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ABSTRACT

Although there is limited research into the success of primary school networking initiatives in
the UK, there seems to be an unquestioning faith displayed at national Government level for
school collaborative working arrangements as a key means for driving forward whole school
improvement. This research considers the possible benefits and challenges of one such
initiative — Primary Strategy Learning Networks (DfES, 2004a).

The research focuses on a reliance on school networks as power bases for promoting a
national standards agenda. It considers the impact of an imposed model of school
collaboration on the fluid nature of networking. It also acknowledges the benefits of a
‘network balance’ between the positive and negative features that impact on a network’s
success and sustainability. Furthermore, the research explores the impact of power, authority
and influence on the sustainability of networks.

This is a qualitative study and data is gathered through interviews with network headteacher
participants in two Primary Strategy Learning Networks over the course of an academic year.
The research is also informed by an initial study of a Networked Learning Community
(Hopkins and Jackson, 2002). Following an analysis of the findings, a number of
recommendations are made. A suggested ‘ideal’ model for productive networking
relationships among key stakeholders is offered for consideration and a Realistic Approach
(Pawson, 2006) to evaluating such initiatives is argued to ensure a higher degree of success in
implementing collaborative working practices for school improvement.



DEDICATION

To my father
ALFRED JAMES DAY

who gave me the gift of tenacity



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to express my thanks to my tutor, Dr. Desmond Rutherford, for his support
throughout this research, for his encouragement to complete the work and for his absolute
attention to detail in his feedback.

I should also like to acknowledge my mother and sisters who kept my feet on the ground
while my head was in the clouds and also my husband, Brian Moore, who is proud of my
achievement in completing this work.

Finally, my gratitude goes to my very good friend, Dr. Michael P. Kelly, who sat and read
every word of this thesis out of kindness.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION

Introduction

The focus of the research

The context of the research
Labour’s first term — 1997 to 2001
Labour’s second term — 2001 to 2005
Labour’s third term — 2005 to present day

An overview of the literature

The key research questions

The research design

The structure of the thesis

An outline of the chapters

Reporting the findings

CHAPTER TWO - LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

Large scale reform

Factors conducive to large scale educational reform

11

12

13

13

14

15
16
17



Factors for managing the complexities of large scale educational reform
The change process
Defining networks
Networks — the definitive term
Types of networks
Learning networks — the definitive term
Characteristics of successful networks
Requirements and benefits — another perspective
Requirements for successful networks
Clear objectives
Trust
Time
Systems and structures
Exit routes
Staffing and relationships
LA and community
Incentives and reciprocity
Leadership
Benefits of successful networking
Common issues
Professional development and support
Resources
Legitimacy
Empowerment

Inhibitors to effective networking

25

30

34

36

37

38

39

39

42

44

44

45

46

47

47

48

48

49

51

51

52

53

53

55

56



Ambiguities
Complexities
Dynamics
Leadership
Power structures and power dynamics

Conclusion

CHAPTER THREE - RESEARCH DESIGN

Introduction

Wider framework

Philosophical approach

Research strategy

Methodology and methods
Focus groups
Questionnaires
Semi-structured interviews

Range of analyses
Narrative analysis
Discourse analysis
Grounded theory analysis
Content analysis

Conversation analysis

57

58

58

59

63

77

79

81

83

85

85

86

87

88

88

&9

90

90

92

93



Thematic analysis
Data Gathering - phase 1 of the research
Note taking
Summarising
Permission to continue
Interview probes and prompts
Data analysis - phase 1 of the research
Tape transcription and tape recordings
Data Gathering - phase 2 of the research
Interview process
Data analysis - phase 2 of the research
Tape transcription and tape recordings
Research management
Access
Consent and right to withdraw
Reflexivity
Generalisability
Interviewer effect
Anonymity
Storage and use of personal data

Conclusion

93

95

95

96

96

97

98

98

101

103

104

104

106

106

107

108

109

110

111

111

112



CHAPTER FOUR -

PRESENTATION OF THE FINDINGS - PHASE 1

THE NETWORKED LEARNING COMMUNITIES INITIATIVE
Introduction

Context

Data analysis
Findings

What were the real benefits for you and your school of initially deciding to

network with other primary schools?
Aspects of sharing
Professional support
Commonalities
Empowerment
What were the positive aspects of becoming part of the NLC project?
Funded time
Structure and focus
National perspective
Professional development
Were there any disadvantages in those early days?
Funding commitments
Sustaining common purpose
Learning how to network
Group dynamics

In your view, have there been any disadvantages with the network’s involvement

with the NLC initiative?

