspective rather than ‘blindly accepting the 
edicts of centralized policies’ (Hopkins et al., 
1994, p. 3). In this sense, the school improve-
ment movement has historically tended to 

adopt a bottom-up perspective to educational 
change, although this became less prevalent as 
proponents moved from the margins to the 
mainstream, engaged more directly with 
policy and policy makers and attempted to 
scale-up improvement efforts.

More recently, Hopkins et  al. (2014) 
reviewed evidence of the effects of reform 
efforts at school and system levels, articulat-
ing five phases of improvement:

•	 Phase 1 – understanding the organizational cul-
ture of the school;

•	 Phase 2 – action research and research initiatives 
at the school level;

•	 Phase 3 – managing change and comprehensive 
approaches to school reform;

•	 Phase 4 – building capacity for student learning 
at the local level and the continuing emphasis 
on leadership;

•	 Phase 5 – towards systemic improvement.

With some notable exceptions, most school 
improvement research, as outlined in Hopkins 
et  al.’s (2014) comprehensive review, has 
taken place in mature systems, although the 
appetite for school improvement in some new 
and emerging contexts is high. I now move on 
to explore some important key themes con-
tributing to successful improvement.

change as a socIal 
collaboratIve process

Both research and experience tell us that 
improvement efforts that neglect the social 
dimensions of change tend to be limited in 
their lifespan and success. Put simply, effec-
tive school improvement is underpinned by a 
focus on evidence-based approaches and the 
generation of positive and sustainable rela-
tionships. Unsurprisingly, as more recent 
improvement efforts have focused on moving 
to scale, the nature of the local and global 
relationships required to generate improve-
ment is becoming even more demanding. This 
situation requires ever more sophisticated 
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approaches to networking and collaboration, 
and it is no coincidence that many of the East 
Asian systems placed near the top of interna-
tional comparisons have a long tradition of 
collaborative approaches to teaching and con-
tinuing professional development (CPD).

In the Global Fourth Way, Hargreaves and 
Shirley (2012) defined professional capital as 
the assets residing within teachers and teach-
ing that yield the optimal quality of teaching 
and student learning. Professional capital 
is a trilateral form of capital incorporating 
human capital, social capital and decisional 
capital (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). These 
three forms of capital are interdependent 
and utilized by educational professionals for 
the purpose of carrying out the complex and 
demanding work of teaching and learning.

•	 Human capital – for an education professional 
this comprises individual talent, including skills, 
knowledge, empathy, passion, confidence, cha-
risma and leadership. This form of capital resides 
within an individual.

•	 Social capital – spans individuals, existing as 
relationships or ties between individuals, provid-
ing access to resources and leverage for change.

•	 Decisional capital – is found both within and 
between individuals as education professionals 
and communities, individually and collectively, 
strive to make wise decisions in complex situations.

All three of these forms are dependent on 
relationships between individuals and com-
munities (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). 
Building human, social and decisional capi-
tal simultaneously demands collaboration on 
a number of different levels, including 
between teachers and other educators work-
ing within schools, school districts and out-
side agencies within the wider system.

Echoing the ideas that underpin the con-
cept of professional capital, research has 
also demonstrated that the collective ability 
of teachers to effect change is influenced 
by the knowledge, expertise and resources 
embedded in their social relations and social 
structures (Daly, 2010; Moolenaar, Sleegers, 
& Daly, 2011; Penuel et al., 2009). The type, 

quantity and position of teachers’ social rela-
tions or social ties are considered as a source 
of capital. In this context, social network 
theory helps to develop our understanding 
about building professional capital because 
it frames the learning of educational pro-
fessionals as a flow of information through 
network ties. The development of both social 
capital and decisional capital is directly 
dependent on these social interactions and 
human capital is also influenced by them.

Hattie’s (2009) international review of 
teaching and learning identified classroom 
practices that had significant effect sizes on 
student outcomes; and Day and colleagues’ 
(2011) work into successful leadership has 
presented increasingly detailed insights into 
the nature of effective leadership. But it seems 
that internal school improvement practice 
is a necessary but inadequate ingredient in 
tackling the larger relationship between low 
socio-economic status and poor educational 
and health and well-being outcomes. A key 
challenge for within-school improvement 
continues to be the development of systems 
and processes that will optimize the qual-
ity of learning experience of students while 
minimizing within-school variations. There 
is a growing body of initiatives that aims to 
connect internal school improvement and 
innovation with other schools and educational 
settings in order to move ideas and practice 
around the system through various networks 
and collaboratives. These initiatives may 
go some way to addressing the challenge of 
improving educational practice and outcomes. 
However, it is also likely to fall short of the 
wider challenge. Perhaps the most promising 
signs come from the latest wave of reforms 
that tie education into broader public service 
provision through a place-based approach in 
England (Kerr, Dyson, & Raffo, 2014) and 
some of the promising endeavours on collec-
tive impact in the USA (Henig et al., 2015).

Research also highlights the importance 
of local ownership and leadership by teach-
ers and school leaders, often in the form of 
collecting and using data appropriately and 
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working in partnership and collaboration with 
like-minded professionals and stakehold-
ers. Also highlighted is the value of school-
to-school networking, collaborative enquiry 
and cross-authority partnerships as levers of 
innovation and education system improve-
ment (Chapman, 2016; Cochran-Smith, 2015; 
Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Moolenaar et al., 
2011; Wohlstetter, Smith, & Gallagher, 2013).

Providing opportunities for the develop-
ment of professional capital not only within 
and between schools, but also beyond schools 
suggests a means of reaching ‘into the school 
from the outside’ (Ainscow, 2016, p. 2). Only 
then can schools begin to facilitate partner-
ships for the purpose of achieving more equita-
ble outcomes and experiences for all students.

Illuminating the emergence of social phe-
nomena that do not exist at the individual 
level is a key strength of social network theory 
(Muijs et al., 2011). The process of building 
professional capital can be examined by track-
ing the substance and flow of information, 
advice, problem-solving, material resources, 
influence and interpretation through social 
interactions. However, despite the utility of 
social network theory for providing a lens 
through which the characteristics of effective 
collaboration can be examined, there remain a 
number of limitations to this approach, includ-
ing the inability of social network theory to 
sufficiently expose the nature of ‘incommen-
surate yet meaningful relationships’ (Ball & 
Junemann, 2012, p. 13). There may therefore 
be a need to complement the collection of 
social network data with other qualitative data 
regarding social interactions for the purposes 
of triangulation in order to gather a more com-
plete picture of social interactions.

collaboratIve enquIry 
and school-to-school 
collaboratIon

Research has demonstrated that the most effec-
tive school improvements are contextualized 

to fit local needs and often play out in different 
ways in different settings. Over 40 years ago, 
House (1973, p. 245) warned against ignoring 
the power of context in the ‘primary pursuit of 
transferable innovation … different innova-
tions will be more or less useful under widely 
different specific circumstances’. In the pursuit 
of local relevance, there is increasing evidence 
in favour of investment in the use of collabora-
tive enquiry to support professional learning 
and teacher leadership in schools in a range of 
contexts (Ainscow, 2016; Ainscow et al., 2012; 
Chapman, 2008; Chapman et  al., 2012; 
Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009; Earl & Katz, 
2006; Hadfield & Chapman, 2009; Kerr et al., 
2003).

