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Executive Summary 
 

Ehara taku toa, he takitahi, he toa takitani 

 
Strength is not of the individual but of the collective 

 

Collaborative practice brings together the wisdom, experiences and expertise of 

many so that “challenges are addressed through a coordinated and collective effort” 

(Donohoo & Velasco, 2016, p. xii).  To achieve this requires effective leadership.  

 

This fellowship examines the skills and initiatives required for effective leadership of 

principal colleagues and teacher-leaders (classroom teachers with a leadership role) 

within a network, so that they in turn improve teacher capability. An examination of 

explicit acts of leadership for collaborative practice within and across schools in 

England, Canada (British Columbia and Ontario), United States of America, Singapore 

and New Zealand was undertaken.  Also informing this work was a review of the 

literature to further understand collaboration, the leadership of leaders (principal 

and teacher-leaders) and finally what collaborative practices grow leadership 

capability.   

 

It became evident throughout the fellowship that there are three key themes when 

considering effective leadership across schools.  The first of these relates to 

leadership and the variety of models evidenced. Such models include a single 

leadership, shared or co-leadership and finally leadership from outside the network 

A Lead Principal (the formal leader/s of networked community of schools) needs a 

distributed and democratic style of leadership that reflects a connected and 

autonomous way of working  (Wenmoth, 2015).  One recommendation is that 

different models of leadership that best support the context and identified needs of 

each learning community are considered.   

 

The second key role of a Lead Principal is about improving and growing the 

leadership capability of teacher-leaders and principal colleagues. Professional 
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learning and development programmes, that align with the collective vision and 

reflect the identified needs of these leaders are recommended. Engaging in inquiry is 

an essential element of the learning as it develops professional agency (Timperley, 

Kaser, & Halbert, 2014).   Agency can also be achieved through a culture of coaching 

where everyone is “open to new learning [and] engage together as professionals 

equally committed to facilitating one another’s leadership learning, development 

and well-being” (Robertson, 2016, pp. 1-2). To lead improvement, there needs to be 

a culture of learning.    

 

Finally, leadership across schools requires clarity around the various models of 

collaborative practice.  Leadership of, with, and for leaders within communities of 

learning requires consultation, flexibility and effective communication.   A further 

recommendation is to establish processes that provide evidence of progress.  

Student achievement information is one key indicator but assurance of the 

effectiveness of leadership and teacher professional learning and development 

programmes is also essential.  Peer review can provide invaluable external 

perspectives which challenge and critique practice based on relationships of trust 

and mutual respect.  

 

The learning, thinking and reflection undertaken as a result of this fellowship have 

been synthesised into a ‘Leadership Across-Schools’ model based on Simon Sinek’s 

golden circle (Sinek, 2009).  In the inner circle, the WHY, is the belief that by leading 

leaders to challenge and grow teacher capability, student outcomes improve.  This 

is the fundamental role of the Lead Principal and informs all decisions.     

 

The next concentric circle, the HOW, relates to the key drivers / enablers of the 

central purpose.  Within the context of the Leadership Across-Schools model, there 

are nine such drivers aimed at growing leader and teacher capability.  These drivers 

reflect relational, organisational and capability growing considerations.  
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The outer circle, the WHAT, considers the agreed tools, products and outcomes. In 

the model there are six outcomes which provide evidence to inform accountability 

measures and the achievement of vision.   

 

A key element to the success of a network is collectively identifying firstly the WHY, 

then the HOW and finally the WHAT. By facilitating the development of the 

network’s own Sinek Circle, a leader will ensure clarity and inform the future 

decisions and actions to be taken.    

 

The effectiveness of a networked learning community “will depend on the clarity 

and the legitimacy of their learning focus for student and teacher learning, the 

strength of the instructional leadership (both formal and informal) and the 

willingness of all to engage in collaborative inquiry that challenges thinking and 

practice, as a routine way of pursuing better outcomes for students” (Katz, Earl, & 

Jaafar, 2009, p. 107).   Successful leaders may well be adept at leading their own 

school but when it comes to leading collaborative practice, Wenmoth (2015) 

suggests a different skill set is required.  By allowing for flexibility in the model of 

leadership, building capability through collaborative inquiry models, and being clear 

about the WHY, HOW and WHAT of the work to be undertaken, the potential for 

significant improvement is maximised.   
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Introduction 
 

Background 

In January 2014, the New Zealand Government announced its ‘Investing in Education 

Success’ policy.  This saw the establishment of Communities of Learning /Kāhui Ako 

(COL) aimed at improving teaching practice, enabling teachers ‘across-schools’ to 

work together for mutual gain, improving student outcomes and supporting 

transition between schools for students.  

 

The first COL leaders were appointed in October 2015.  These geographically 

clustered groupings were led by principals of schools within these networks.  Lead 

Principals were appointed, followed by across-school and within-school leaders.  

These leaders, formal and informal, worked to implement the collectively agreed 

achievement challenges.  At the time of writing, there were 210 Communities of 

Learning in New Zealand involving 1400 leaders supporting approximately 580 000 

students (Ministry of Education, 2017).   

 

Rationale 

The concept of formal networking or in the New Zealand context, Communities of 

Learning / Kāhui Ako, requires connections based on “focused cooperation, leading 

to improved outcomes and strong collective accountability” (Munby & Fullan, 2016, 

p.6).  The leader of these networks needs to identify and develop these connections 

so that there is cohesion and purpose to the work being undertaken for all.   

 

Whilst Lead Principals will have successfully led school wide improvement in their 

own setting, to lead a network of schools relies upon a commitment to achieve a 

coherent vision and set of goals for that collective of schools.   This notion of 

coherence highlights the need to build capacity within formal leaders such as 

principal colleagues and teacher-leaders, thus developing effective collaborative 

inquiry models and having agreed accountability measures (Munby & Fullan, 2016; 

Bryk, 2015).  
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Aims 

The basis of this international research paper is to identify key elements that 

successfully lead collaborative practice across-schools, ultimately improving 

outcomes for students.  To achieve this, interviews were conducted with leaders, 

principals, superintendents and academic leaders in England, Scotland, United States 

of America, Canada, Singapore and New Zealand to answer the following questions:  

 

1. What was the basis of selection for schools in your network / community of 

schools? 

2. How has the network/ community developed formal and informal leadership 

capability within and across schools? 

3. How has collaborative practice been facilitated?    

4. What are your success indicators? 

5. What key systems and processes are critical for effective collaboration?  

 

A review of the current literature provides an academic perspective on across-school 

networks and collaborative practice.  It explores the basis of networks and the 

international commitment to shared learning and growth.  Many practices that 

develop the capability of formal and informal leaders to lead collaborative practice 

are also discussed.   
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Literature Review 
 

Throughout the world there is evidence of leaders moving from an individual or 

siloed position within their schools to actively seeking more collaborative learning 

opportunities, both informal and formal (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). Informal 

collaboration refers to sharing of resources from budgets, charters, policies and 

procedures, to explicit ways of informing learning such as inter-school moderation. 

Formal practices are those more specifically aligned to strategic goals and are 

reflected in school improvement plans. It is the more formal communities or 

networks that are the subject of this review.  

 

It is evident that there is a culture of collaboration amongst schools in many 

countries (Bryk, Gomez, Grunow, & LeMahieu, 2015; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Katz, 

Earl, & Jaafar, 2009; Wenmoth, 2015). Effective leadership of such a culture is critical.   

 

Collaboration  

In the more formal setting, collaboration is achieved by a group of people sharing 

their various perspectives on a common theme.  Sharratt and Planche (2016) define 

collaboration as “co-laboring to become responsible and accountable for our own 

work while supporting the work of other collaborators” (p. 4).    The term “co-

laboring” they suggest, requires interdependence to ensure collective learning is 

gained.  Everyone’s ideas, knowledge and expertise is valued and it is the work of 

many to ensure collective growth.    

 

To really seek new learning there is a need for challenge; challenging talk about 

practice and beliefs, and being open to learning about what we don’t know or are 

not aware of in relation to our practice.    Hargreaves & Fullan (2012) contest that 

collaboration is “joint work that leads to improvement through exploring challenging 

questions about practice together” (p. 112).  Powerful collaboration is not 

necessarily agreeing but ensuring there is a forum for challenge and critique.  
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The notion of collaboration is also about working effectively.  “Working together and 

learning together will make it possible to accomplish so much more than ever before”  

(Bryk A. , 2014, p. 475). Certainly, the ability to share and learn from others bodes 

well for improvements in practice and rich learning if the conditions are right.  

Munby & Fullan (2016) identify eight factors that ensure effective collaboration. 