114

114

115

117

118

118

119

121

122

124

125

126

127

128

129

130

130

131

131

133



Category I — unique to the West Midlands NLC
Category 2 — common network issues
Category 3 — specifically related to the NLC initiative
Conclusion on findings
A review of the lessons learned throughout Phase 1
Methods
Analysis
Ethics

Developing concepts to theory

CHAPTER FIVE -

PRESENTATION OF THE FINDINGS - PHASE 2
THE PRIMARY STRATEGY LEARNING NETWORKS INITIATIVE
Introduction
Context
Data analysis
Findings
Previous experiences of networking
The perceived advantages at the start of the PSLN initiative
Sharing
Support

Empowerment

134

135

136

138

140

141

141

142

142

144

145

146

148

149

150

151

152

155



Group dynamics
Standards
Structure
Time
The perceived advantages one year into the PSLN initiative
Developing relationships
Leadership opportunities
Knowledge frontiers
Shared accountability
The perceived disadvantages at the start of the PSLN initiative
Priorities
Mobility
Autonomy
Bureaucracy
The perceived disadvantages one year into the PSLN initiative
Engagement
Structure
External impositions
Conclusion on findings

A final reflection

156

157

158

160

161

162

163

164

165

167

167

169

170

171

173

173

175

177

178

180



CHAPTER SIX — CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction

Review of the findings

What lessons have already been learned about large scale educational reform?
Models of change

What lessons have already been learned about the common characteristics of

networks and to what extent have these informed the PSLN initiative?
Requirements
Impact

What are the perceived advantages and disadvantages of this particular model of

networking for moving primary education forward?
Advantages
Disadvantages
Network balance
Power and involvement
Do any problems arise from a centrally directed approach towards such an
initiative?
Authority
Influence
Power partnerships
Productive partnerships
A final reflection
Planning for success
Realistic intervention

A realistic approach to evaluating success and failure

181

183

183

183

184

184

186

187

187

188

188

191

191

192

194

195

199

201

201

201
203



Limitations of the research

Possibilities for further research

Conclusions

Appendices

References

207

208

208

212

239



LIST OF TABLES AND FIGURES

TABLE | TITLE PAGE
i Theories of large scale change and educational reform 32

ii Defining primary school collaborative groups 36

iii Advantages and disadvantages of networking — a summary 62

v The key research questions 80

v Transcript labels — NLC initiative 116

vi Transcript labels — PSLN initiative 148
FIGURE | TITLE PAGE
1 Power, involvement and other correlates 74

2 Network balance 189

3 Power partnerships and related outcomes 199

4 Productive networking relationships 200




LIST OF APPENDICES

APPENDIX
i
ii
iii
iii
iv
v
v
vi

vii

vii

X

X1
Xii
xiii
Xiv
XV
XVi
Xvil

XViii
Xix

XX
XXi
XXii

XX1il

XX1V

XXV

TITLE

Description of the NLC initiative

Description of the PSLN initiative

Fullan’s eight factors/insights of large scale reform

Wallace’s five characteristics of complex educational change
Gunter’s typology on the process of change

The PLP six stage model of consultancy for change

Remodelling the workforce five stage model of change management
The three overlapping phases of the change process

Woods et al’s key contextual and organisational factors conducive to
collaboration

Interview questions posed in Phase 1 and Phase 2 of the research
Letter of request to NLC participants
Thesis summary for NLC participants
Letter of request to PSLN participants
Thesis summary for PSLN participants
Advantages pre NLC involvement
Disadvantages pre NLC involvement
Advantages post NLC involvement
Disadvantages post NLC involvement
Thematic summary

Early advantages of the PSLN
Advantages of the PSLN one year on
Early disadvantages of the PSLN
Disadvantages of the PSLN one year on
Thematic summary