McKinsey (2007) identified school-
to-school collaboration through learning 
networks, collaborative planning and cross-
school CPD as key features of the very best 
systems. A review of the school effectiveness 
and equity literature (Sammons, 2007) con-
cluded that studies show that on average the 
combined school and teacher effect may vary 
as much as 15–50 per cent. In addition, there 
is a growing body of research documenting 
the achievements of collaborative attempts to 
improve outcomes for schools serving disad-
vantaged communities (Chapman & Muijs, 
2014; Matthews, 2009; Wohlstetter et  al., 
2013). I argue that there may be a relation-
ship between professional capital and col-
laborative enquiry-based approaches that 
promote educational equity.

Many forms of collaborative enquiry 
involve a cyclical process of identifying chal-
lenges, experimenting with innovative prac-
tice, monitoring developments and making 
links to strategic improvement planning in 
schools and school districts. Other benefits 
of collaborative enquiry include the flatten-
ing of existing hierarchies (Drew, Priestley, 
& Michael, 2016); the breaking down of 
barriers to enable greater access to social 
capital; pooled resources (Lieberman, 2000); 
mutual support mechanisms; and preventing 
individuals or groups from taking an inward 
or myopic viewpoint. Collaborative enquiry 
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has been highlighted as a valuable vehicle for 
positive change whether it takes place within 
a school (Drew et al., 2016; Snow, Martin, & 
Dismuke, 2015), across schools engaged in 
partnerships (Ainscow et al., 2016; Chapman 
& Hadfield, 2010; Cochran-Smith, 2015), or 
beyond schools, when educational profes-
sionals collaborate with like-minded stake-
holders (Ainscow, 2016; Chapman et  al., 
2015).

These three types of collaborative enquiry 
broadly correspond to the different types of 
leadership – teacher leadership, middle lead-
ership and system leadership – that are also 
the subject of this chapter, but here I focus 
on networked collaborative enquiry between 
schools and beyond them.

Between Schools

When collaboration extends between schools, 
the benefits of school-to-school collaboration 
have included the disruption of ‘deeply held 
beliefs within schools’ (Ainscow et al., 2012, 
p. 201) and a greater willingness of educa-
tional professionals to take risks and reveal 
weaknesses or gaps in knowledge (Ainscow, 
2016). These school-to-school partnerships 
are able to cut across boundaries and open up 
pathways for the exchange of new and inno-
vative knowledge (Ainscow, 2016) as well as 
mobilizing a wider range of resources and 
expertise than a single school would be able 
to access.

Beyond Schools

Beyond-school examples of collaborative 
enquiry involve partnerships between schools 
and other public services and agencies. The 
most effective educational changes leading to 
school improvements are led and owned by 
education professionals engaged in collabora-
tive enquiry with other education profession-
als, and also with like-minded stakeholders 
(Ainscow et al., 2012; Chapman, 2008, 2015; 

Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009; Earl & Katz, 
2006; Hadfield & Chapman, 2009; Kerr 
et al., 2003). When schools work with other 
services, agencies and community members 
or groups, such as health and social care 
workers and families themselves, an environ-
ment can be fostered which is able to promote 
opportunities for the personal and social 
development of students and families. These 
‘beyond-school’ approaches have been moti-
vated by the complexity and enormity of the 
equity issues facing families and communi-
ties, such as economic realities, underlying 
socio-economic factors, decision-making at 
the district level, national policy-making and 
global processes. Ainscow (2016) summa-
rizes the argument as – looked at in this way, 
it is clear that there is much that individual 
schools can do to tackle issues within organi-
zations, and that such actions are likely to 
have a profound impact on student experi-
ences, and perhaps some influence on inequi-
ties arising elsewhere.

leadershIp

Leadership across schools within networks 
can be categorized in many different ways. 
Here I outline the research on three of the 
most commonly used forms of leadership. 
These are not necessarily distinct categories; 
individuals may simultaneously operate at 
several different levels, adopting multiple 
roles and professional identities.

Teacher Leadership

This concept has emerged from the broader 
ideas associated with distributed leadership 
(Spillane, 2015), and from teacher networks 
and professional learning communities 
(Lieberman, 2000). In practice, teacher lead-
ership tends to be exercised by teachers who 
want to remain in classrooms, working with 
students, but are minded to play a role in 
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leading change by working with colleagues 
to support the professional learning of others 
and creating professional learning communi-
ties. Like distributed leadership, teacher 
leadership challenges assumptions about ‘the 
nature of leadership, the community within 
which it occurs and the relationships about 
power, authority and influence’ (Harris & 
Muijs, 2005, p. 26). Reporting a study of 
union learning representatives, Stevenson 
(2012) takes an alternative position on 
teacher leadership to argue that an alternative 
understanding, not rooted in traditional man-
agerialist hierarchies, is required. Stevenson 
argues that this alternative should not be 
concerned with ‘vision’ but with establishing 
a democratic professional voice to lever 
genuine transformative possibilities. While a 
body of research on teacher leadership is 
emerging, there remains a lack of conceptual 
clarity about the term and its use.

Distributed Leadership

Distributed leadership has become a popular 
concept within contemporary leadership cir-
cles and, in particular, has been used to argue 
for developing the leadership capacity of edu-
cators (Harris, 2013) and teacher agency sup-
porting school improvement and reform 
(Spillane, 2015; Spillane & Coldren, 2015). 
In education, the idea can be traced back to 
the early papers presented by Peter Gronn in 
the late 1990s, which argued for distributed 
leadership as the new unit of analysis (Gronn, 
2002), and by Spillane, Halverson, and 
Diamond (2001), who argued that distributed 
leadership practice is extended across the 
social and situational context. Since this early 
work, distributed leadership has become part 
of the educational orthodoxy, widely known 
and enacted in various ways in different 
schools and systems. There has been much 
discussion and debate about the various 
merits, limitations and challenges of the con-
cept. Harris (2013) and Gunter, Hall, and 
Bragg (2013) have attempted to ‘map’ 

distributed leadership and knowledge forma-
tion into functional (descriptive and norma-
tive), critical and socially critical dimensions.

Professional Leadership

Sammons, Mortimore, and Hillman (1995,  
p. 8) identified ‘professional leadership’ as a 
key characteristic of effective schools. The 
elements of professional leadership were 
summarized as

•	 being ‘firm and purposeful’
•	 having ‘a participative approach’
•	 and being ‘the leading professional’ (1995, p. 8).