1. Improved outcomes 

2. Clearly articulated shared moral purpose 

3. Relationships based on transparency, trust and honesty 

4. Commitment to and capacity for effective peer review  

5. Commitment to continuous improvement through collaborative inquiry 

6. Awareness of the need to grow from collaboration to shared professional 

accountability  

7. Engagement from students, teachers, families and communities  

8. Scrutiny and support from other partnerships 

 

Hargreaves & Fullan suggest “professional capital is about collective responsibility, 

not individual autonomy” (p. xv).  For Lead Principals to grow collective responsibility 

the eight factors provide a valuable reference point.   

 

Church (2005) uses the metaphor of a net to demonstrate the value of networks and 

networking as “rigorous and challenging joint work and collaborative enquiry” (p. 3) 

The net reflects the leaders and teachers within a community. The threads are the 

various pathways of each individual school linked through a shared vision and set of 

goals or targets.  The knots are the joint activities that allow for genuine sharing of 

ideas and practice, and learning from each other.  It is the knots that Church 

describes as providing the “benefit, purpose, energy, collective empowerment and 

inspiration” (p. 3).   

 

It is very apparent that effective collaborative practice doesn’t just happen.  It 

requires clear direction, a commitment by all to learn, rigour, review and leadership.   
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Leading Leaders 

Leadership within a school setting can be a complex process.  It is even more 

complex and dynamic when considering leadership across schools. Effective 

leadership is “a defining characteristic” (Education Review Office, 2017, p. 17) in 

ensuring the success of a network.  ERO contends that Lead Principals need to 

consider the perspectives of not just students, professionals and community 

members but also those of the other school leaders.    

 

These Lead Principals are leading leaders and therefore the role becomes more of 

influence rather than authority (Education Review Office, 2017).  The basis of this 

work is about collaborative decision making or “networked leadership” (Wenmoth, 

2015).  Wenmoth argues there are three ways of considering networked leadership; 

leadership of the network, leadership in the network and leadership as a network.   

 

Leadership of the network is based on a more traditional view of leadership where 

there is more likely to be one person who is ultimately responsible for all actions and 

decisions.   

 

Leadership in the network is more open and inclusive.  Roles and responsibilities are 

created within the network.  This model is more about distributed leadership 

allowing for the development of leadership capability and shared responsibility.  

 

Leadership as a network, Wenmoth defines as “relational, collective, and emergent.  

It is both distributed and democratic” (2015, p. 3).  It takes time of course to develop 

the capability and relies on thinking about leadership differently.  It is more, about a 

connected, autonomous way of working.  As Wenmoth suggests, it is more about 

‘we’ than ‘me’.   

 

Thinking about leadership across-schools, as explained above, changes the way the 

Lead Principal works.   The way everyone sees themselves in the network is defined 

as ‘connected autonomy’ (Munby & Fullan, 2016, p. 13).  As the capability and 

empowerment of each member strengthens, it becomes more about a collective 
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sense of ownership.   Munby & Fullan define the skills required as those of a 

transformational system leader.   These Lead Principals balance challenge with 

support, are visible to teacher-leaders and see themselves as part of the solution. 

They, along with the principals, advocate for school-to school sharing of knowledge.    

 

The role of the teacher-leader clearly has importance and a role to play. Teacher 

leadership tends to refer to team leaders or teachers who have responsibility for 

some area of the curriculum, as opposed to deputy or associate principals (Ministry 

of Education, 2012). Teacher-leaders generally have classroom teaching 

responsibilities.  

 

Teacher Leadership 

Leadership within a network is multi-faceted and needs to develop beyond the 

current distributed models of leadership.    It is about approaching the challenge 

from what Gilbert (2015) refers to as within-system initiatives rather than a top 

down model.  The perspectives and knowledge of teacher-leaders are an essential 

aspect of the community being able to grow.  Lead Principals need to consider these 

perspectives and be committed to enabling agentic professional learning. Agentic 

teacher development is defined as “the capacity of teachers to act purposefully and 

constructively to direct their own professional growth and contribute to the growth 

of their colleagues” (Calvert, 2016, p. 52).   This same notion applies in leadership 

development.  When leaders are driving their own development, as a result of being 

supported in knowing what they don’t know, the learning is more purposeful and 

connected to personal requirements.   

  

Skills around ‘negotiation’, ‘leading change’, ‘facilitation’, ‘building and maintaining 

relationships of challenge, trust and respect’ are all required for effective teacher 

leadership.  (New Zealand School Trustees Assocation, 2017).  Munby & Fullan (2016, 

p. 15) expand on these skills.  Teacher leaders, they contest, need to be:  

1. Skilled at giving robust and honest feedback with candour and empathy 

2. Highly data literate to create new insights  

3. Skilled at problem definition and solution design to support innovation  
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4. Collaborative, so they learn from the group and they help the group learn 

5. Committed to shared accountability and collective responsibility  

6. A grasper of nettles, taking on concerns around teacher practice 

7. Aware of and understand whole-system reform 

8. Passionate about and committed to systemic change 

9. Able to network and connect with people 

10. Ambitious for the community whilst maintaining humility for self  

 

For many of the people appointed to a teacher-leader position, it will be their first 

venture into a more formal leadership role. Whilst they may demonstrate many of 

the skills outlined above, clarification, professional learning and development, and 

mentoring is likely needed to fully develop their capability as leaders. Hargreaves & 

Fullan (2012) state the building of this professional capital is in the hands of the Lead 

Principal, however it is not their role alone.  All the principals of schools within the 

community have a responsibility to support the development of leadership capability 

of these new leaders.     

 

Leading Collaborative Practice 

Collaborative groups can operate in various ways such as year group or subject 

teams sharing resources, ideas and planning.  These teachers are there for a 

common purpose in that they all want to learn, there is convivial conversation and 

often they leave with some new idea or resource to put into action. These can be 

collaborative, respectful learning communities.   To ensure authentic ongoing 

professional learning and growth, Bolstad & Gilbert (2012) highlight the role of 

educational leaders in ensuring such a culture is established and developed.  School 

leaders, they argue, “have responsibility for supporting and sustaining a continuous 

culture of learning amongst staff, in a dynamic environment” (p. 45).  A learning 

community, with an authentic commitment to inquire, and act, can really make a 

difference and change practice (Sharratt & Planche, 2016).  There is a need for all to 

understand how a professional learning community, along with inquiry, must 

operate in order to achieve this change in practice.  
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Professional Learning Communities  

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs), are defined as a group of individuals who 

set goals around a common area of focus and work as a team (Bryk, Gomez, Grunow, 

& LeMahieu, 2015; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Sharratt & Planche, 2016).  There is a 

commitment for improvement with mutual trust, respect, and challenge at the core 

of the relationships (Earl & Timperley, 2009).    The key differences between a 

collegial learning community and a professional learning community is the shift from 

inquiry, action and ‘nice’ conversations, to ones that challenge, empower and make 

a real difference.   A leader therefore needs to ensure the conditions for effective 

collaboration are established, that there is a shared understanding of the process, 

and that there is a culture of trust and challenge.    

 

Collaborative Inquiry  

Earl & Timperley (2009) purport that “deep collaboration with evidence and inquiry 

can create the conditions for generating new knowing” (p. 2).  As the fundamental 

notion of Communities of Learning/Kāhui Ako is around collaboration, it is important 

to understand what a collaborative inquiry process entails.  

 

For inquiry to be effective it should involve others to ensure challenge, new ideas 

and perspectives, and change. 

“Engaging in inquiry is a process of developing collective professional agency 

either within a school or across a cluster of schools. Inquiry is difficult for 

individual teachers to do in isolation from their colleagues or from leaders. 

Nor can leaders decide what the focus of their inquiry should be. It is the 

collaborative inquiry process that matters” (Timperley, Kaser, & Halbert, 

2014, p. 5).  

Inquiry needs to be collaborative so that authentic and deep learning is undertaken.    

 

This inquiry also needs to be “driven by a central question composed by team 

members and based on perplexing issues related to learning and teaching” 

(Donohoo & Velasco, 2016, p. 9).  Collaborative inquiry is based on a common area 
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of need and involves analysis of various forms of evidence to inform actions followed 

by a review of those actions.  

 

Katz, Earl & Jaafar’s (2009) key enablers of teaching learning identify the 

interconnectivity of knowledge creation and sharing within a school or across 

schools.     As represented in Figure 3.1, they contend it is about clarifying what 

needs to be learned, promoting collaborative inquiry that will challenge, and 

enabling the actions of formal and informal instructional leaders.   Growing and 

improving professional knowledge by challenging, and changing thinking and 

practice will result in improved learning outcomes for students.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1 Key Enables of Teacher Learning – Professional Knowledge Creation and Sharing 

(Source: Katz, Earl, & Jaafar, 2009, p. 20) 

   

Inquiry is a model that empowers teachers and as Donohoo & Velasco (2016) 

contest, builds the capability of teachers to lead.  For Katz, Earl, & Jaafar (2009) 

inquiry needs to be “a way of doing business, a way of thinking, a habit of mind” (p. 