Other collaborative working arrangements in which PSLN
headteachers had participated

Types and numbers of networks accessed by PSLN headteachers

Researcher position



LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS AND DEFINITIONS

CPD

Continual Professional Development (of school teachers and non teaching
staff)

DCSF

Department for Children, Schools and Families (the official Government
body responsible for standards and education in UK schools)

DfEE

Department for Education and Employment (currently known as DCSF —
definition as above)

DfES

Department for Education and Skills (formerly DfEE - currently known as
DCSF — definition as above)

FFT

Fischer Family Trust (a national pupil performance database of over 10
million pupils in England and Wales)

LEA

Local Education Authority (currently known as Local Authority — definition
as below)

LA

Local Authority (the body of officers at Local Government level responsible
for Children’s Services including standards and education)

LMS

Local Management of Schools (a scheme introduced in 1990 gave delegated
powers for budgets to maintained schools in England and Wales)

LPSH

Leadership Programme for Serving Headteachers (introduced in 1998 to
offer nationally recognised professional development and accreditation to
experienced headteachers)

NCSL

National College for School Leadership (an organisation set up by the
Labour Government in November 2000 to build capacity for leadership in
UK schools)

NLC

Networked Learning Communities
(http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/sie/si/eips/existingmodels/nlc - an
initiative launched in 2002 by DfES in partnership with NCSL and the
Innovations Unit - see appendix i for further details)

NLS

National Literacy Strategy (DfEE, 1998) (a non-statutory national
framework for teaching literacy in schools)

NNS

National Numeracy Strategy (DfEE, 1999) (a non-statutory national
framework for teaching numeracy in schools)

NPQH

National Professional Qualification for Headship (nationally recognised
professional development and accreditation for aspiring headteachers or
those new into headship and a mandatory requirement from 2004)

OfSTED

Office for Standards in Education (the national body responsible for
inspecting standards in UK schools)




LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS AND DEFINITIONS (continued)

PPA

Planning, Preparation and Marking (from 2005, a statutory allocation of
10% non teaching time during the working week for teachers to plan and
prepare lessons and to assess and mark pupils’ work)

PSLN

Primary Strategy Learning Network
(http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/primary/wholeschool/learning_networks/
accessed on 22/07/07 - an initiative launched in 2005 by DfES in
partnership with Primary National Strategies, SureStart and the Innovations
Unit - see appendix ii for further details)

ROL

RAISEonline (http://www.raiseonline.org - a national web based data
system available to schools)

SATs

Standard Assessment Tasks (national assessment tasks and tests
administered to 7 year olds and 11 year olds in English primary schools)

SF

Standards Funds (Government ring fenced allocations of funds directly to
schools for spending on school effectiveness and school improvement)

TA

Teaching Assistant (classroom support personnel with no qualified teacher
status)

UA

Unitary Authority (the abolition of the two-tier structure of Local
Government in Scotland, Wales and some parts of England from 1996 and
replacement with unitary authorities responsible for all Local Government
services)



















By 2002, the Government had committed to collaborative initiatives such as the National
College for School Leadership’s Networked Learning Communities (Hopkins and Jackson,
2002), thus acknowledging the value of practitioner research as a key tool for developing
innovative practices and school improvement. The Specialist Schools (DfES, 2003a)

initiative was also being centrally promoted to spread innovation through collaboration.

Many other initiatives were also introduced in the second term of New Labour such as the
upskilling of classroom assistants to reduce teachers’ workload; and a review of the inspection
process towards greater school self evaluation. But any suggestion that the face of the
Government had changed to one of support and celebration of success was still not fully
realised (Brighouse, 2001). The comment that “improvement has happened, but
transformation has not yet begun” (Brighouse, 2001, p 29) was still true even at the start of

the third term of Government office.

