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Abstract

This article is a systematic literature review aimed at providing a comprehensive
overview of the implementation of the Kahui Ako | Communities of Learning policy
in Aotearoa New Zealand. This policy seeks to improve student outcomes through
collaborative networks of schools emphasising the importance of network leadership
in initiating and co-ordinating systemic change. This review examines the available
evidence on the ways in which these school networks operate and how network lead-
ership responds to local needs and environments. Review data included a total of 16
studies from the empirical literature resulting in four main organisational processes
and patterns of interaction: (1) relationships building focusing on trust; (2) press
for system-wide coherence; (3) knowledge exchange; and (4) collaborative work.
Our findings suggest that achieving high levels of alignment and coherence within
the Kahui Ako policy is a key factor for meaningful implementation, challenging to
achieve, and requires ongoing attention.

Keywords Community of learning - Kahui Ako - Collaboration - Leadership -
Educational reform - Systematic review

Introduction

In the context of Aotearoa New Zealand, the “Investing in Educational Success”
(IES) policy announced by the Government in 2014 had put forward a NZ$359 mil-
lion budget to help improve student achievement by emphasising Indigenous Maori
students’ attainment. According to the Ministry of Education (2016, p. 2), the IES
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was designed to provide “targeted tools and resources to build teaching capability
and improve learning (ako) and achievement for all students” through three main
initiatives: first, Kahui Ako | Communities of Learning (CoL)l; second, a teacher-
led innovation fund and third, a principal recruitment allowance which would ena-
ble struggling schools to attract highly effective principals who could significantly
increase student achievement. The Education Review Office (ERO) (2016) argued
that one of the primary purposes of the Kahui Ako | CoL initiative was to improve
educational outcomes for Maori implementing the aspirations of Te Tiriti o Wait-
angi (The Treaty of Waitangi).” This policy aimed at geographically coherent net-
works of schools, releasing funding support and sharing professional expertise that
led to the creation of several new positions of teacher and principal leadership.

CoLs operate as a voluntary cluster of schools that come together to agree on
shared “achievement challenges” in their efforts to establish collaborative opportuni-
ties for learning within and across the network. Achievement challenges are often
focused on specific targets for student achievement related to reading, writing and
mathematics but also student well-being. A Memorandum of Agreement is signed
by the board of trustees and principals from each school outlining how they will
work together. There are currently 220 Kahui Ako operating in New Zealand con-
sisting of more than two thirds of the total number of schools (n=1868), 1551 early
learning services, 11 tertiary providers, educating 700,000 children and young peo-
ple (Ministry of Education, n.d). Such networks involve a number of individuals
from multiple schools who are expected to work collaboratively on agreed objec-
tives. Three main roles have been created to lead this collaborative work on two-year
appointments: a CoL leader (usually a principal), across-school teacher and within-
school teacher. Release time of up to two days per week as well as travel grants and
networking allowances are provided through the Ministry.

Thrupp (2018) argues that the implementation of the IES policy highlights politi-
cal pressures on the education sector with the process being understood and inter-
preted differently within and across schools and education organisations. He further
stresses the importance of critical understanding of educational leadership grounded
in the principles of social justice. Early reports on the success of this initiative sug-
gest that the variability in the system and the levels of across school collaboration
envisioned by the policy are far from successful despite the aspiration for and effort
toward greater coherence (Sinnema et al., 2020; Wiley, 2016).

The professional and social challenges faced by leaders through these organisa-
tional structures are becoming increasingly complex. At the same time, their role
features high levels of ambiguity and uncertainty in achieving desired outcomes for
all. To shed more light into the ways in which these leaders work and how these
school networks operate, this study systematically reviews the existing literature to
identify and examine the characteristics of Kahui Ako | CoL and the strategies used

! Throughout this article, we use interchangeably the terms Kahui Ako and Communities of Learning
(CoL). One or the other may be more connotative depending upon the audience.