43).     It is challenging pedagogy, examining evidence and seeking new ways of 

thinking to promote adaptation of teacher expertise.      
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Adaptive Expertise 

Adaptive expertise can be explained as teachers, and leaders, having “the capability 

to use deep conceptual knowledge to understand and work effectively to problem 

solve in novel situations” (Hatano & Inagaki, 1986 cited in Le Fevre, Timperley, & Ell, 

2016, p. 309). Dumont, Istance and Benavides (OECD, 2010) explain adaptive 

expertise as  

“the ability to apply meaningful-learned knowledge and skills flexibly and 

creatively in different situations.   It goes beyond acquiring mastery or 

routine expertise in a discipline.  It is about willingness and ability to change 

core competencies and continually expand the breadth and depth of one’s 

expertise” (p 3).     

It is about deep inquiry; knowing your own unconscious bias and having the 

wherewithal to challenge, change and adapt.    

 

Clarity is required around the purpose of inquiry and its ability to improve both 

leadership and teaching practice.  Leaders need to ensure that they use agreed 

strategies that will challenge and grow professional capability.  Coaching is one such 

strategy.   

 

Coaching 

Coaching is a skilled conversation aimed at supporting the coachee’s learning and 

development (Starr, 2012; Van Nieuwerburgh, 2014).     Van Nieuwerburgh contends 

coaching is more likely to ensure sustainable change to the way people do things or 

think about practice. Robertson (2016) argues that it can be mutually beneficial.  

Central to the practice of coaching is the relationship between the coach and the 

person.  It is a “learning relationship where participants are open to new learning, 

engage together as professionals equally committed to facilitating one another’s 

leadership learning, development and well-being (both cognitive and affective)” 

(Robertson, 2016, pp. 1-2).  Coaching moves conversations from potentially a 

hierarchical position (as in mentoring) to one with mutual benefits.   A successful 

coaching conversation ensures people do the thinking for themselves, explore 

possibilities and as David Rock (2006) argues, helps people make their own 



 17 

connections.   It moves, as Starr (2012) highlights from a directive position to one 

more of setting your own direction.    

 

Coaching is a skill and needs to be learned although Van Nieuwerburgh (2014) 

suggests it is more a refinement of skills we have already; the ability to listen to 

others, ask questions and to summarise.  Coaching needs to become “a way of being” 

(Van Nieuwerburgh, 2014, p. 13) where the quality of the questions leaders ask and 

the commitment to empower others becomes just what you do.  

 

Another idea to promote two-way learning is within a peer review model or what 

Katz, Earl, & Jaafar (2009) refer to as a critical friend.  

 

Peer Review/ Critical Friend models 

When you are living and breathing your own context, it is sometimes difficult to 

know what needs to improve or change. As Plato contests, “you have to know that 

you don’t know in order to know” (cited in Katz et al., 2009, p. 91).  A critical friend 

can, accordingly to Katz et al., (2009) observe what may not be apparent to those 

working inside the organisation.  They can facilitate reflection on issues, ask 

questions, probe for justification and evidence to support perceptions. They help 

reformulate interpretations and are not afraid to challenge assumptions, beliefs or 

simplistic interpretations.   If the leader has facilitated the right conditions for peer 

review, there is shared understanding, clarity about what is to be reviewed, and how, 

it can provide a real opportunity for growth and improvement.   It certainly may not 

be comfortable, but as we know, “dissonance and disequilibrium are critical 

perspectives to new learning” (Katz, Earl, & Jaafar, 2009, p. 94).    It is a two-way 

learning opportunity and allows for the uploading and downloading of information, 

strategies, ideas – of learning.   

 

Conclusion 

Collaborative practices are evident across the world in one form or another.  

Principals need to ensure there is clarity around the processes, as well as resource 
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these practices, to grow and improve teacher practices so that outcomes improve 

for students.  When we consider collaboration across schools in formal settings such 

as Communities of Learning/ Kāhui Ako a different model of leadership is required.  

Lead Principals need to take into account the perspectives of all leaders within the 

community, formal and informal, when developing the vision for the network along 

with the subsequent goals.  Pivotal to the success of the network is professional 

learning and development to build leadership capability, for teacher-leaders and 

principals, that meets both individual and collective requirements.    

 

Inquiry is an essential element in achieving change and ultimately improvement.  

Even more powerful is the concept of collaborative inquiry where all parties are 

working towards a common goal.  Strategies such as coaching can empower learners 

and peer review can provide different perspectives.    

 

 The following case studies examine collaborative practices, the leadership of those 

practices and the way in which they have been resourced in six English speaking 

contexts.   
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Case Studies 

 

Collaborative practice is evident in many countries around the world. As English is 

their dominant language, the emerging academies in England, school districts in 

Canada, and United States of America and the clustering of schools in Singapore 

were selected.  The New Zealand context was also taken into account. Each case 

study within this chapter examines collaborative practices and considers leadership 

for collaboration within the various networks.   The way in which collaboration was 

resourced is also discussed.  

 

England 
 

Background 

Like New Zealand, formal collaborative networks are optional in the public system.  

In recent years independent, state funded schools have been moving away from 

local authority governance opting to become academy schools and joining multi-

academy trusts.  Academy trusts can be geographically grouped schools or ones that 

have a common context such as Special Needs, Catholic or Anglican schools. These 

academy trusts provide collective advice, support, expertise and strategic overviews. 

Within very large academies, hubs are formed to better support face to face 

collaboration. There are schools who are not part of an academy but who have 

formed their own network.  

 

Collaborative Practices 

 Collaborative networks for teachers are usually organised around subject 

based groupings or specific areas such as special needs.  These were evident 

in many schools whether they were part of a formal network or not.  

 In some schools, due to a lack of applicants for principal positions, two 

neighbouring schools can be led by the one principal.   

 Lesson Study Groups are used to improve teacher practice.   Trios of teachers, 

within or across-schools, plan a lesson collaboratively, observe each other, 
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reflect on the outcomes and then refine the plan.  The ‘outstanding’ lesson 

can then be shared with colleagues within their schools.  

 One school talked of a Teach Meet where there is scheduled 10 - 15 minutes 

of sharing of excellent practice from the teaching team each week.   

 Geographically close schools’ moderate achievement information.   

 One school highlighted their use of Video Enhanced Reflective Practice 

(VERP).  VERP is an accredited programme where teachers video themselves 

for a short amount of time on a specific aspect of their teaching.  The video is 

then critically analysed within teams.    

 

Leadership for Collaboration  

 Peer to peer review takes place within formal networks such as Challenge 

Partners (a partnership programme that provides regular feedback and 

quality assurance resulting in collective learning) or more informally with 

colleagues in a local area.  

  Partnership type academies operate where a successful school leader (one 

with an ‘outstanding’ OFSTED report) leads learning for other leaders and 

teachers across schools to improve teacher practice. Leadership 

development programmes are also offered for senior leaders and teachers.  

Networking opportunities for specific curriculum areas are also scheduled. 

Expert teachers are identified who model best practice within their school 

and for teachers and leaders from other schools.   Lesson plans and 

curriculum plans are collaboratively developed to ensure consistency.  

Schools can buy some or all of what is offered.    

 Multi Academy Trusts see a very successful ex principal leading a network of 

academy schools. Curriculum and improved teacher practice to make a 

difference in student achievement is the key purpose but also there is 

support in strategy, resources to support student learning, and policy.  There 

is also a commitment from the principal for leadership development.   

 Locally based professional learning groups of self-selected principals provide 

support and professional learning for each other.  Such groups provide strong 
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mentoring for first-time principals or new principals to the area.  

 

Support Mechanisms / Resourcing  

 ‘Coach in a box’ provides coaching development  

 Each academy or network of schools has a web site for shared resource and 

information access.   Resources are developed that ensure consistency and 

shared understandings.   

 National College for Teaching and Leadership and Challenge Partners provide 

leadership development as well as locally based programmes linked to 

geographical networks.  

 

Summary 

Most schools in England are collaborating in some form or another.  Formal multi-

academy trusts are a cluster of schools who each allocate some of their annual 

budget to be part of this network, with a governing board coordinating decision 

making and strategy for their collective.  It is compulsory for schools requiring 

‘Special Measures’ (as reviewed by OFSTED) to join a multi-academy trust or similar.    

As a result of being part of an academy, these schools reported improved OFSTED 

results, at times in a relatively short period of time (12 – 18 months in one example).  

 

There is a strong desire for uniformity and consistency around curriculum with 

OFSTED now seeking evidence of ‘progress in learning’ rather than the number of 

schools above a certain standard at the various required key stage areas similar to 

New Zealand’s National Standards.  

 

There is a commitment to collegial support particularly for school leaders.  Teachers 

will share ideas and practice within curriculum areas or areas of interest although 

this is very reliant on the willingness of school leaders to engage.    