More recently, it has been claimed that lead-
ership is second only to teaching and learn-
ing in terms of influencing student outcomes 
(Day et  al., 2011). Specifically, a review of 
the relationship between leadership practice 
and activity and student outcomes identified 
that promotion and participation in teacher 
learning and development had around twice 
the effect size (0.84) compared to other lead-
ership practices, such as ‘planning, coordi-
nating and evaluating, teaching and 
curriculum’ (0.42) or ‘establishing goals and 
expectations’ (0.42). Practices such as 
‘resourcing strategically’ (0.31) and ‘ensur-
ing an orderly and supportive environment’ 
(0.27) were identified as having even smaller 
effects (Robinson, Hohepa, & Lloyd, 2009).

It is helpful to think about leadership as a 
collective capacity rather than an individual 
pursuit, where collective responsibility is 
supported by an appropriate collegial infra-
structure that is responsive to the develop-
ment phase of the organization (Chapman, 
2005). In a similar vein, Day et  al. (2010) 
identified five phases of head teacher leader-
ship in each of which successful head teach-
ers use a combination of different strategies:

•	 Early phase – improving the physical environ-
ment; implementing pupil behaviour standards; 
restructuring the senior leadership team; devel-
oping organizational values; and  supporting 
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distributed leadership through performance 
management.

•	 Middle phase – wider distribution of leadership 
and leadership roles; more focused use of data.

•	 Later phase – personalizing and enriching the 
curriculum; further distribution of leadership.

However, each of these leadership processes 
has primarily been analyzed in relation to 
activity within a single school. Previous 
work on emerging patterns of school leader-
ship (Chapman et al., 2008) explored leader-
ship practice within, between and beyond 
schools. This framework, taking a within, 
between and beyond perspective, has been 
adapted to offer insights on equity (Dyson 
et al., 2012), strategies for improvement and 
change (Chapman, 2015) and, most recently, 
collaboration (Ainscow, 2016).

the school Improvement 
partnershIp programme

Background

The School Improvement Partnership 
Programme (SIPP) is a research and develop-
ment programme that is designed to improve 
the attainment of children from more disad-
vantaged backgrounds in Scotland, thereby 
contributing to the Scottish government’s 
commitment to closing the gap in educational 
outcomes. The Programme is underpinned by 
a philosophy that encourages staff to take lead-
ership responsibility for embedding collabora-
tive enquiry in order to learn from each other, 
experiment with practice and monitor and 
evaluate practice to close the attainment gap.

The knowledge that underpins this 
approach has been generated over decades 
of development and research activity in a 
diverse range of systems, including those in 
Hong Kong, Australia, the USA and Canada, 
and, more recently, South America, Russia 
and parts of Asia. There is also a strong tradi-
tion of this type of work within the United 
Kingdom.

The Programme, designed and launched in 
2013, involves schools, local authorities and 
others working in partnership, drawing on a 
range of methods or ‘tools’, such as collabora-
tive action research, Lesson Study, and instruc-
tional rounds, to provide a set of processes that 
teachers and others can draw on to research 
and implement change. It combines locally 
initiated and led practitioner collaborative 
enquiry in multiple classrooms within schools 
with a networked, school-to-school collabora-
tive enquiry, frequently crossing local author-
ity boundaries. Collaborative working across 
schools was externally supported and facili-
tated by the National School Improvement 
Agency (Education Scotland), the Robert 
Owen Centre for Educational Change at the 
University of Glasgow and school district 
officers (local authorities). In an attempt to 
overcome the issues of decontextualization 
highlighted by Payne (2008), SIPP developed 
a research-practice partnership, similar in 
approach to that of Bryk et al. (2015).

Partnership working promotes broader 
leadership opportunities and professional 
learning at all levels. The Programme seeks to 
promote disciplined innovation by fostering 
a culture of mutual respect, ‘co- production’ 
and partnership, rather than replicating tra-
ditional hierarchies and ways of working. 
In this sense, the approach moves beyond 
the simple sharing of knowledge and ideas 
to what David Hargreaves (2010) argues is 
‘joint practice development’.

Seven Core Principles

•	 Partnership working is promoted across schools 
and local authorities, with a focus on exploring 
specific issues relating to educational inequity.

•	 Action research and evidence are used to identify 
key challenges, experiment with innovative prac-
tices and monitor developments.

•	 Leadership opportunities are created alongside 
the professional learning of staff at all levels.

•	 Reciprocity and mutual benefit to all involved 
underpin planning and implementation of the 
Programme.
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•	 Planning for collaboration encompasses the 
development of arrangements to support long-
term collaboration and new approaches to 
capacity building.

•	 Strategic improvement planning in schools and 
local authorities is explicitly linked to SIPP activity.

•	 Partners are diverse and include schools, local 
authorities, Education Scotland and other agencies.

The seven core principles provide an over-
arching framework, offering coherence 
across the Programme from which systemic 
lessons can be learned, while retaining the 
flexibility necessary to meet the needs of 
local contexts. Importantly, the SIPP seeks to 
avoid the traps of attempting to identify a 
‘magic bullet’, offering predetermined solu-
tions, applying a ‘one size fits all’ philosophy 
or becoming seduced by Smith’s (2013) 
notion of charismatic policy.

Design

The SIPP involved eight Partnerships, some 
of which were made up of two schools work-
ing together within the same school district, 
while others involved several schools and up 
to three different school districts. In total, 14 
different school districts have been involved 
in the Programme. Most of the schools began 
with only a very small number of teachers 
involved and expanded gradually. Initially 
four of the Partnerships involved secondary 
schools, two involved primary schools, and 
two involved both primary and secondary 
schools. Over the course of time, many 
Partnerships extended their scope and scale 
to include additional sectors, such as second-
ary, primary and early years teachers. The 
Programme is underpinned by the knowledge 
that effective school collaboration:

•	 extends beyond the timeframe of a single school 
year;

•	 involves collaborative enquiry;
•	 invests time in building positive relationships;
•	 promotes a risk-taking culture;
•	 accesses external expertise;

•	 is locally owned and context specific;
•	 and uses evidence to inform practice and under-

stand impact (Bryk et al., 2015; Chapman, 2008; 
Rincon-Gallardo & Fullan, 2016).

The SIPP aims to encourage staff to take lead-
ership responsibility for embedding collabora-
tive enquiry in order to learn from each other, 
experiment with practice and monitor and 
evaluate change. The work of the SIPP 
Partnerships also aims to promote broader 
leadership opportunities and professional 
learning at all levels. The Programme pro-
motes focused innovation by fostering a cul-
ture of mutual respect, ‘co-production’ and 
partnership, rather than replicating traditional 
hierarchies and ways of working. The benefits 
of such ways of working, including greater 
efficacy of teacher collaboration between part-
nered schools, has been highlighted by the 
National College for School Leadership 
(NCSL) Networked Learning Communities 
(NLC) programme. Findings from NLC sug-
gested that colleagues, outwith their own 
schools, might be more likely to take risks, 
and be more willing to reveal their own weak-
nesses and gaps in their knowledge than 
teachers collaborating within their own school 
(Department for Education and Skills, 2005).