2 Founding document of the country written and signed in 1840 as a means of partnership between
Maori and the government (represented by the Crown) of New Zealand.
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by individuals who hold a formal leadership role in these networks. To our knowl-
edge, this is the first review to synthesise the empirical literature on CoLs contrib-
uting to a more holistic picture for networked systems and leadership practices in
Aotearoa New Zealand.

Taking the reality and current research into consideration, this study posed the
following questions: How school networks operate in Aotearoa New Zealand and
what accounts do network leaders and other educators give of their work? How do
these accounts help us (re)consider the need for lateral school to school collabora-
tions in ways which knowledge, leadership expertise and capacity are transferred
between schools? To answer these questions, we identify and analyse relevant publi-
cations in the scholarly and grey literature about Kahui Ako | CoL and, in so doing,
seek to address the challenges that must be confronted if networked improvement in
New Zealand schools is to occur. In looking at networks in education, this study is
informed by the international literature on across-school organisational forms char-
acterised by meaningful collaboration, distributed knowledge across participants
and coordination of networked action (Azorin et al., 2020; Kools & Stoll, 2016;
Rincén-Gallardo & Fullan, 2016). In this sense, this study maps the ways in which
collaborative activity between schools in New Zealand is intrinsically linked to the
broader policy context.

In what follows, the systematic review methodology adopted here is described.
Then, the results section presents descriptive summaries of the publications and
the main themes of organisational processes and patterns of interaction. The arti-
cle concludes by discussing how the findings are connected to the realities of lead-
ing change in complex educational organisations and offers implications for policy
research and practice.

Methodology

Systematic reviews are increasingly being used to comprehensively assess in a rig-
orous and transparent manner the current state of knowledge around diverse areas
and identify gaps and future research directions to reach conclusions from a wide
body of scientific literature (Petticrew & Roberts, 2006). This review followed the
guiding steps proposed by Petticrew and Roberts (2006) including: carrying out a
literature search, screening based on inclusion criteria, extracting information and
synthesising.

Literature Search

A systematic search in three scholarly databases (i.e., Scopus, Web of Science,
ProQuest) offering extensive coverage of the social sciences was first conducted to
capture relevant literature. We searched the aforementioned databases in the title,
abstract, and keywords using the following keywords: “Community/ies of learning”
or “Kahui Ako”, and “New Zealand” or “Aotearoa”. The search was conducted in
June 2022. Google Scholar was also searched using the same keywords to identify
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potentially relevant studies, not indexed in the above databases, and therefore omit-
ted from our initial search.

In addition to the database search, a targeted search was conducted to ensure that
relevant research has not been missed. This included manual searches in relevant
journals known to us as publishing studies from the New Zealand context and con-
sultations with the reference lists of studies resulted from our initial database search
to identify additional relevant studies.

A set of inclusion criteria was employed to screen the publications located
through our search. Specifically, we included studies written in English and pub-
lished after 2014, which was the date of the CoL policy announcement. We selected
studies that follow academic research standards and present empirical evidence
since we were interested in the ways leaders engage in networked approaches. To
keep our search inclusive, we searched for different types of outputs (e.g., journal
articles, book chapters, policy reports).> By doing that, we expect that a variety of
viewpoints would be included. Although the concepts, language, and tools behind
the policy narrative around networked communities derive from several itera-
tions within the broader literature such as “communities of practice” and “profes-
sional learning communities” and several countries have experimented with these
terms, we did not include studies that used samples outside of New Zealand. This is
because these contexts are significantly different. In this way, only publications with
a focus on practices taking place in school networks Kahui Ako/CoL in the context
of Aotearoa New Zealand were included in this review.

Screening Process

Following the removal of duplicates, the search yielded a total of 38 unique publica-
tions. Screening for inclusion in the review occurred in two stages. First, the inclu-
sion criteria were applied to the titles and abstracts and second, to the full text of
publications, to determine whether they are relevant to be included in the review.

Following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Anal-
yses (PRISMA) method (Moher et al., 2009), Fig. 1 illustrates the screening and
selection process. A total of 16 publications was retained for analysis described in
the following section. A list of these publications is included in the references.