 22 

Canada – British Columbia 

 

Background 

The British Columbia education system is undergoing significant change with a new 

competency-based curriculum being introduced and to support that, a total review 

of their assessment framework.  Added to this, is a state commitment to be more 

culturally aware and responsive to the needs of ‘First Nations’ people.  There is a 

genuine commitment to understand and implement First Nations’ learning principles 

(each nation having their own language, culture and beliefs) which adds to the 

complexity of culturally responsive leadership across-schools.   

 

The work of Judy Halbert, Linda Kaser and Helen Timperley around ‘Spirals of Inquiry’ 

is very evident across the state.  

 

Schools are clustered into school districts.  A superintendent, along with a team who 

support curriculum delivery, leadership development and resourcing, governs each 

district.  The actual districts are formed more around the number of students within 

areas.  Due to the size of Canada. these school districts can, at times, be extremely 

large geographically and therefore require significant travel time within districts.     

 

Collaborative Practices 

 Within each school district there are formal and informal learning 

communities based around curriculum areas, leadership development or 

particular areas of interest or passion.   

o Formal collaboration within a school district is often around 

curriculum or leadership development 

o Informal collaboration is more likely to be a group of like-minded 

teachers inquiring into an area of particular interest  

 School district staff are members of professional learning communities to 

ensure they are up to date with local, national and global trends.  The use of 
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provocation to initiate discussion or inquiry was referred to along with 

unpacking current literature or conference presentations.  

 Many teachers and leaders highlighted the value in visiting colleagues in 

other schools and the sharing of practice that resulted.   

 Teachers shared the mentoring they have undertaken or the benefits of 

being mentored by colleagues they saw as ‘experts’.  

 An inquiry approach to professional learning was evident over much of the 

state.  These inquiries were often the core element of a staff member’s 

professional learning.  Applications were made to the ‘Inquiry and Innovation’ 

Fund or the local teachers’ union to buy expertise or time.  Innovative 

practice was encouraged.  

 An inquiry model for growth and development is also highlighted by 

governors for administrators (principals) to undertake. 

 

Leadership for Collaboration  

 A universal understanding of the inquiry process and a commitment to 

innovation by school leaders and school district governors was evident.   It 

was a shared language.  

 Leadership for school governors was also evidenced with the aim to ensure 

more alignment between school districts and the concept of district 

leadership in accelerating innovation. Catherine McGregor (University of 

Victoria) is leading a superintendent network considering the conditions, 

polices and strategies within a framework of self-review to investigate “What 

do strong inquiry districts do?” 

 There is choice regarding an individual’s professional development. 

 The views of experts and colleagues in different settings added new 

perspectives to the inquiry process.  

 Formal qualifications around leadership development and personal 

professional learning was encouraged and well supported.  

 With the Inquiry fund there is an expectation that the learning is shared.  

There are scheduled days at which people share their inquiry and learning.  
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This sharing time also promotes opportunities for further networking.   

 Coaching as a strategy to develop leadership capability was evident although 

not to the same degree as inquiry practice.  

 

Support Mechanisms / Resourcing  

 Network of Innovation and Inquiry (NOII) funds inquiry and innovative 

projects.  Often a district will match the funding a teacher will receive on a 

grant application.  

 Time is allocated for collaboration / inquiry within the school day.   In some 

cases there was an early finish each week but once a month was more 

prevalent. 

 Strategic plans for each district ensures clarify around initiatives.   

 

 

Summary 

British Columbia with its commitment to inquiry, both individual and collaborative, 

feeds innovation.  Kaser & Halbert (2017) also contend that with innovation, there is 

a need for passion and persistence.  Certainly, for many of the educators spoken to, 

there was a high degree of personal commitment, and passion for the work they 

were doing as part of an inquiry or collaborative initiative.  Inquiry permeated 

practice within schools, across schools, with school leaders and at the governance 

level.   

 

As the curriculum has undergone a significant change and the assessment process is 

also under review, much of the inquiry work being undertaken was around these 

aspects at a school level.  At a more individual level, there was opportunity for 

teachers to pursue areas of interest with like-minded colleagues.  
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Canada – Ontario 

 

Background 

Ontario is a province of 72 school boards who are supported by seven regional 

teams.  Each school is a part of a geographically based ‘family of schools’.  There is 

no choice as to the family you are part of as collaborative practice and the sharing of 

best practice is the expectation.  Achievement data is published for each ‘family’, 

with the family’s success being shared and celebrated at the district level.     

 

Principals are part of one of three principal federations: Ontario, Catholic or French.  

These federations work very closely with the Ontario Ministry of Education and the 

regional teams.   There is a real commitment to improving learning with teachers 

being recognised as the vehicle for change.  There is a major investment in 

improving leadership capability and in building shared practice through collaborative 

inquiry within professional learning communities.     The Ministry of Education also 

adopts this inquiry mindset using data to make informed decisions around province 

wide initiatives.  It is important to note that there are only one or two major goals 

for the province with significant resourcing being allocated to support targeted 

initiatives.  It is, as they highlight, about raising the bar and closing the gap.  

 

Collaborative Practices 

 The Leading Student Achievement (LSA) Project started in 2005.   From the 

onset, Dr. Ken Leithwood was involved as a researcher and academic.  The 

driver of their work is the notion that by improving leadership capability 

literacy and numeracy results for students will improve.  Currently 60 districts 

are involved with the remaining 12 opting out as they have either been 

involved for some time and can continue independently, or they have other 

avenues for development in place.  

 

Each district has an instructional system leader (usually a successful principal 
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looking for a new career pathway) who works across the district to support 

and mentor principals in schools.  This person works with the superintendent 

of the district but more closely with the president of their particular principal 

association (Ontario Principals, Catholic or French).  

 

The president of each of the three principal associations sit on this LSA 

Steering Team.    Also on this steering team are representatives from various 

branches of the Ministry of Education along with a person who takes 

responsibility for the website and communication protocols.  Ideas are 

brought to the table from the principal associations, who are in close 

communication with each district’s system leader, or from Ministry.  It is 

about collaborative decision making, promoting innovation, and 

consideration of big ideas to inform action.    

 

A symposium is held twice a year by the three principal associations.  This 

symposium is an opportunity to share the learning that has come about 

within their ‘family of schools’.   

 

Leading on from the symposiums, are two-way virtual learning sessions. 

These sessions, like the symposium, relate to the main areas of focus for the 

year.   The symposium and virtual sharing provide opportunities for further 

collaboration across the province.  

 

 Within-school principals work in instructional teams through a professional 

learning community approach, to facilitate teacher development.  

 Schools leaders share their inquiry contexts with their district system leader.   

The schools with common goals are linked together to form their own 

collaborative inquiry.  A principal leader is then appointed for each ‘family of 

schools’.  

Within these networks, there are professional learning days set aside for 

collaboration and the sharing of good practice.  There are also regular 

meetings between senior school leaders and curriculum or grade level teams.  
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Leadership for Collaboration  

 As highlighted in the LSA project there is multi-level leadership for collective 

efficacy.  

 Each district offers leadership programmes for senior leaders in schools.  As 

mentioned this can be through their system leader in terms of LSA, or 

through their district by means of a leadership series. The Ontario Principals 

Council offer various leadership programmes such as their Emerging Leader 

Development Course.  

 

Support Mechanisms / Resourcing  

 Once a month, a late start (one hour) allows for Professional Learning 

Communities or collaborative meetings to be scheduled 

 The Ministry has spent considerable time and money ensuring there is 

effective communication around key themes and ideas.  These publications 

can be found on The Learning Exchange.  The topics covered are broad 

including articles on Professional Learning Communities, Collaborative 

Inquiry, and Culturally Responsive Pedagogy to name a few. 

 

Summary 

Collaborative practice is very evident throughout the province as Ontario continues 

to work within their Leading Student Achievement (LSA) project.  There is a real 

sense of collaborative decision making and a commitment to listen to, and consider, 

school perspectives just as much as Ministry of Education perspectives.   It is about 

mutual respect and a collective commitment to improve outcomes for students.  

Collaboration is at the school level, the district level and at the provincial level.   
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United States of America 

 

Background 

Within each state in America there are school districts governed by a superintendent, 

along with leaders responsible for other areas such as property, human resources, 

curriculum.   School districts vary in size but are geographically organised around a 

high school, then the contributing middle and elementary schools.  The governing 

body makes decisions around curriculum priorities, length of school day, resources 

to be used to support curriculum etc.   

 

The context of this case study was a school in South Carolina and then meetings with 

two superintendents in Chicago.  Whilst each state is quite different, there are some 

commonalities around collaborative practice and leadership.  

 

Collaborative Practices 

 Superintendents meet regularly with the principals of the schools within their 

district.  The focus of these meetings is to align what everyone understands 

best practice to look like, collaboration, assessment and interventions.   Each 

school’s School Improvement Plan (SIP) is at the forefront of any sharing or 

support.  