Implementation

The Programme employed a three-phase 
implementation strategy over three years:

•	 Phase 1: preparing the ground – creating the 
conditions by building trust and relationships;

•	 Phase 2: exploring the evidence – embedding 
projects into their context;

•	 Phase 3: testing change – issues of sustainability, 
including strengthening and deepening connec-
tions within and between Partnerships to create 
a ‘networked improvement community’.

Each Partnership used the key principles to 
design and develop its own programme of 
work to tackle educational inequity, supported 
by a team of university researchers and staff 
from local authorities and Education Scotland 
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(the Scottish school improvement agency) 
working as critical friends. The university 
research team facilitated regular ‘clinics’ for 
school and local authority staff to meet either 
virtually or at the university, a ‘safe space’ in 
which to problem-solve their concerns, chal-
lenges and methodological issues as well as 
discussing their ideas for development. 
Individual Partnership projects were also 
brought together at regular local and national 
events, which provided a forum for sharing 
ideas and generally making connections, and 
reinforcing positive relationships and the trust 
necessary to build effective partnerships and 
networks (Hadfield & Chapman, 2009).

Within the SIPP, the precise approach to col-
laborative enquiry was not prescribed, but was 
rather negotiated between the schools and the 
research team to ensure it was fit for purpose. 
Approaches to collaborative enquiry that proved 
particularly valuable and popular were instruc-
tional rounds (City et al., 2009; Hopkins, 2012) 
and Lesson Study (Dudley, 2015; Fernandez 
&Yoshida, 2004; Stepanek et al., 2007).

outcomes

The Impact of the SIPP

Social networking – building relationships 
between diverse groups and individuals with 
a shared purpose – is clearly integral to the 
seven core principles adopted by the SIPP. 
Growing interest in this area led Robert 
Owen Centre researchers to map leadership 
development opportunities for the partici-
pants of one of the Partnerships. The aspect 
of school leadership investigated was leading 
the distribution of ideas and approaches, par-
ticularly tried-and-tested ideas. Within the 
SIPP Partnerships various people took on the 
role of sharing teaching and learning 
approaches. This sociogram was constructed 
by asking the teachers, head teachers and 
local authority officers involved in the 
Programme the following question: With 

whom have you shared tried-and-tested ideas 
[relating to effective teaching and learning 
approaches for the tackling of educational 
inequity]?

It is evident from this social network 
map that participation in SIPP collaborative 
enquiry led to a number of opportunities to 
develop social capital through conversations 
about learning and teaching ideas. It is also 
interesting to note that although the school 
district staff was supporting both schools, 
they did not have a key role in bridging 
knowledge between the schools. Teachers in 
this Partnership reported that these profes-
sionals beyond the school provided support, 
but that they allowed teachers to take on the 
leadership. In the words of a teacher from 
one of the Partnership schools: ‘It was kind 
of just like a big team in terms of who we 
were, but we were the leaders.’

Some of the teachers have multiple lines 
connecting them to other people. Others have 
only a single line, suggesting their interac-
tions were limited to a single person. Rather 
than a single individual occupying a central 
role in the sharing of ideas, a number of indi-
viduals are positioned centrally where they 
appear to be in leadership roles. Headteachers 
A and B each have prominent positions, but 
it is evident that the sharing of ideas is also 
distributed among other teachers. This pat-
tern was confirmed in focus groups and 
interviews where teachers reported that the 
leadership roles were not the preserve of head 
teachers or local authority staff.

The sociogram also highlights the involve-
ment of the local authority officers (repre-
sented in black) as sources of support for this 
Partnership, but not necessarily taking on 
leadership roles. This involvement was also 
mentioned in one of the interviews in which a 
teacher explained the type of support that had 
been beneficial:

‘So we knew by the end of the first day that we 
had a focus, but after that the head teachers and 
the quality improvement managers were very 
happy to leave us to kind of see where we were 
going with the next steps.’
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Another teacher reflected:

‘People have come in at the right time. … At cer-
tain times we chose, or through discussion with 
the head teachers or just in our team we high-
lighted the people that we would need or we had 
a question that we needed support with and that 
was when we kind of involved more partners.’

Collaborative Enquiry

The increase in participants’ social capital 
through their involvement in collaborative 
enquiry was supported by survey data, which 
indicated that 100 per cent of respondents 
experienced an increase in their collaborative 
working across the Partnership. This collabo-
rative working included the use of systematic 
enquiry and evidence gathering to inform 

practice and monitor developments, accord-
ing to over 80 per cent of respondents.

Survey evidence indicates that the SIPP 
activities contributed to growing partnership 
and networking among school staff involved 
in the initiative. Focusing on survey results 
between the first (February 2014) and fourth 
(June 2015) waves, we can see that the follow-
ing activities tended to increase for the second 
wave or were maintained at a high level. For 
example, collaborative working across the 
Partnership, increased from 64 per cent in the 
first survey to 100 per cent in the fourth survey.

The interview and focus group evidence 
also revealed the importance of building 
effective working relationships between 
teachers from different schools and/or 
authorities as well as across related profes-
sions. Partnership teams stated that this 

Figure 32.1 a sociogram of programme participants working with two different partnership 
schools

Notes: Light gray squares, teachers from school A; bright gray square, head teacher from school A; white squares, teachers 
from school B; red square, head teacher from school B; black squares, school district staff
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collaborative working was now beginning to 
demonstrate a positive impact on students’ 
outcomes and aspirations. Most believed that 
these networks and their impact would be 
sustainable and reflected in their planning.

Practitioners in one Partnership com-
mented: ‘It is great to be able to share expe-
riences and work together.’ Teachers also 
commonly noted that being able to observe 
others’ teaching was extremely useful for 
improving their practice. Teachers saw the 
increased opportunity for networking as a 
key benefit of the SIPP:

‘Networking with colleagues from other schools 
and authorities … has broken down barriers and 
encouraged excellent opportunities for profes-
sional dialogue.’

‘The most successful development in my school is 
the positive attitude developed towards collaborat-
ing with colleagues in other schools within and 
outwith the authority. This is a terrific foundation 
for a sustainable partnership and attitude.’

‘Partnership working has been extremely beneficial 
as a CLD [Community Learning Development] 
worker in maximizing resources when working 
with young people.’

The collaborative partnerships meant that 
teachers were able to engage in professional 
learning, build confidence and develop lead-
ership capacity.