Data Extraction and Analysis

As a first step, study characteristics were extracted for descriptive coding using the
following variables: authors, year of publication, publication type (e.g., journal arti-
cles, book chapter, policy report), main research aim, instruments of data collection,
target population (e.g., leaders, teachers, parents, students), and sample size.

3 We have not included PhD thesis or Master’s dissertations as part of this search. For those who are
interested, please see Aim (2019) and Dibben (2019). We also acknowledge a small strand of evidence
based on Principals’ Sabbatical reports which were excluded from our final selection based on our crite-
ria (e.g., Walsh, 2019).
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Fig. 1 Screening process and search results

As a second step, a more in-depth analysis was conducted following a thematic syn-
thesis approach (Booth et al., 2021) to identify common patterns in the organisation and
management of CoLs that could explain systemic improvement. We extracted small
paragraphs from the results of the studies in which networked activities were presented.
The extracted information was treated as raw data, which we initially coded focusing
on determining cross-school trends and leadership patterns. These initial descriptive
codes were refined through constant comparison to develop descriptive themes. Our
analysis concluded with the development of four patterns of interaction and organisa-

tional processes in CoLs.
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Results

In this section, an overview of the descriptive results from the studies included in
this review is presented, followed by the four main organisational processes and pat-
terns of interaction identified in the literature.

Overview

Table 1 details descriptive variables coded for a total of 16 studies. As can be seen,
most studies (n=10) are published as reports and were found to employ a vari-
ety of methods for data collection, i.e., interviews (n=35), surveys (n=8), with a
small number employing a combination of methods (n=2). A noticeable finding
is that almost a third of the reviewed documents is written by Wylie or Wylie and
colleagues.

Patterns of Interaction

The four main patterns identified are: (1) relationships building focusing on trust;
(2) press for system-wide coherence; (3) knowledge exchange; and (4) collaborative
work. Table 2 shows a brief explanation of what each of them entails.

Relationships Building and Trust

The significance of building relationships through a common set of values, beliefs,
and expectations of members within the network has been a fundamental driver
for Kahui Ako initiatives across the literature that we reviewed (Greany & Kamp,
2022; PPTA, 2017; Sinnema et al., 2021). Most authors highlight the need to define
shared objectives in cultivating trust and alignment of a wide range of stakehold-
ers around those objectives. Highfield and Webber (2021), for example, explored
Maori student engagement in one CoL led by a Maori deputy principal. Their find-
ings suggest that culturally relevant approaches embraced by teachers and leaders in
the CoL acknowledged the engagement of the wider community. In this way, they
were able to deeply understand the students, families, and community they seek to
serve and develop the cultural competence to operate in truly culturally responsive
ways. Despite the encouragement by school leaders to engage teachers in holding
high expectations for all Maori students, the authors identified a lack of consistent
evidence-based monitoring and evaluation system for Maori academic progress.
Another example of relationships building was found in the study conducted by
ERO (2016), which carried out multi-perspective case studies of three Kahui Ako
by exploring the purpose and performance of this organisational structure. This
report outlined key common factors of “success” assumed to influence progress and
achievement of learners through sharing common practices to build partnerships
and relational trust by sharing data, resources, and strategies for learning needs and
willingness to monitor and evaluate improvement efforts. The report suggested that
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Table 2 Description of network patterns

Patterns Distinguishing characteristics

Relationships building and trust ~ Social connections among network members and the emergence of
relational trust, intentional roles, relationships, norms, and identi-
ties

Press for system-wide coherence  Alignment of structures, roles, processes, and systems

Knowledge exchange Transfer, receipt, and integration of knowledge across network
participants
Collaborative work Engaging in collaborative activities and working together to solve

issues and address common challenges

among the roles that are critical to the success of Kahui Ako such as the across-
school teacher and the within-school teacher, the role of the Kahui Ako leader is
paramount in that they take a lead role in initiating, coordinating, and facilitating
the work of the network as a whole by working with a range of stakeholders across
multiple levels of the system.