 Elementary school principals within a district meet regularly.  These meetings 

are mainly focused on student learning.  Principals may visit each other’s 

schools and will undertake observations of practice, there are also video 

feeds, shared resources and research articles available.  The essence of these 

meetings is to drive change through a collaborative inquiry approach.     

 Teachers are part of curriculum based or grade level teams (both within and 

across-schools).  These are focused on improving teacher practice through a 

professional learning community model of inquiry.   

 Site based meetings are held involving members of the school staff and 

elected parent representatives.  
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Leadership for Collaboration  

 Leadership professional learning and development is offered within each 

county. There is also state provision for leadership development.   These are 

university programmes which require approval from the principal to enroll. 

You cannot apply for a senior leader’s position without this qualification.  

 Emerging leaders talked of the mentoring they receive from their principals.   

They are included in decision making within the school and engage in 

professional learning communities.   

 Within-school professional learning communities are led by leaders who will 

critique and challenge practice to facilitate learning.  

 

Support Mechanisms / Resourcing  

 Some school districts in Illinois, have an early finish (some once a week, 

others once a month) to allow time for staff professional learning and 

development and collaboration across their schools. 

 All staff within one school district attend a meeting held by the 

superintendent four times a year.  The purpose of the meetings is to ensure 

all staff understand the basis of decisions.  

 

Summary 

 

Professional Learning Communities are at the heart of improving teacher practice 

and outcomes for students, particularly in Chicago.  The effectiveness of each 

network of schools is seemingly very dependent on the superintendent’s leadership 

capability as they hold the purse strings for the school.  

 

Collaborative practice was evident at all levels mainly through curriculum or grade 

level groups although no formal inquiry process was evident.  Principals also 

collaborate with colleagues in their local area, formally and informally.   
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Singapore  

 

Background 

Singapore, being an island about the same size as Lake Taupo, has a population of 

5.7 million people of which 30% are non-residents. The country is experiencing a 

declining roll as the government is committed to growing the capability of its own 

citizens as opposed to employing personnel from the global market.   Singapore sees 

its people as its greatest resource. Education, therefore is a high priority (second 

only to Military funding) hence all 360 schools are very well resourced and teachers 

paid well.  The Ministry of Education’s goal is for “every school to be a good school’.   

 

In 1997 the Ministry of Education (MOE) introduced its ‘Teach Less, Learn More’ 

Initiative (TLLM).   This initiative aimed at reducing the emphasis on rote learning to 

one on student engagement.  It was about improving the quality of teaching or what 

Pak Tee Ng described as teaching skillfully (2014).   Ng explains TLLM was about a 

broader curriculum and preparation for students in a 21st Century learning 

environment.  The government, whilst maintaining a clear focus on national strategic 

goals, wanted schools to develop their own personalised curriculum to reflect the 

needs of their students.    

 

To provide the necessary professional learning for principals to deepen their 

understanding of TLLM, superintendents were appointed to lead principal learning 

communities.  State funded schools were divided in four geographic groupings and 

then smaller clusters within those areas.    Each cluster has approximately 12 schools.  

It was not compulsory to be part of a learning community but it was certainly 

encouraged.   

 

Collaborative Practices 

 Clustered schools meet monthly with the superintendent, principal and vice 

principals. These meetings provide a valuable conduit between the MOE and 
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the schools.   MOE plans are shared and suggestions for school initiatives are 

discussed.   The goal of these meetings is about learning from and supporting 

one another.  

 Networked learning communities are another way for principals and vice 

principals to collaborate. Often it is around one school’s strategic area of 

development being supported by the other school.  It is therefore not 

necessarily a shared learning journey or a collaborative inquiry.      

 Teachers meet approximately three times a year (out of school hours) for 

group based professional learning and development.  These groups are either 

primary or secondary school colleagues, or are subject based.  The teachers 

themselves decide their area of focus.  Leadership of the group is either a 

school leader who has specialist knowledge, a principal or vice principal. At 

these meetings, strategies and resources are shared.  The focus of these 

meetings is two-fold.  Firstly, it is about improving learning outcomes for 

students, particularly in relation to engagement.  Secondly, it is about 

professional development for teachers by looking at the how, the what and 

the why of learning.   

 

One ex superintendent discussed the cluster sharing that came out of these 

cluster meetings.    The MOE’s expectation is that there is shared practice to 

encourage innovative practice particularly beyond the core subjects.   This, as 

one ex principal shared, is about being future ready.  

 

Leadership for Collaboration  

 The Cluster Superintendent is the conduit between the MOE and the school 

as there had been issues around lack of communication and a top down 

methodology.  These superintendents are usually very experienced principals 

who support their various school leaders, allocate funding to support 

initiatives and facilitate meetings.   

 Senior teachers within a school will lead school-based initiatives or initiatives 

within the cluster.  These initiatives can be determined by MOE priorities.    
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 Lead teachers support curriculum initiatives, through the principal and vice 

principal, across-schools.  These are likely to be more strategic.  

 Master (expert) teachers are more likely to have a roving consultant 

role.  These teachers may well have been lead teachers.  They support 

initiatives within the schools.  They are paid by MOE and are a free resource 

for schools to tap into.  

 

Support Mechanisms / Resourcing  

 Various leadership development programmes are funded by MOE 

 Principals are expected to seek international viewpoints by attending 

international conferences of visits when on sabbatical (given every six years).    

 There are no additional payments for leadership roles, although once a 

qualification is gained, there is additional salary. Time is allocated from within 

schools for meetings.   

 Superintendents support the leaders of schools and provide structures to 

help decision-making.  An ex superintendent shared the ORID question 

framework to support dialogue at principal and school level  

Objective – the facts that the group knows 

Reflective – the likes and dislikes  

Interpretive – the issues or challenges 

Decisional – decisions or responses 

  

She also used the GROW coaching model to promote leadership capability.    

 

Summary 

It was evident that Singapore’s education system is about an investment in people – 

both students and staff.   Being a small country, it was relatively easy to establish the 

various clusters.   There is a culture of shared practice and support for each other.  

The MOE details initiatives but schools can choose when they cluster with others to 

implement those initiatives.  School based initiatives are also encouraged and often 

reflect that schools self-identified special pathway.   
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New Zealand 
 

Background 

The choice to become part of a COL is an individual school’s decision.  Of the 210 

COLs, The Ministry of Education (MOE) reported in August 2017 21% are 

implementing their MOE approved achievement challenge plans, with a further 15% 

now recruiting across and within-school teachers and developing the action plans for 

their agreed achievement challenges (Ministry of Education, 2017).   

 

Whilst there are other collaborative networks, the perspectives of six Community of 

Learning Lead Principals forms the basis of this case study.   

 

Collaborative Practices 

 Inquiry is the basis of collaborative practice with across-school teachers 

leading Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) within and across-schools.  

The context of these inquiries is strategically driven reflecting the 

achievement challenges agreed and the resulting action plans.  More 

informal sharing of best practice is also evident. 

 Inter-community meetings with across-school and within-school teachers 

ensure shared understanding of underpinning themes. 

 Schools have joined together, as a result of the relationships being formed, to 

share good practice or for students to engage in shared learning.  Events not 

necessarily related to the achievement challenge but about that sense of 

community have also taken place.  

 Digital sharing of best practice is being developed.  ‘TeachMeetNZ’ is one 

example of an online sharing of principal, across-school and within school 

teachers’ inquiries.  

 

Leadership for Collaboration 

  As across-school teachers are often new to formal leadership, professional 

learning and development is focused on developing capability such as 
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learning around ‘Open to Learning Conversations’, data analysis, coaching 

and Inquiry/ PLC facilitation. 

 Critical Friends to support the community, and in particular the Lead Principal, 

has been a welcomed resource.  Perspectives from outside the community 

are considered and a level of critique is achieved.  In some cases, this person 

ensures a valuable conduit between the across-school leaders and the 

principals, particularly when there are concerns being raised.  

 For the early adopters of COLs, there was not a great deal of detailed 

documentation on how information should be developed for MOE approval.  

This, for some Lead Principals, allowed for flexibility and innovation.   Many 

Lead Principals collaborated with each other to share ideas and strategies to 

ensure achievement challenges and actions plans were approved.  

 

Support Mechanisms / Resourcing  

 Central data storage systems have been established and COL webpages 

developed to ensure documentation is easily found.  

  A common login for a COL has been a valuable time saving measure. 

 Government funding for Professional Learning Initiatives through an inquiry 

lens is also available, along with the Innovation Fund (upon application). 

 The funding of time for across-school and within-school teachers to undertake 

the work, and the inquiry required, is invaluable and essential.  

 The payment of an allowance to the Lead Principal, across-school and within-

school leaders is unique to New Zealand.  