As the Programme matured, there was 
growing teacher engagement with the col-
laborative enquiry process. This increase is 
highlighted in successive surveys showing 
very substantial growth (32%) in the numbers 
of respondents using systematic enquiry and 
evidence gathering to inform practice and 
monitor developments. Similarly, there was a 
substantial increase (28%) in the percentage 
of respondents who reported increased teach-
ers’ reflective practice and self-evaluation.

While positive relationships provide the 
basis for developing trust and empowering 
teachers to take a lead, research-based, shared 
professional knowledge is the key to ensuring 
both effective learning processes and whole-
school improvement. School improvement is 

much more likely to emerge as a result of col-
lective capacity building than it is through the 
application of a series of ‘external’ accountabil-
ity measures. For improvement to take place 
there needs to be a focus on the development 
of teachers’ knowledge, skills and commitment 
and for the process to be inspired by distributed, 
instructional and enquiry-minded leadership 
(Mincu, 2013). The Programme has facilitated 
greater professional dialogue, collegiality and 
networking between teachers involved in the 
Partnerships. This has helped drive the work of 
the Partnerships and led to the sharing of ideas 
and practice pertinent to specific project aims 
as well as to broader teaching and learning, in 
some cases beyond the scope of the Programme.

Building Leadership Capacity

The Programme promoted leadership oppor-
tunities for those involved. It is interesting to 
note that they remained prominent through-
out and the underpinning conditions improved 
as trust and relationships developed. It may 
be that these opportunities would not have 
been sustained if collegiality and opportuni-
ties for sharing had not increased.

Early reports that the SIPP initiative had 
begun to support leadership development 
opportunities were subsequently borne out by 
changes to survey feedback to the point where 
the overwhelming majority of respondents 
indicated a positive response. For example, 
88 per cent of respondents in wave four also 
indicated that involvement with the SIPP had 
resulted in the creation of leadership opportu-
nities and professional learning of staff at all 
levels. Two-thirds of respondents (66%) had 
reported this at the wave one stage.

There were many specific examples of lead-
ership involvement. In Partnership 1, many 
teachers were afforded the opportunity to take 
on leadership roles by leading or participat-
ing in the nine development groups and/or the 
wider Partnership group. In addition, a num-
ber of staff presented their work and dissemi-
nated good practice at a residential conference. 
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Partnership 5 head teachers and teachers from 
participating high schools organized a confer-
ence to share good practice. Two hundred and 
thirty staff participated in the conference’s  
24 workshops. The leadership of this 
Partnership was shared among a group of head 
teachers, deputy head teachers, and teachers, 
who took on the roles of workshop presenters, 
conference organizers, working group leaders 
and personal support programme leaders.

The capacity building principles and prac-
tices promoted by the Programme, including 
the development of research and evaluation 
skills, made a significant contribution to sup-
porting the development of teacher leader-
ship. The Programme injected new ideas and 
ways of working into classrooms and schools. 
These ideas and practices were adopted by a 
cadre of teachers who led change from their 
classrooms, in their schools and to other 
schools within their local authority, and in 
some cases across local authorities. For exam-
ple, in one Partnership, teachers reported that 
their SIPP experience, particularly leading 
collaborative enquiry activity, provided evi-
dence to support their professional updating 
and leadership development. Teachers in this 
Partnership organized themselves into work-
ing groups to develop a Personal Support 
Programme and Visible Learning Programme 
for targeted pupils that was supported by the 
local education authority psychology service. 
Reflecting on this process, one senior man-
ager in the local authority emphasized the 
role of the SIPP as a catalyst for promoting 
teacher leadership in the context of school 
improvement and tackling raising attainment.

‘A variety of staff have taken leadership opportuni-
ties. For example, a teacher in her first year of teach-
ing at [high school] is leading a group for the SIPP 
partnership, and a number of middle leaders have 
been given the chance to work at a strategic level 
between schools. The SIPP work has contributed to 
inspiring a number of teachers to join the [local 
authority] first steps to leadership programme and 
career-long professional learning opportunities.’

Teacher leaders have developed a wide reper-
toire of knowledge and skills, ranging from 

research methods, data use and understand-
ing to project planning and management and 
opportunities to practise leadership and man-
agement tasks. These might not have been 
possible without involvement in the 
Programme. In effect, this development is a 
small but important step in building leader-
ship capacity within the system, which in the 
past has sometimes been patchy or non-
existent. In addition to developing an 
expanded repertoire of knowledge and skills, 
teacher leaders received higher levels of 
exposure to a diverse range of professionals.

One important outcome related to this 
increased engagement was that, as evalua-
tive approaches became more sophisticated 
and higher quality data was gathered, capac-
ity was being built within the Partnerships. 
This development necessitated further 
additional support to enable Partnerships 
to undertake more complex analyses and 
better synthesize evidence to gain deeper 
insights. This process involved teacher lead-
ers working with a range of professionals, 
including university researchers, inspectors 
and educational psychologists to draw on a 
range of analytical expertise from different 
backgrounds and then lead local workshops 
within their Partnerships to share the new 
knowledge and insights gained from external 
sources. The evidence from the Programme 
is that the use of collaborative enquiry can 
be an enabler for teacher leadership in both 
formal roles as designated ‘research lead-
ers’ or ‘data leaders’ or, more informally, 
working collaboratively as part of a team 
with colleagues on issues of mutual inter-
est. Teachers also learned from one another. 
It was particularly evident that teachers 
who had undertaken ‘M level’ postgraduate 
courses were able to lead with confidence 
and authority. This evidence highlights the 
important role that ‘M level’ learning has in 
promoting teacher leadership.

In their reports, the Partnerships referred 
to their improved capacity and expertise 
regarding the use of data and evaluation 
approaches, and in some cases, this went 
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beyond the teaching workforce. For example, 
one Partnership reported that the CLD staff:

‘have increased knowledge in gathering and analyzing 
quantitative and qualitative data to evidence impact, 
identify themes and address community needs’.

Another partnership reported that:

‘Teachers and head teachers have had the oppor-
tunity to lead discussions and evaluations, and 
learn skills in data collection and analysis.’

Practitioners’ increased knowledge and expe-
rience of context-specific methods of assess-
ment and data collection supported the 
generation and use of a more diverse use of 
data collection tools and analytical tech-
niques. For example, teachers designed and 
analyzed pupil surveys for secondary pupils 
to determine key issues regarding attendance; 
they designed and analyzed surveys for edu-
cational professionals regarding staff knowl-
edge and attitudes; teachers modified pupil 
attitudinal surveys and this was in addition to 
accessing and using a number of pre-existing 
data collection tools and undertaking a range 
of qualitative methods, including interviews 
and focus groups with key stakeholders.

It was not only teachers who benefited 
from leadership opportunities to take on new 
roles and responsibilities, but also SfLAs 
(support for learning assistants) and CLD 
workers. For example, SfLAs took on teach-
ing roles in the Programme by planning les-
sons, delivering lessons, and participating in 
shadow observations, benefitting profession-
ally from these opportunities, but also invest-
ing their own time after hours to voluntarily 
contribute to lesson planning.