Press for System-Wide Coherence

Although the Kahui Ako policy may appear coordinated, our findings suggest that it
may not be experienced as such by educators, especially when emphasising equity
and the most disadvantaged schools and/or students (Highfield & Webber, 2021;
NANP, 2022; Sinnema et al., 2020; Wylie & Hodgen, 2020). This presented a chal-
lenge as policy alignment was found to be difficult to make sense of, or interpret, as
coherent. Sinnema et al. (2020) explored collaborative initiatives and advice-seeking
in one CoL. Their social network analysis revealed misalignment around intended
policy goals and patterns of practice on the ground, limited opportunities for shar-
ing system-wide leadership expertise, though strong within-school collaborative ties
were found. They concluded that social conditions across the CoL as a whole still
remained at initial phases of development suggesting that the use of social network
patterns is critical in our understanding of policy implementation. By doing so, cen-
tral actors in networks (e.g., leaders) would play a significant role in creating bet-
ter connections and opportunities for systemic alignment as a central ingredient to
achieve networked improvement.

Evidence presented by the Post Primary Teachers’ Association (PPTA) (2017)
and the New Zealand Educational Institute (NZEI) (2017) suggest that the lack of a
“community infrastructure” in the environment of these networks hinders the ability
of practicing members to build some consistency across schools despite occurring
in the context of a more decentralised structure. As these reports reveal, a pluralistic
vision of infrastructure and design that are part of a coherent and integrated struc-
ture would be needed to lead to consistency of outcomes. These findings point to the
need for building locally relevant educational infrastructures and addressing equity-
related challenges, should this model be successful over time.
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Knowledge Exchange

Our findings suggest that a key unresolved issue in CoLs is how to ensure the trans-
fer, receipt, and integration of knowledge across network participants, pointing to
the attention that is needed to the ways in which members are connected. There was
some evidence to suggest that while CoLs often leverage existing social connec-
tions, in most cases network leaders would need to cultivate new connections and
strengthen existing and emerging ones (NANP, 2021, 2022; PPTA, 2017; Sinnema
et al., 2021).

There were opportunities to become connected with other schools and staff mem-
bers at different levels of seniority through the sharing of expertise and problem
solving which aimed to create leverage for resources and knowledge across school
systems. Sinnema et al. (2021) found that perceptions of greater discussion utility
are associated with higher levels of influence on improvements in professional prac-
tice. Educators seeking advice around teaching and learning from a group of peers
perceived the CoL network to impact higher levels of improvement in their practice,
whereas perceptions from resource providers were found to be related to lower lev-
els of improvement in their own professional practice. Their findings suggest that
teachers appeared to benefit more from network participation than those with formal
leadership positions. This might be attributed to the structure of the network and the
time and effort required from network leaders to transfer and receive knowledge or
provide resources to the seeker.

The 3-year cycle reports from New Zealand Council for Educational Research
provide a national viewpoint on teaching and learning in English-medium primary
and intermediate schools through a survey of randomly selected principals, teach-
ers, trustees, and parents (Wylie & MacDonald, 2020; Wylie et al., 2017). In the
latest report, several items focused on interactions between schools and Kahui
Ako involvement. Overall, principals had a positive and empowering view of their
engagement in collaborative work with other schools in terms of principals’ mutual
support, greater shared understanding of student needs in their local communities,
network-wide teacher professional development opportunities to improve teaching
in schools and changing school practices. However, more than half of the principals
expressed concerns around the work on shared local curriculum while two thirds saw
no useful student engagement with the wider community. These responses some-
what contradict one of the key drivers of the Kahui Ako policy which is to foster
connection and accountability to local communities and to localise the curriculum.