 

Summary 

COLs are in their early stages in New Zealand.   It has taken time to implement new 

strategies and for progress against desired outcomes be measured    There are still 

some challenges to be resolved.  Lead Principals talked of the time it is taking to lead 

their COL.  As across-school leaders develop their capability it will be interesting to 

see if the time required by Lead Principals will reduce.   
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Findings 
 

Collaborative practice clearly is evident in all the countries visited in one form or 

another. It relies on effective leadership to provide the opportunities, the context, 

the time and incentives for teachers to share practice and expertise to ultimately 

make a difference for students.   This leadership comes from the Lead Principal in 

the first instance as they create the conditions for effective collaboration and the 

opportunities for a more distributed model of leadership. As Munby & Fullan (2016) 

purport, there are the factors around relational trust and transparency along with 

the ability to bring the opinions, perspectives and needs of many together, allowing 

for challenge and critique, that are essential. The findings of this work are reflected 

under three themes:  

1. Leadership 

2. Growing capability 

3. Collaborative practices 

 

Leadership  

There are a variety of leadership models being adopted.   Firstly, leadership outside 

of the network such as the superintendent model. Secondly, co-leadership or a 

shared leadership model.  Finally, the single leader such as the Lead Principal.  They 

are all about growing the capability of leaders or emerging leaders.      

 

Leadership Outside the Network 

Leadership outside the network is almost like a governance model where an 

experienced, respected ex principal, leads the network or geographically clustered 

group of schools.  The leadership of the network is their sole position.   Time and 

effort is channeled to meet the demands of this one role. Whilst they do not have 

the responsibility of leading their own school they are responsible for curriculum 

plans, policy, resourcing, property maintenance etc.   The way in which these leaders 

lead is more often than not collaborative.   This was particularly evident in England 

when academies were working to raise achievement, show progress, meet budget 

cuts and changes to government policy.  



 36 

 

The commitment to collaborative decision making was particularly strong in Ontario 

with superintendents working with principals, the three different principal councils, 

and the Ministry of Education.  There was a strong degree of alignment around their 

various pathways and initiatives within a well-established and successful model for 

collaboration.   

 

There is a strong reliance in leadership from outside the network on the capability of 

this one leader to develop that sense of community and coherence.  If that person is 

not performing or growing leadership potential in those around them, the 

community or network is vulnerable.     

 

Co-leadership 

Co-leadership as highlighted by Katz, Earl & Jaafar (2009) ensures sustainability as 

the leadership of the network is not about the person but the community.  By 

sharing the leadership, the roles are distributed.    The leadership overlaps so that a 

new co-leader is mentored by the other leader in the role. The goal of these formal 

leaders is “to locate and unleash the expertise and create the conditions for “lateral” 

capacity building across the network” (Katz, Earl, & Jaafar, 2009, p. 57).   It is about 

empowering others by identifying potential and developing it, and not as Katz et al., 

argue, interfering with it.   

 

Lead Principal 

The Lead Principal is a leader within the network who has the skills, expertise and 

willingness to lead. Within the New Zealand context this type of leadership, as 

Wenmoth (2015) highlights, is “distributed and democratic” (p. 5).   This was also 

evidenced in the partnership school model in England.  It is about the one leader but 

time and value is placed on ensuring the decisions being made are reflective of the 

other principals and hopefully the teacher-leaders.  
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Lead Principals in New Zealand highlighted the time the leadership of their COL took, 

sometimes to the detriment of their own school.  Therefore, at times, there is a 

reluctance to take on this Lead Principal role.  

 

Growing Capability  

 

Professional Learning Communities 

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) were in action, in some form or another, 

in every country visited.  Generally, the PLCs were around teachers meeting regularly 

to share practice and resources (whether those groups be similar year/ grade level 

teachers or around curriculum areas such as numeracy or literacy).   These learning 

communities varied in formality.  Some were, as mentioned, opportunities to look at 

teaching strategies or to consider resources to meet various needs.  The more formal 

meetings followed a more PLC structure with data informing discussions as well as 

academic or curriculum-based reading. In some instances, principals were also part 

of PLCs.   

 

In Canada and America, schools would close early on a regular basis (some once a 

week, but more likely to be once a month) to allow time for these professional 

meetings.  Sometimes there would be a cluster-based meeting, where all the 

teachers within a network of schools would meet with the superintendent in these 

times.    Schools in the US and Canada only need to account for the number of hours 

they are open for instruction rather than the number of half days which arguably 

makes it more flexible to schedule this non-contact time.  There seemed to be little 

consideration for working parents and the need to arrange child care.    

 

Collaborative Inquiry  

A ‘Spirals of Inquiry’ (Timperley, Kaser, & Halbert, 2014) approach to professional 

learning and development was evident in British Columbia.  Inquiries could be 

collaborative or individual with funding available upon application to the teacher 

unions or through the Network of Inquiry and Innovation (NOII) fund.   
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The New Zealand context sees inquiry as an explicit part of assessing individual 

teacher performance.  It is also at the heart of communities of learning and within 

professional learning communities.  It is the basis for applications to the MOE’s 

Innovation or Professional Learning and Development funds.    

 

Coaching  

The development of coaching skills to empower those being coached was part of 

discussions in America, Canada, England and New Zealand.  Whilst there are various 

coaching models, they all fundamentally look at changing the focus from telling and 

mentoring, to that of asking the questions for mutual gain and a focus on solutions.   

 

It was mentioned in conversations with leaders in other countries but it is in New 

Zealand that there was an explicit initiative to grow capability in teacher-leaders and 

principals through a coaching strategy.  Whole COL have provided coaching 

development for leaders, and in some instances, whole staff.  

 

 

Collaborative Practices 

 

Effective Communication / Shared Language  

Essential to the success of any collaboration is shared understanding.  This was 

particularly evident in Ontario through their Capacity Building Services on their 

Leading Student Achievement website.  The information included ensures clarity and 

a shared understanding of the key initiatives and practices.  Supporting this are the 

discussions within the various professional learning communities within school 

districts and then schools. 

 

It takes time and effort to ensure a shared language is developed.  It is important to 

have the dialogue around the purpose, causes or beliefs of the collaborative 

community and then how the work will be enabled.  Whilst there needs to clarity 

around the purpose and the vision of the work to be undertaken, it doesn’t mean all 

the schools need to be the same.    The shared language is your starting point, not 
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the end point.   The metaphor of a physical net (Church, 2005) fits well with this 

uniformity whilst maintaining individuality. When the threads of the net ‘knot’ (or 

interconnect) there is the opportunity to collaborate.  It is not necessarily all schools 

collaborating all the time.  Based on a common vision and the inquiry that is 

undertaken to enable that vision, it is about the opportunities for schools to learn 

from each other.    What is important is that the learning, successes, challenges and 

failures are all shared and acted upon. 

 

Ontario again demonstrated this commitment to shared learning with their bi-

annual symposium where best practice is shared from the various PLCs.  This 

symposium brings together 350 or more leaders from the province to hear of the 

success stories.  British Columbia also, through the Network of Innovation and 

Inquiry (NOII), promoted the sharing of best practice in their annual symposium and 

the case studies published on their website.    It is about learning from each other 

and being open to new ideas and practices to promote improvement.  

 

Two resources have been developed in New Zealand to support leadership across-

schools.  

1. Development Maps (Ministry of Education, 2017) identify six domains that 

form the basis of discussions to ensure clarity and shared understandings:  

Domain 1: Teaching collaboratively for the best learning outcomes for every child 

Domain 2: Leading for progress and achievement for every child and every teacher 

Domain 3: Evidence guiding our practice and actions    

Domain 4: Pathways developing and connecting along the whole educational 

journey for every child 

Domain 5: Partnership with families, employers, iwi and community 

Domain 6: Building a thriving Community of Learning / Kāhui Ako 

 

2. A Collaboration Framework around five key themes (refer to figure 5.1) has 

been developed by Rebecca Sweeney, in collaboration with Derek Wenmoth 
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(2015).  Joint commitment is based on the shared vision and understanding of 

what it is that is trying to be achieved. Relational trust is also required so that 

decisions being made reflect the needs of students, in particular Māori; it is 

about connections with the community to ensure you can work equitably 

together.   In order to really inquire and transform, there has to be challenge 

and critique.  The systems, protocols and processes need to be understood 

and agreed upon to ensure there is the basis for collaboration.   Finally, it is 

about clarity of the roles.   

 

Figure 5.1 Collaboration Framework Pentagon (Source: Sweeney & Wenmouth, 2015, p. 3) 

 

 

Each theme needs to be considered from four different lenses: ‘Developing 

Relational Trust’, ‘Designing Collaborative Practice’, ‘Practicing Collaboration’ and 

‘Learners Experiencing Success’.   Within each lens there are questions to promote 

reflection then critique which hopefully leads onto transformation.     Leaders can 

consider a theme and use each lens to ascertain areas that are going well and 

identify next steps.  This resource has the potential to really support effective 

decision making.  