‘School D stated that the SfLA was always “super 
organized” which saved a lot of time as she 
ensured that time was used wisely and resources 
were also prepared for both staff and pupils.’

In this Partnership, CLD workers also said 
that they benefited from the opportunity to 
take on new roles and responsibilities. By 
learning new reading strategies, they were 
able to share these strategies with parents and 

with pupils through the homework club. The 
CLD workers also said that they gained a 
better understanding of the issues teachers 
face in their work and the report from this 
Partnership stated that CLD workers:

‘are more confident in working collaboratively 
across disciplines and locality’ and ‘have shared 
skills and specialisms to enhance family learning 
and literacy provision’.

Middle leaders
The Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD) has suggested 
that local authorities should work more 
closely in partnership on issues of improving 
educational equity and building capacity 
through professional learning. It asserts that 
this way of working can be achieved by 
strengthening the middle tier: the ‘middle’ 
can be reinforced through fostering the 
mutual support and learning across local 
authorities, together with schools and net-
works of schools (OECD, 2015).

The SIPP Partnerships are ‘proof of con-
cept’ that disciplined collaborative enquiry 
provides a sensible way forward, avoiding 
a ‘one size fits all’ approach to change. The 
programme has played an important role in 
creating the conditions that might support 
the development of a nationwide Networked 
Improvement Community through the 
establishment of Regional Improvement 
Collaboratives. The SIPP has promoted 
leadership development and provided oppor-
tunities for teachers to develop greater respon-
sibility as part of their ‘partnership team’, 
leading the work of the Partnership within 
and across schools. This process has included 
taking responsibility for leading develop-
ing interventions and projects, liaising with 
other professionals within the Partnership and 
beyond and advising and supporting efforts 
in other Partnerships. For example, one pri-
mary teacher worked with local authority, 
secondary and primary colleagues in another 
Partnership to develop Lesson Study as an 
approach to support their work.
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Staff across the Partnerships took on a 
number of diverse and varied leadership roles 
including: developing project plans, organ-
izing collaborative enquiry, organizing and 
delivering parent engagement activity, leading 
and participating in Lesson Study cycles, writ-
ing reports, facilitating and video-recording 
pupil focus groups, creating pupil assessments, 
collecting data, analyzing data, involving vari-
ous experts and researching, introducing and 
instructing staff in new pedagogies, leading a 
wide range of continuing professional devel-
opment opportunities for colleagues and pre-
senting at local and national events.

Leadership across schools
Perhaps, the most significant dimension of 
teacher leadership development has been the 
opportunities for teachers to take on leader-
ship roles beyond their own classrooms and 
schools. The opportunities have involved 
teachers leading collaborative professional 
development within and across schools. Put 
simply, the SIPP has developed a network of 
early and mid-career teachers who are leading 
a range of initiatives at relatively early stages 
of their careers, in some cases across local 
authority boundaries. The leadership experi-
ence they have gained within this Programme 
will place them in a position to develop into 
the next generation of system leaders. In the 
words of a local authority senior education 
manager.

‘Local authorities have to understand they cannot 
drive improvement … unless the school has clear 
vision, effective leadership in terms of what they 
need to do in terms of raising attainment … SIPP 
has worked with schools collaboratively and given 
schools the power. … It is the younger staff in the 
schools who have really seized the opportunities 
and it’s started to permeate upwards.’

In one Partnership, head teachers reported that, 
through their involvement in the SIPP, their 
schools were now in a position to share inno-
vative approaches and develop leadership in 
other schools. One head teacher said, ‘We felt 
we had something to give’. Teachers in this 

Partnership also reported benefits from profes-
sional learning and leadership opportunities:

‘…leading our own professional development in 
order to develop an enhanced understanding of the 
core curricular area of numeracy, opportunities to lead 
our core group within the partnership at  different 
times – taking charge of distributing  responsibilities, 
leading CPD activities within home school, leading 
development at an authority level, opportunities for 
developing confidence, opportunities to observe in 
our own and other authorities with a view to sharing 
our observations with our own partnership group, 
building a larger network of colleagues.’

learnIng From the past to  
look to the Future

Current Progress

After three years of development and imple-
mentation, the evidence suggests that SIPP 
has had an impact in the following areas:

•	 Fostering collaborative working to tackle educa-
tional inequality.

•	 Developing capacity at school and local author-
ity levels to effect positive change, including 
enhancing leadership opportunities at all levels.

•	 Building teachers’ knowledge, confidence and 
skills to challenge inequity.

•	 Improving teachers’ understanding of evaluation 
and practitioner enquiry.

•	 Increasing learners’ aspirations and achievement.

The SIPP has increased the sharing of ideas 
and professional learning across individual 
Partnerships, across the wider Programme and 
at times into national and international research 
and policy areas. The OECD (2015) review of 
school improvement in Scotland identified the 
SIPP as an important lever for change, describ-
ing the Programme as a ‘powerful national 
network focused on tackling educational ineq-
uity’ (OECD, 2015, p. 77). The review also 
noted the important work done by Education 
Scotland in collaborating with local authori-
ties and university researchers to support these 
Partnerships and the commitment to profes-
sional learning at all levels within the system.

BK-SAGE-CONNOLLY-180251-Chp32.indd   553 10/9/18   6:27 PM



The SAGe hAndbook of School orGAnizATion554

In particular, the SIPP has built capac-
ity by creating nodes of expertise within 
the teaching profession and local authorities 
across the system. It has provided an oppor-
tunity to create a new, agile middle tier with 
a cadre of differentiated expertise that can 
work across local authority boundaries. This 
regional resource could be located within 
inter-authority hubs and has the potential 
to offer a set of arrangements which, with 
national coordination from key stakeholders, 
could serve as a coherent professional learn-
ing/capacity building resource for in-service 
professional learning to support the ultimate 
implementation of national education policy.

Enablers and Barriers

The experience of the SIPP, including some 
variations in degrees of success between 
Partnerships, has highlighted key enablers and 
barriers to successful networked collaboration. 
Some of these were already familiar from other, 
similar programmes – but they bear repetition. 
Others are more specific to the design and 
implementation of the SIPP but may yet be of 
relevance to other initiatives in diverse settings. 
Some key findings are shown in Table 32.1.

While the barriers identified in Table 32.1 
can lead to significant difficulty, the experi-
ence of the SIPP is that they may also create 
opportunities, for example by encouraging:

•	 local authorities and school leaders to become 
more agile and creative in the arrangements and 
ways of working that underpin their activity. This 
approach can go on to influence thinking and 
developmental plans more widely across the 
participating local authorities.

•	 teams to look for creative solutions – to think 
and plan further ahead and share tasks.