Labour’s third term — 2005 to present day

Measures being taken in more recent times have led towards the development of a renewed
relationship with schools and one which the Government has actively promoted. This has
come about in a number of ways including the introduction of lighter touch inspections,
which began in September 2005, with school self evaluation central to the process (OfSTED,
2004). Additionally, increased funding streams direct to schools have further minimised local
authority control over the purse strings. However, in this context of reduced ‘middle level

management’ of schools:



Without some form of networking, it is highly unlikely that the aspirations for
governmental programmes of educational reform, particularly in decentralised
systems, will be realised. (Hopkins and Jackson, 2002, p 9)

One could argue that support of networks through direct funding lines not only helps to
rebuild relationships with schools but also provide a new and powerful vehicle for driving
Government reforms forward. This could be seen as a further move to sideline local
authorities, continuing to disempower them in their influence on educational policy and
practice, and counteracting what has been seen by some as local authorities “buttressing the
status quo [rather] than supporting change” (Hopkins and Jackson, 2002, p 9). However,
some might argue that this subsequent change in the Government’s policy orientation could
be interpreted as using those educational practices favoured by the profession to political

advantage.

Additionally, the pressure on politicians globally to intervene in state education has resulted
in an attempt in England to modernize school cultures (Wallace, 2003). The impact of the
1988 Education Reform Act which introduced financial delegation to schools, along with
active promotion of competition among schools, had led to system fragmentation (Glatter,
2003). Secondary school collaborative working arrangements, such as the 14-19 Strategy
(DfES, 2005) and primary school networking initiatives such as the PSLN (DfES, 2004a),
could arguably be considered as purposeful moves toward “a new search for integration,
coherence and systematic change” (Wallace and Hall, 1994, in Glatter, 2003, p 17).
Undeniably, inter-school collaborative working practices are becoming an integral part of
Government initiatives to improve educational practice, academic standards and pupil

achievement (Connolly and James, 2006).












The key research questions

To recall, the overarching aim of this thesis is to consider the success and sustainability of a
centrally imposed model of school collaboration for driving forward educational reform. In
order to offer an insight into the challenges of large scale educational reform in general and
the complexities of managing the PSLN initiative as such, the first key research question in
this thesis is:

- What lessons have already been learned about large scale educational reform?
(This will be answered from the literature review.)

Then, to explore what is already known about effective collaborative practices and whether
these have been considered in introducing such a radical change in primary school working
arrangements, the second key research question is:

- What lessons have already been learned about the common characteristics of
networks and to what extent has this informed the PSLN initiative? (This will be
answered from the literature review and the empirical research.)

Next, as a means of investigating the benefits and challenges of the PSLN ‘model’ when put
into practice, the third key research question is:

- What are the perceived advantages and disadvantages of this particular model of
collaborative working for moving primary education forward? (This is answered
from the empirical research.)

Finally, to draw conclusions on this centrally imposed model, its success and its
sustainability, the fourth key research question is:

- Do any problems arise from a centrally directed approach towards such an

initiative? (This is answered from the empirical research.)
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the history of government driven school collaborative practices militate against this (Rudd,
2003), thus posing a number of questions. Can true inter-school collaboration be achieved
whilst performance league tables still hold such an important position both politically and
publicly? Furthermore, can it be achieved when government policy promises parental choice
of schooling and thus encourages a competing market? And, finally, can it be achieved when
individual school funding is based heavily on pupil numbers and weighting and a pressure on
schools to ‘sell’ a service? Hall and Southworth (1997), in their research into headship, note:
Heads have had to adapt to the ideology of an ‘educational market’. The increase in
competition between schools for pupils has, in part, led to a concomitant need for
heads to be entrepreneurial in promoting the school and securing resources for it.
Without doubt, the ‘selling of schools’ has advanced. (Hall and Southworth, 1997,
p 166)
Lowndes and Skelcher (1998) substantiate this point when they remark that their research
shows:
... that the network style relationships often associated with partnership working —
resting on trust and mutuality — are threatened, or undermined, by the imperative to
compete [to ensure survival]. (Lowndes and Skelcher, 1998, p 326)
Although these comments were made in the first term of the New Labour Government, this
paradox of collaboration being driven forward as a major reform to raise standards within an
‘educational market’ of competition is further acknowledged and substantiated in more recent
literature (Brighouse, 2001; Evans et al, 2003; Connolly and James, 2006; Woods et al,
2006). Fullan (2001), in his subsequent work, suggests a framework for leading complex
change, which consists of the five key components of moral purpose, understanding change,
coherence making, relationship building, knowledge creation and sharing. The author

reinforces the importance of leadership and puts this at the core of any successful change
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Table i: Theories of large scale change and educational reform