 

Community of Learning frameworks and tools to support collaboration continue to 

be developed.  For those schools who are beginning their formal community of 
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learning discussions there are now more resources.  The learning and experiences of 

more established Lead Principals are contributing to collective understanding and 

practice across the country.  As a relatively new initiative, these ‘early adopters’ are 

becoming a valuable resource for those newly appointed Lead Principals.  Initial 

concerns around lack of resources were in the end empowering as the leaders could 

develop their own pathway rather than following government templates. A lack of 

time taken to ensure a clear vision and purpose was established before getting 

underway with the action plans was also shared.  

 

Peer Review 

Another strategy to promote shared practice and close examination of practice was 

through a critical friend or peer review approach.    Just as it is valuable for the 

school being ‘reviewed’, there is value for the people undertaking the review.   

 

Peer review is about supporting collaborative inquiry.    It is collegial in that the 

leaders of the school to be reviewed (or even the leadership team) develop the 

parameters with the visiting leader.  The school is fundamentally gaining an outside 

perspective to a self-identified area for improvement.   Schools in England will opt to 

be part of the Challenge Partners network to enable this process.  

 

Arguably this concept of peer review has legitimacy in growing teacher capability.  

Teachers within or across-schools, who are working within a professional learning 

community / collaborative inquiry, could undertake the same process to enrich their 

teaching practice.  

 

 

There is clearly a raft of amazing collaborative practice taking place around the world.  

The way in which these networks were being lead varied but it was also apparent 

these leaders were highly skilled in their practice.    The challenge was to effectively 

encapsulate this practice and their strategies.   
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Leadership Across-Schools model 
 

 

The findings as discussed above have been conceptualised using Simon Sinek’s 

golden circle.  The process, as a leadership model, can ensure clarity of purpose. 

There are those, Sinek (2009) maintains, who have the ability to inspire those around 

them, or they find others who inspire them.  He contends there are those who are 

leaders and those who lead.  Leaders tend to come from a position of authority but 

those who lead, inspire.  For that inspiration to be triggered and developed, people 

need to know the fundamental purpose of their actions.  

 

Sinek argues that the key to effective leadership is not to look at WHAT outcomes 

but to focus on WHY you are doing what you do.  It has to be about the core values, 

purpose or fundamental belief of the network.   The golden circle, as pictured in 

Figure 5.2, places the WHY at the centre moving to the HOW and finally to the WHAT.   

It is this process that has informed the three-step development of the Leadership 

Across-Schools model.  

 

Figure 5.2  Golden circle (Source: Sinek, 2009) 

 

Step 1 

WHY?  What is the purpose, cause or beliefs? 

 

Fundamentally leadership across-schools is concerned with the Lead Principal 

empowering leaders to challenge and grow teacher capability so that student 
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outcomes improve.   A Lead Principal, by focusing on growing and developing the 

capability of formal and informal leaders, can in turn grow and develop the 

capabilities of teachers through effective and targeted professional learning and 

development.  By improving leadership, we can improve teaching practice which will 

ultimately improve student achievement.  

 

 

Step 2 

HOW? What are the drivers / enablers? 

 

Nine key areas have been identified as having the potential to enhance leadership 

capability.  Each one supports the other.   

 

1. For leaders to grow leaders there is that commitment to networked 

leadership.  As Derek Wenmoth (2015) explains it is about a distributed 

democratic way of leadership.  It is about multi-layered leadership where 

there are formal and informal leaders, teachers as leaders, principals as 

leaders, students as leaders.  Growing leadership capability at multiple levels 

ensures sustainability of the work being undertaken and ensures everyone 

has a part to play.   It allows for new leaders to come and add different 

perspectives and ideas. There is a greater sense of empowerment for 

teacher-leaders in particular. 

 

2. Resourcing is the key to ensuring success. Resourcing refers to time being 

allocated or responsibilities being reallocated for that provision of time.  

Payments need to be supported with clear and transparent documentation of 

roles and responsibilities. To manage the complexities and work expectations 

of a classroom teacher combined with the demands of the work to be 

undertaken in the community or network is significant and needs to be 

valued.   

 

3. Without effective communication protocols and processes the work of the 

community can be threatened.  Discussions around how all the schools within 
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the network are allocating the various time allowances, where key 

information is to be stored, who accesses what and how and ensuring shared 

understandings of key strategies all need to be considered. By having the 

conversations and having agreement can avoid frustration, issues around 

fairness and a lack of coherence.   

 

More importantly, it needs to be understood that effective communication 

involves challenge and critique to promote new thinking.  

 

4. Peer review can be a powerful enabler of leadership development as well as 

improving teacher practice.  This review process or the use of a critical friend 

to enable deep and honest review of targeted areas for improvement is what 

Munby & Fullan (2016) refer to as “collective autonomy”.   Agreeing on what 

is going to be reviewed, co-constructing the framework for the review and 

then undertaking the review together ensures clarify for all.  It relies on 

relationships based on trust and mutual respect.  

 

5. Agency also need to be evident.   Agency through having the knowledge and 

the wherewithal to take empowered action is an essential component of 

professional learning and development initiatives. It reflects the need for a 

democratic and autonomous way of leading and learning.   

 

6. A Professional Learning Community is a key enabler if they are facilitated 

well.  A PLC needs to encompasses three fields of knowledge (Jackson & 

Timperley (2006), cited in Katz, Earl & Jaafar (2009) p. 67).  The first is based 

on what is known and draws on research theory and what we know best 

practice to be.  The second component is the knowledge everyone brings to 

the table.  The third field reflects the knowledge that is developed as a result 

of the sharing and collaboration.  Figure 5.3 highlights the interplay between 

these three fields and how each is necessary to facilitate networked learning.  
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Figure 5.3 Three Fields of Knowledge (Source: Katz, Earl, & Jaafar, 2009, p. 67, Jackson & 

Timperley, 2006) ) 

 

7. Inquiry is a key element within a successful professional learning community.  

Each individual however could have their own inquiry which can be 

supported by colleagues.  Collaborative inquiry is a group of people coming 

together to inquire into an identified aspect of practice. As it is collaborative 

and everyone is expected to contribute their own knowledge of successful 

and unsuccessful practice, the ultimate aim, as detailed in the WHY of the 

circle, maintains a focus on the improvement of outcomes for students.   

 

A collaborative inquiry is a process that cannot operate without collaboration. 

It relies on the team, their collective knowledge and their desire to improve.  

Figure 5.4 details the process and potential data sources.    
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Figure 5.4 A Collaborative Inquiry Framework (Source: Donohoo & Velasco, 2016, p. 7, adapted 

from Teacher Professional Learning and Development Best Evidence Synthesis 

Iteration, Timperley, Willson, Barrar & Fung, 2007) 

 

8. Investing in and developing relationships that are not about always 

affirmation or ‘a culture of niceness’ (Nelson (2008) cited by Donohoo & 

Velasco, 2016, p. 29) provide the real opportunity for new learning.  Essential 

to achieving this however is building trust and mutual respect amongst and 

with the team.   These relationships will take time to develop but are a key 

enabler for effective collaborative practice and learning.  

 

9. Effective leadership across-schools requires a strong degree of coherence. It 

has to be about clarity for all. Quinn (2015) as cited in (Donohoo & Velasco, 

2016, p. 25) defines coherence as “connecting the mindsets of everyone that 

need to be engaged in moving things forward”.  By ensuring there is a shared 

understanding around the purpose of the collaboration, there is a clear 

direction.  Keeping the purpose at the forefront of decision making, and 

planning checkpoints to ensure the right pathways are being taken maintains 

that direction.   
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Step 3 

WHAT?  What tools, products, outcomes will there be? 

Finally, we come to the circle that considers the outcomes of the actions undertaken.  

There are six tools, products or outcomes that have been identified.  

 
1. A key outcome of this effective leadership across-schools is enhanced 

leadership capability.   Authentic opportunities and initiatives need to be 

guided by the central purpose so emerging leaders have the capability to 

undertake the role.  Principal leaders are also growing and allowing for 

decision making to be driven by those who will be most influenced and 

changed by it.  

 
2. Leading leaders to challenge and growing teacher capability results in a 

shared language of learning and for learning.  All involved need to know and 

understand key terms and appreciate what they mean for each context.  

There needs to be commonality around what is required for various learning 

pathways and ensures effective moderation of achievement.  By developing 

this shared language there is clarity within-schools and across-school for all.   

 
3. Collaboration is about a collective mode of working.  An effective community 

provides varied opportunities for authentic and purposeful collaboration.   It 

needs to ensure that the benefits are clear for all.   Effective collaboration 

takes commitment and time so it needs to make a difference; it is about 

cultivating a culture of collaboration for improvement (Fullan & Quinn, 2016).    

 

4. Knowing what you are trying to improve is having the desired effect is 

essential.  Keeping the direction, facilitating collaboration, maintaining a 

learning focus requires internal checks and balances.  It is about securing 

accountability.   Knowing whether you are on the right pathway and having a 

culture where assumptions are challenged will grow capability.    
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5. Adaptive expertise requires teachers to challenge and change; to adapt their 

practice as a result of rich and deep inquiry.  It is about consciously being 

aware of, and acting on that unconscious bias.  By ensuring leaders and 

teachers are adaptive in their practice, as opposed to subscribing to well 

established routines, will promote improvement in their own practice and 

ultimately that of their learners.  