Similarly, a report by Wylie and Hodgen (2020) uses an aggregated data set based
on data from a survey of school principals and teachers on the use of a voluntary
tool designed for schools and Kahui Ako to understand more about teaching, school,
and principal leadership practices in New Zealand schools. The authors contend that
views on higher Kahui Ako participation may reflect the development of this model
over time although the evidence shows a range of different experiences regarding
its intended benefits. The key messages and the picture emerging from the afore-
mentioned reports remain mixed as there seems to be significant variability in the
stakeholders’ experiences and levels of participation, which could make the overall
model effects hard to measure and therefore struggle to provide the expected forms
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of collaboration and networking as a lever for school improvement and equitable
student outcomes for all. In addition, the study by Bennett (2022) in one Kahui
Ako found contextual variability and inconsistencies in several (teacher) coach-
ing aspects within and between schools. This presented significant challenges in
achieving wide-spread engagement across partner schools. Teacher release time and
turnover were also found to be influenced by the principals’ administrative support
stressing the role of school leaders as important predictors in teachers’ mobility and
long-term retention. This finding demonstrates a need to consider to what degree
across-school organisational mobility in a Kahui Ako affects intra-school stability
and performance.

Collaborative Work

A strong focus on collaboration within and between schools was widely reported in
a number of studies we reviewed (ERO, 2016; NZEI, 2017, PPTA, 2017; Sinnema
et al., 2020). The synthesis of the findings in the research conducted by NZEI (2017)
showed that participating in this model provided additional opportunities for col-
laboration and collegiality whereas time management and increased pressure from
the Ministry to amend or make changes to agreed achievement plan guides consti-
tuted some of the challenges faced by the participating leaders. The report concludes
that such pressure can drive school leaders to impatience and anxiety over “missing
out” on networking, resulting in a climate of tension and fear that interferes with the
learning of both students and adults alike.

Similarly, the report by PPTA (2017) found that although consultation on col-
laborative initiatives was evident in the survey responses of different school staff
members and leaders, it was mainly dominated by principals and therefore resulted
to a lower sense of greater ownership of the process, especially by teachers. This
highlights the importance of transferring “ownership” of processes of change from
leaders to teachers recognising the role of teacher agency. Charteris and Smardon
(2018) discussed the notion of principals’ agency in the implementation of the CoL.
policy. The findings of this study reflect both current and evolving conceptions of
school leaders as “change makers” while policy initiatives such as CoLs ultimately
influence their professional positioning, leadership actions and agency.

The survey of reappointed Kahui Ako leaders and across schoolteachers carried
out by the New Appointments National Panel (NANP) (2022) found that reappointed
leaders perceived their role as a “career bonus” but also as strategically oriented with
an ability to see the “big picture” and understand the contribution that partnerships
can make. They also acknowledged the need to strengthen culturally responsive
practices, advancing STEM and reframe the curriculum to address local needs but
felt they were being pigeonholed in a hierarchy that challenged their work across a
range of different boundaries. A number of challenges were perceived to slow down
collaborative efforts including lack of shared clarity about roles and responsibilities,
inefficient systems and processes, mixed engagement and commitment and difficul-
ties in ensuring coherent learning pathways for akonga/students due to contextual
differences between member schools. These challenges were complemented with a
disappointment in the wider-system’s lack of interest and appreciation of their work
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referring to professional jealousy and the additional demands of time devotion due
to the nature of the network roles as set by the Ministry. Suggestions by the NANP
(2022) included increased flexibility, time, and tenure that would enable Kahui Ako
role holders understand and respond to growing organisational complexities and
move leadership to a more adaptive model in their efforts to achieve system-wide
reform. These findings suggest that as of yet, there is no systematic professional
development in place to support growing these types of leadership roles. Perhaps,
this is an opportunity for a new cadre of “system leaders” from the ground up.

Discussion

Based on the search conducted, it is evident that there is limited empirical work on
Kahui Ako | CoL despite the IES policy being in place since 2014. Our findings
show that most of the studies appear to merge into a cohesive yet sparse literature
base that shares relatively similar notions of the ways in which these networks oper-
ate and how formal leadership roles are enacted.