Next Steps

We now have clear evidence of what success-
ful Partnerships look like. Successful 
Partnerships:

•	 maintain a clear focus on closing the attainment gap;
•	 develop approaches that are tailored and 

 context-specific;
•	 promote the meaningful use of data and evi-

dence from numerous sources to inform practice 
and understand impact through a strong com-
mitment to Collaborative Action Research (CAR) 
across partnerships;

•	 provide structured opportunities for collabora-
tion, including investing in time and space to 
build positive relationships;

•	 quickly establish a group of committed practi-
tioners, supported by school and local authority 
leaders, to drive the activity/project. This group 
is able to engage other staff and expand the 
influence of the Programme to affect behaviours 
more widely across schools and partnerships;

•	 have a clear focus on literacy, numeracy and 
parental engagement;

•	 gather support for improvement by exploring 
the potential for broader partnerships, including 
those with Further Education (FE), CLD, employ-
ability services, etc., in order to tackle educa-
tional inequity. This approach allows Partnerships 
to have capacity and expertise to work with and 
empower families and communities to allow 
them to actively participate in measures to pro-
mote learning. This is key to making a difference 
to learners’ attainment and wider achievement;

•	 embed the collaborative projects/approaches in 
school and local planning;

•	 are locally owned and led and have a commit-
ment to developing empowered leadership at 
all levels;

•	 establish an equitable partnership within and 
between schools, involving teachers, learners, 
families and other relevant stakeholders and 
organizations;

•	 draw on external expertise where necessary, 
including colleagues from universities and other 
partner services;

•	 promote a risk-taking culture;
•	 use frameworks for change, not prescription, and 

allow high levels of autonomy;
•	 invest in professional dialogue and networks to 

build the ‘infrastructure’ needed for CAR and 
change.

Moving forward, the SIPP has highlighted 
the need to promote more broadly-based 
partnerships, for example with College, 
CLD, employability service, and voluntary 
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table 32.1 key enablers and barriers to successful networked collaboration

Enablers Barriers

Advance preparation
 • Allows initial agreement of what works, for whom and in what context.
 • Enables relationship-building and growth of trust in the early stages.
 • Facilitates professional dialogue, agreement of common values.

Poor communication, poor teamwork and 
coordination, poorly defined aims.

Committed practitioners who want to build new working relationships 
and take on leadership responsibilities for personal and professional 
satisfaction (not monetary reward).Teacher leaders supported by school 
and local authority leaders, drive forward projects with pace and focus, 
engage other staff and expand the influence of the programme to 
affect behaviours more widely across schools and partnerships.

Practical barriers – time constraints, teacher 
cover, personnel changes, resources.

Dialogue and interactions with local authority staff, senior education 
officers and inspectors from Education Scotland, educational 
psychologists, community development workers and others. These

 • give access to a range of insights and perspectives on issues that 
enrich teachers’ professional experience and understanding of the 
complexity of tackling the attainment gap;

 • may offer ‘intermediary’ services, e.g., where committed local managers 
(school/local authority) have good local knowledge and power to sanction 
action.

Shifting local and national policy priorities 
and changes in resources and staffing 
locally present a challenge to the pace of 
progress and sustainability of activity.

Interactions with university staff.Successful enquiry generates  
increasingly sophisticated demand for statistical and analytical skills 
development.

Scale of activity, e.g., number of schools 
involved and distance between them, 
distance from university research support.

Frequent and targeted whole-programme events organized by non-school 
partners, e.g., universities.These give relevant staff time for planning/
discussion.

Lack of access to additional support 
from other specialist services, e.g., 
psychological services.

Using a range of approaches, including Lesson Study, instructional rounds, 
improvement science and collaborative action research.This strategy 
allows a particular approach to be matched to the specific aim, nature of 
enquiry questions and the local context being researched and developed.

Teachers with advanced qualifications.Master’s degree education enables 
teachers to apply their knowledge and expertise to support others’ 
learning.

Teacher ownership of improvement.Best when supported by local/district 
authorities who communicate developments and foster professional 
dialogue.

and community groups in order to tackle 
inequality across a wider front. Relevant 
research (e.g., Carter-Wall & Whitfield, 
2012; Chapman et al., 2011; Egan, 2013) has 
also shown that measures to tackle educa-
tional inequity and the attainment gap need to 
look beyond learning and teaching to address:

•	 pupil well-being;
•	 enrichment experiences;
•	 engaging parents and families in their children’s 

learning;
•	 strengthening links with communities.

Parental and family engagement is the most 
important factor, outside of schools, in influ-
encing the achievement of children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. Therefore, 
multi-agency working is key to partnership 
working to tackle educational inequity, e.g., 
in supporting school–family links, out-of-
hours learning and mentoring interventions. 
There needs to be further coordinated work 
that links the full range of assets available 
both within and also externally to the com-
munity to achieve collective impact (Henig 
et al., 2015).
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Commentary

We need to move on from the mindset of a 
linear, phased perspective on the develop-
ment of school improvement (Hopkins 
et al., 2014), and develop a forward-looking 
holistic approach to improving the life 
chances of children. This approach requires 
deeper understanding not only about school-
level improvement processes but, as I have 
highlighted in this chapter, it is also about 
building collective capacity through school-
to-school collaboration and collaborative 
enquiry. Furthermore, perhaps most impor-
tantly, we need to determine the most effec-
tive approaches to link schools into other 
public services and agencies. We need to 
shift the emphasis from within-school, to 
between-school and beyond-school improve-
ment if we are to optimize improvement 
efforts in educational systems.

This shift in emphasis is complicated by 
the challenge of working across organiza-
tional, geographical and professional bound-
aries and also by the fact that as we move 
from within- to between- and beyond-school 
improvement the knowledge base associ-
ated with effective improvement strategies 
becomes less secure. Put simply, we can be 
more confident about what needs to be done 
within schools, but we become less so as we 
move to between-school improvements, and 
even less so as we move into the territory of 
beyond-school improvement. Therefore, the 
focus of future research and experimentation 
must be the successful structures and pro-
cesses associated with between- and beyond-
school improvement.

As previously noted, the knowledge that 
underpins this approach has been generated 
over decades of development and research 
activity and can be found in a diverse range 
of systems, including those in Hong Kong, 
Australia, the USA and Canada, and, more 
recently, South America, Russia and parts 
of Asia. Research has demonstrated that 
the most effective school improvements are 

also locally owned and led by teachers and 
school leaders, collecting and using data 
appropriately, conducting enquiry, and work-
ing in partnership and collaboration with 
like-minded professionals and stakeholders 
(Ainscow et al., 2012; Chapman, 2008, 2012, 
2015; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009; Earl &  
Katz, 2006; Hadfield & Chapman, 2009; 
Kerr et al., 2003).