 

6. The ability to coach is a key enabler and one that requires much skill and 

practice. To be really proficient as a coach, it almost becomes a leader’s 

default setting; their ‘way of being’ (Van Nieuwerburgh, 2014).  Coaching has 

the ability to develop performance (Starr, 2012).  It empowers and promotes 

action from a solution rather than a problem focused perspective.  

 

The Leadership Across-Schools Model (Figure 5.5) sees the WHY as the centre.   It is 

about the effective leadership of a community and which informs all the subsequent 

actions and practices. Enabling the WHY is the HOW.  The ten drivers and enablers 

identified can support Lead Principals in their leadership of leaders. Finally, the five 

tools, products or outcomes that assure all of success.  
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Figure 5.5  Leadership Across-Schools Model 

 

 

Check-pointing 

 

As much as Simon Sinek highlights the need to start from the WHY, considering the 

outcomes and how they have supported the WHY can be an effective accountability 

measure to ensure that activity traps haven’t taken action away from the core focus.    

 

It is about knowing the planned actions have made a difference for students.    Let’s 

take enhanced leadership capability and consider what this looks like in driving or 

enabling the WHY.  Are we, as leaders, communicating effectively and how do we 

know?  How well are we, as leaders, enabling agentic decision making?   
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Now back to the heart of it all.  How has leadership capability improved teacher 

capability?  More importantly how has enhanced leadership capabilities improved 

outcomes for students.   How do you know? What does this look like?  

 

It is essential to plan what the checks will entail, what evidence is required and when 

they need to occur on a regular basis to ensure the actions being taken are meeting 

the purpose or beliefs.   

 

 

Developing Your Own  

 

There is value for COL leaders to facilitate the development of their own Sinek Circle.   

The discussion, the justification and the clarity that will ensue supports the network 

as a whole.    This process will take time to develop and time for reflection.   From 

each person’s perspectives and knowledge base a shared purpose is achieved; a 

synergism.  The following questions for each area of the circle may provide a starting 

point for the development of this Sinek circle.     

 

WHY?  What is the purpose, cause or beliefs? 

• What is at the heart of this work? 

• What are we trying to achieve? 

• We believe…  

• Our purpose is to …  

 

HOW? What are the drivers / enablers? 

• What initiatives / strategies will drive this goal? 

• What is our shared understanding of each initiative / strategy? 

• What other perspectives have been considered? 

• What does recent literature suggest?  

• How does the initiative / strategy explicitly support the goal?  

 

WHAT?   What tools, products, outcomes will there be? 

• What are are success indicators? 
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• How has the work ensured the why? 

• How has this improved student outcomes? 

• What feedback loops are planned to avoid activity traps? 

  

 

The Leadership Across-schools Model is the synthesis of the findings of this 

fellowship around leading collaborative work.  A greater sense of clarity was 

achieved by sharing thinking and having to justify the various themes within the 

model.  It is this process of discussion, justification, refinement that is the most 

powerful.   
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Recommendations  

 
 

The following recommendations take into account my learning over the 6-month 

fellowship.   Communities of Learning in New Zealand continue to evolve and as 

more learning is shared between each community, the Ministry of Education and 

with school leaders, improvements and changes in practice will emerge.    

 

Varied Leadership models 

Rather than recommend any one model of leadership, there needs to be more 

flexibility for a leadership model that suits each context.   

 

1. Lead Principal 

The most common model of leadership within the Community of Learning in New 

Zealand sees a principal from one of the schools appointed as the Lead Principal. The 

current tenure for appointment is three years with an option for reappointment for 

further three years.  The role requires “leadership among leaders” (Education 

Review Office, 2017, p. 17). ERO goes on to say that effective Lead Principals are 

being innovative in how they are working within the New Zealand context.    This 

model of leadership was evident internationally and certainly not with the monetary 

and time resourcing that this role attracts.   Without the level of resourcing and the 

realisation of how much time it takes to ‘lead’ a community many Boards of Trustees 

are now questioning the support they have given their principals when putting 

themselves forward.  On the other hand, for many the model works.   

 

2. Co Leadership 

The concept of co leadership is another option. By sharing the leadership there is a 

higher degree of assurance that the momentum and focus of the network is 

maintained.  England’s Networked Learning Communities Program required co-

leaders on the basis that “co-leadership provides leadership stability so that 

transfers allow continuity and succession planning” (Katz, Earl, & Jaafar, 2009, p. 52).  

Co-leadership assures momentum of the network if one of the leaders were to leave.  

New leaders are mentored into the role be the continuing leader and there is shared 



 53 

responsibility.  It would require clear role definitions and transparent areas of 

responsibility.   Resourcing could be split between the two.    

 

3. External leadership  

A third option is to consider external leadership.  This model would see a very 

experienced and proven leader leading the community who is not necessarily a 

principal within the network.  They may in fact be leading another Community of 

Learning / Kahui Ako.   This model is more aligned to the superintendent model and 

has advantages in that the person can just focus on the leadership of the network.  

In some networks, there is no one person willing to take on the lead role so this 

model has merit in those instances.  One key disadvantage is that they are not a 

leader from within, however this argument could be challenged when you consider 

the skills identified by ERO being around the “evaluative capabilities necessary to 

lead evidence-based collaborative inquiry to identify and understand what is 

working and what needs to change” (Education Review Office, 2017, p. 17).  

 

Professional Learning and Development 

For Teacher-Leaders 

Building the capability of teacher-leaders is vital.  It needs to be strategically aligned 

to the WHY and be designed around identified needs.  As these teacher-leaders are 

also involved in their own school’s professional learning and development (PLD) plan, 

there is a need to clarify who is taking responsibility for what when considering the 

PLD for the network of schools. The key enablers identified in the HOW section of 

the Leadership Across-Schools Model can inform this plan.  An essential enabler is 

the self-identified needs that become apparent within the various collaborative 

inquiries.  By taking into account the voice of teacher-leaders, and ensuring they are 

agents for their own learning pathways, a greater sense of empowered action will 

ensue and with that greater coherence.   

 

For Principal Leadership 

I also contend that there is a need to consider what the PLD needs are for the 

principals within the network.  To ensure there is coherence, shared understandings, 
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shared language and challenge a planned programme of learning and development 

is necessary.  Each principal comes with their own perspectives and assumptions.  

Whilst each school needs to maintain its individuality, to achieve cohesion and 

improved pathways for students, there needs to be opportunities to learn from one 

another; to invest time and effort in their own professional learning communities.  

As with the teacher-leaders, the drivers for this lie within the Leadership Across-

Schools model.   

 

Peer Review / critical friend 

The ability to review within a co-developed framework, focused on identifying a 

school’s areas of best practice and next steps, I suggest, is powerful.  Starting at the 

teacher level where teachers view teachers to leaders critiquing leaders, this model 

can ensure worthwhile learning for all.  Peer review, or a critical friend partnership 

provides opportunities to “observe what may not be apparent to insiders, facilitate 

reflection on issues, ask questions, probe for justification and evidence to support 

perceptions, and help reformulate interpretations” (Katz, Earl, & Jaafar, 2009, p. 91).  

The partnerships that develop within the network respect the culture that has been 

developed and there is arguably clarity around its purpose.  It could be a valuable 

tool to inform accountability as a networked community of learners.   

 

Sinek Circle Development 

The process of developing your own Sinek Circle where the community’s WHY, HOW 

and WHAT informs the fundamental purpose of future actions and decisions is 

invaluable.   It will take time, but the discussions, challenge and justification will 

provide clarity around actions to be taken and accountability.  The views of all are 

critical so the formation of inquiry teams can be powerful both in the establishment 

of the Sinek Circle and for on-going review.   

 

Inquiry Teams 

We tend to think of our inquiry teams as being the teachers or leaders within the 

community and we consult with our students and parents to gain their voice or to 

elicit evidence around the effectiveness of initiatives.  I contend that the 
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development of inquiry teams where student and or parent representatives are 

involved right from the onset would add value.    

 

Going Forward 

Communities of Learning/ Kāhui Ako in New Zealand are still relatively new. Lessons 

are still being learned and capability of all to lead is being developed; this is a critical 

element in the growth and strength of the network.  By clarifying each community’s 

WHY, we will ensure more clarity and coherence.  

 

There has been much to learn from this international study in terms of lessons 

learned and best practice.   It is intended that the findings and Leadership Across-

Schools model will support leaders in their mandate to lead leaders to grow and 

challenge teacher capability - with the ultimate beneficiaries being the students 

themselves.    

 

 
Ehara taku toa, he takitahi, he toa takitani 

 
Strength is not of the individual but of the collective 
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