Our review demonstrates that trust in a network is founded on expectations of rec-
iprocity and the quality of relationships between members and organisations. Inter-
national studies that examined the process of relational trust in organisations sug-
gest that the quality of relationships is a strong predictor of respect, personal regard,
openness and integrity among others (Bryk et al., 2010; Notman & Henry, 2011;
Tschannen-Moran, 2014; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). Examples of this relationship
areas in the case of Kahui Ako, include within teams working together to inform
improvement efforts in their local context, among members in different teams and
between network leaders and members. In addition, the importance of relationships
may be seen as a key enabler of culturally responsive pedagogies (Berryman et al.,
2015; Bishop et al., 2009; Hynds et al., 2011). Initiating and sustaining pedagogical
approaches in ways that are just and responsive to the needs of Maori would essen-
tially validate local Maori knowledge systems and sites of cultural significance as
being rich learning contexts (Macfarlane et al., 2019).

As a foundational building block of a continuous improvement culture, across-
school trust was found to be both a facilitator but also a barrier to network develop-
ment. The ability to create and sustain relationships is a critical leadership and man-
agement responsibility for network leaders (Popp et al., 2014; Provan et al., 2007).
Trust requires time and energy to become a social resource for systemic change and
improvement. Fullan (2016) suggests that systems improvement should be based on
three main principles: deep change in the culture of learning, local ownership of
the learning agenda, and a system of continuous improvement and innovation that
is simultaneously bottom-up, top-down, and sideways. This highlights the stra-
tegic importance of addressing the complexity of system-wide initiatives because
they need to impact simultaneously on social, cultural, organisational, and technical
dimensions of the education system.

Our findings are also in line with other studies that describe strong relationships
and trust as a foundation for networks and collaborative leadership (Ainscow, 2016;
Eckert, 2019; Jappinen et al., 2016; Muijs, 2015). Purposeful actions especially
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when taken by leaders drawn from the studies in this review may relate to the con-
ceptual development of collaborative leadership as an emergent process when the
stakeholders create powerful synergy using shared and collective endeavours aim-
ing to co-create new leadership thinking and working practices. This emergence of
interactional sensemaking process subsequently occurs within educational leader-
ship understood here as a complex relational process.

Importantly, our review showed a notable lack of attention to a coherent sys-
tem design with several misalignments across organisational and policy levels and
schools that hindered buy-in and every member understanding how their work con-
tributes toward the network’s vision and goals. Successful policy implementation
requires both reflecting a high level of alignment in the policy environment, shared
expectations, and resources and creating a sense of coherence that policies are con-
sistent and comprehensible to those who experience them (Dibben & Youngs, 2022;
Elmore, 2004; Hatch, 2009; Robinson et al., 2011, 2017). In other words, educators
“craft coherence” (Honig & Hatch, 2004) by actively engaging in a sensemaking
process as they interpret how policies connect to their own knowledge and beliefs
about school and network improvement efforts. Though difficult to achieve in prac-
tice, working toward coherence encourages the alignment of structures, roles, pro-
cesses, and systems in ways that help meet educational improvement goals.

In addition, the value of collaborative networks also required intensive interac-
tions in a trusted collegiate environment working towards creating the conditions
for learning impact and continuous improvement. This is consistent with the con-
struct of learning communities in which reflective professional inquiry takes place
through practices such as participating in reflective dialogue, transforming tacit
knowledge to shared knowledge through meaningful interaction and applying new
ideas and information to problem solving (Azorin et al., 2020; Bryk et al., 2015;
Gomez et al., 2016; Stoll et al., 2006). In a similar vein, Katz and Earl (2010, p. 28)
argued that networked learning communities create conditions within and between
schools which enable staff to “move outside of their typical contexts to engage with
a broader scope of ideas and possibilities” whereby inter-organisational collabora-
tion is praised as a productive mechanism that generates, and provides access to and
distributes knowledge as a vehicle for continuous improvement.