While collaborative enquiry-driven ini-
tiatives like the SIPP have an important role 
to play in delivering specific outcomes and 
acting as vehicles for meaningful profes-
sional learning, their real value may lie in 
their leverage for handing greater responsi-
bility,  decision-making, ownership and, per-
haps most crucially, power over to teachers. 
Lawrence Stenhouse’s words on this issue 
are just as relevant now as they were over a 
third of a century ago:

Only the pursuit of research directly applied to the 
curriculum and teaching puts the teacher in  
the power position; for he [sic] is in possession of 
the only valid laboratory, the classroom. 
(Stenhouse, 1980, p. 44)

Stenhouse (1980) reminds us that it is teach-
ers who change classrooms, not policies or 
protocols. Initiatives based on networking 
and collaboration, such as SIPP, provide a 
positive context that places teachers at the 
centre of educational change and empowers 
them to lead the change at a time when so 
many policies place them at the margins, 
with little power or control. If schools are to 
play their full role in tackling educational 
inequities in an authentic way, we must place 
teachers and teacher leadership at the centre 
of reforms and provide the power and 
resources to undertake the task in hand 
within their own schools, in collaboration 
with other schools and in partnership with 
the communities and families they serve. 
This move to further empower teachers pro-
vides us with a significant opportunity to 
both raise the bar and close the gap in educa-
tional outcomes for all of our children.
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To close the gap in educational outcomes 
that results from disadvantage, we need to 
better understand the mechanisms, structures 
and processes needed to build professional 
capital across a range of service providers. 
Moving from thinking about building teach-
ers’ professional capital or educator’s profes-
sional capital to what is required and how to 
optimize the support for building professional 
capital across the public services in more 
detail will open up new possibilities for sup-
porting the holistic development of children 
from the most disadvantaged backgrounds.

Richer rewards will be gained from build-
ing collective capacity between schools 
through school-to-school collaboration. As 
this chapter has demonstrated, there is emerg-
ing evidence from a range of school-based 
networks to suggest that network-based col-
laborative enquiry-driven approaches, under-
pinned by the intelligent use of performance 
and contextual data, can improve not just 
the leadership experiences and opportunities 
available to teachers, but also, crucially, the 
learning outcomes for students.

The opportunities for teacher leaders to 
work with other educationalists and profes-
sionals is a positive and undervalued aspect 
of teacher leaders’ work. The SIPP provided 
some opportunities for this to occur but more 
needs to be done if we are to develop a seam-
less holistic approach to our children’s edu-
cation that moves beyond professional silos 
to create an inter-professional ‘community of 
inquiry within a community of social practice’ 
where there is a shared language, both literally 
and figuratively, in terms of values, knowl-
edge and procedures (Argyris, Putnam, &  
Smith, 1985, p. 34).

Stretching the focus from ‘within-schools’ 
to ‘between-schools’ will strengthen this 
collective capacity for better outcomes, but 
it is no panacea. We need to develop our 
approaches to ‘beyond-school’ improve-
ment. There are interesting examples of 
this type of working in some systems and it 
would seem there are lessons to be learned 

from the work of the Harlem Children’s Zone 
in the United States: this project offers some 
promising ideas that have translated into pos-
itive outcomes on the ground. Place-based 
approaches, taking school-to-school collabo-
ration to the next level by connecting schools 
to their communities and neighbourhoods, 
are experiencing a revival in many systems. 
For example, in the UK, Save the Children’s 
‘Children’s Communities’ have gained trac-
tion, there are examples of similar efforts 
in Wales and Northern Ireland. In Scotland, 
Children’s Neighbourhoods Scotland (see 
https://childrensneighbourhoodsscotland.
com), a research and developmental collabo-
ration between the University of Glasgow and 
the Glasgow Centre for Population Health, is 
using the principles of collective impact to 
prototype a Scottish placed-based approach 
in the East End of Glasgow.

Stretching from within- to between- and 
beyond-school improvement is difficult and 
complex, requiring a fundamental rethink-
ing of roles and relationships within the sys-
tem. Continuing as we have done until now 
will simply extend the problem identified 
by Payne (2008), leading to an exponential 
decontextualization, failure of implementa-
tion and replication of educational inequity. 
We need a significant cultural shift in how 
we construct our professional identities and 
perceive our positions within the education 
system if the social and educational changes 
we want are to become a reality. We will have 
to rethink not only with whom we work, but 
also how and where we work, blurring insti-
tutional boundaries. I argue that the key pri-
orities for supporting the cultural shift that 
is required to optimize educational improve-
ment can be distilled into three areas:

 A renewed focus on professional 
 development. This focus is the key to construct-
ing a new genre of education professional. This 
new professional will grow from a linkage of 
initial pre- and in-service education in a way that 
challenges assumptions about traditional roles 
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and responsibilities and has a profound effect on 
how new and established education profession-
als view themselves and understand their work. 
Most importantly, these new professionals will 
be well placed to challenge established cultural 
norms within the system.

 A commitment to ownership of ‘what works 
and why’. This area revitalizes professionalism 
and reinforces the appetite for change. Newly 
empowered education professionals will have 
freedom to invest in a range of evidence-based, 
localized experiments, monitoring their impact 
and using findings to inform refinements that 
promote locally-owned models of practice, which 
are tailored to specific contexts and are more 
likely to meet the needs of all students.

 A dedication to joined-up public service 
provision. This area is a prerequisite for opti-
mizing educational outcomes for all students. 
Traditionally, we have focused on within-school 
improvement, which has delivered limited 
returns. At best, it has increased schools’ capac-
ity to manage change for the longer term, while, 
at worst, it has tactically ratcheted up test scores 
at the expense of capacity building. Improving 
learning levels is crucial and within-school 
approaches rightfully have a place in an improve-
ment agenda. However, it is becoming clear that 
the pursuit of within-school approaches alone 
will generate lower and lower returns for the 
energy invested. Mobilizing elements of public 
services to provide a coordinated framework for 
within-, between- and beyond-school improve-
ment will have the effect of challenging inequi-
ties that the educational system cannot deal with 
in isolation.

Our findings highlight the potential for disci-
plined collaborative enquiry to be a key lever 
for change within, between and beyond 
schools. While our current experience of 
working in this area reveals an evidence base 
that is strongest for within-school improve-
ment, the true potential for networked col-
laboration beyond schools is just beginning 
to emerge. The knowledge base about ‘what 
works’ and ‘why’ decreases as one moves 
away from classrooms and individual school 
settings, but the potential for improvement 
increases as the focus shifts towards collabo-
rative improvement efforts between schools 

and beyond them. For this reason, policy 
makers should invest even more heavily in 
developing research and development inter-
ventions between schools and beyond schools 
as holistic, place-based approaches designed 
to generate collective impact (Henig et  al., 
2015) on children’s lives. As we look for-
ward, this approach is an important area for 
future development and there are encourag-
ing signs that policy makers are beginning to 
acknowledge some of the improvements and 
gains made through these collaborative 
approaches.
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