The above principles were often present in policy texts and in the discourse of
distributed leadership and collaborative professional learning communities of prac-
tice; but were rarely adopted into action. Although the structural and operational
changes in the environment of CoLs hold the potential to function as learning organ-
isations grounded in a knowledge management system, the role and involvement of
organisational members in the establishment and ongoing support of such a system
was unclear. Kamp (2019) calls for political leadership that provides a context in
which direction and policies are structurally able to sustain system-wide change via
authentic forms of collaborative ethos. We argue that systemic investment in net-
worked improvement infrastructures must align with organisational vision and strat-
egies that enable knowledge sharing, effective communication, and collaboration
across the communities about what is being learned and embrace the need to col-
lectively learn how to improve to advance the vision of success for all students in the
system.
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Future Research Agenda

Future studies might probe further into the (re)building of educational infrastruc-
tures to explore whether systemic investment can unpack the nature of systems
leadership in networked improvement communities, complement our work and
make a significant contribution to the field of organisational change. Attention to
equity challenges as well as to sets of tools and structures that both policymakers
and practitioners use to shape leadership and teaching practice in their particular
local contexts would provide a better understanding of school improvement net-
works as a strategy for large-scale reform.

Moreover, future theorising and empirical work needs to highlight the strategic
importance of addressing complexity. Research is needed to examine how educa-
tors understand and respond to complexity, systemic connections, and multiple
systems of interdependent problems in the context of CoLs. For these problems to
be solved, systems of coordinated and interdependent solutions are required.

A future research agenda also deserves attention to the process by which edu-
cators individually and collectively make sense of the Kahui Ako policy and
how this is influenced by their values, beliefs, social context, knowledge, and
experience.

In this respect, inter-organisational interactions would be seen as a coherent
cross-boundary activity system where work would break down traditional organi-
sational silos and encourage collaboration across system levels. Because network
leaders span these different levels of the education system, they are well posi-
tioned to ensure ideas, knowledge, and practices from one level to another and
influence other educators’ access to and understanding of those ideas.

Implications and Conclusion

This study can serve as a valuable overview of the Kahui Ako policy and the set
of processes that are in place in these school networks. The review may be of
interest to educators and policymakers working to coordinate and support the suc-
cessful implementation of CoLs. Our findings suggest that developing and sus-
taining high-quality and highly aligned systems and professional learning expe-
riences across schools represent a major challenge for those who are involved.
Achieving coherence is an important component for meaningful implementation
and needs ongoing attention to policy alignment and coordination by educators
and policymakers.

These networks need to solve puzzles of design, implementation, improvement,
and sustainability, each of which needs substantial efforts from change makers to
work with others to develop the kind of community infrastructure and organisa-
tional support for that infrastructure that will create the conditions for it to work
in practice. Our findings suggest there is promising evidence that network leaders
can advance collaborative communities of professional practice through adopting

@ Springer



356 New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies (2023) 58:341-359

specific ways of thinking and acting in their daily work. A sense of shared coher-
ence-making across multiple voices may help network members embrace uncer-
tainty through a complex systems mindset, see the big picture and understand
their role in driving change and innovation at system-wide levels. The Teaching
Council of Aotearoa New Zealand | Matati Aotearoa (2022) which is the pro-
fessional body representing teachers across all levels of schooling, has recently
published a 5-year strategic plan refresh (2022-2027) setting out its strategic
direction and priority actions aiming to maximise the success of every learner
through highly effective leadership and teaching. Among their priority areas, new
approaches are sought to support a high-performing and coherent education sys-
tem calling for the establishment and strengthening of partnerships, communities,
and networks of schools. In this way, cultures, and conditions to foster change
might be established that would enable leaders to better understand the bigger
picture and engage with systems leadership and thinking (Constantinides, 2022;
Gurr et al., 2020; Shaked & Schechter, 2017). This can be attained through pro-
fessional development activities and constant consultation with local commu-
nities and government officials. What remains to be seen, is to what extent the
strengthening of collaborative networks across New Zealand’s education system
can be scaled-up in order to encapsulate the complexity and variation of contexts.
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