1969 1979 1987 1991 1992 1992 1993
Bennis et al Berg and Ostergren Miles et al Fullan (with Stiegelbauer) Fullan Huberman Fullan
Three strategies of change Four decisive factors of successful Three overlapping phases of Four key phases of change Four insights into the process of Five causal relationships to change Eight lessons for harnessing the
change change change forces of change
1.Power co-ercive 1. Gain/loss 1. Initiation 1. Initiation 1. Active initiation and 1. Adoption 1. You can’t mandate what
participation matters
2. Normative re-educative 2. Ownership 2. Implementation 2. Implementation 2. Pressure and support 2. Implementation 2. Change is a journey not a
blue print
3. Rational- empirical 3. Leadership 3.Institutionalisation 3. Continuation 3. Changes in behaviour and 3. Enhanced technical capacity 3. Problems are our friends
beliefs
4. Power 4. Outcome 4. The overriding problem of 4. Revised institutional arrangements 4. Vision and strategic planning
ownership come later
5. Measurable impact on pupils 5. Individualism and
collectivism must have equal
power
6. Neither centralisation nor
decentralisation work
7. Connection with the wider
environment is critical to success
8. Everyone is a change agent
1994 1997 1999 2000 2001 2003 2004(a)
Hopkins Dalin Fullan Fullan Fullan Wallace Gunter
Five key messages about change Four key factors for successful Eight lessons for large scale reform Eight factors/insights into large Five key components for leading Five characteristics of complex Four approaches to change
change scale reform complex change change
1. Change takes place over time 1. ‘Real’ need 1. Moral purpose is complex 1. Upgrade the system context 1. Moral purpose 1. Large scale 1. Mediating change
and problematic
2. Enhance multiple perspectives 2. Ownership 2. Theories of change and 2. Become preoccupied with 2. Understanding change 2. Componential 2. Working for change
theories of education need coherence making in the service
each other of instructional improvement and
student learning
3. Be self conscious about the 3. Capability 3. Conflict and diversity are our 3. Establish crossover 3. Coherence making 3. Systemic 3. Controlling change
process of change friends structures
4. Assume resistance 4. Leadership 4. Understand the meaning of 4. Downward investment/upward 4. Relationship building 4. Differentially impacting 4. Delivering change

operating_on the edge of chaos

identity

5. Invest in teachers and schools

bl

Emotional intelligence is anxiety
provoking and anxiety containi

w

. Invest in quality materials

5. Knowledge creation
and sharing

v

. Contextually dependent

=

. Collaborative cultures are
anxiety provoking and
anxiety containing

=

. Integrate pressure and
support

N

. Attack incoherence:
connectedness and knowledge
creation are_critical

7.Get out of implementing
someone else’s reform agenda

%

. There is no single solution:
craft your own theories and
actions by being a critical
consumer

8. Work with systems
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Other terminology that exists for groups of schools working together are development groups
which are generally LA co-ordinated, and families of schools which can be groups of same
phase schools or be made up of a secondary school and its feeder primaries usually serving a
specific geographical location (Busher and Hodgkinson, 1996). These authors found that the
terms families and clusters were often interpreted as one and the same by teachers in their
research. Busher and Hodgkinson, (1996) also note that budgets were often used as power
tools by some schools over their families. Certainly clusters, families and development
groups seem more nebulous in their nature, interchangeable in their terminology and may or

may not have geographical location and LA co-ordination in common.

Glatter (2003) introduces the notion of partnerships also as being ‘slippery’ terminology when
discussed in term of networks. This is supported by Rudd (2003) who notes that the term
‘partnership’ is widely used, but ill defined and could range from a description of a two-
school arrangement to groups of schools working together. Most of the partnerships in
Rudd’s (2003) research are predominantly formal, with an agreed structure for working (p 4).
Lowndes and Skelcher (1998) note a distinction between partnerships and networks, where
the former is not always as cosy as the latter. Networks, according to these authors, “seem to
be based on trust, loyalty and reciprocity” (p 318), whereas they see partnerships as including
command, control and competition. A synopsis of all these definitions of collaborative
working arrangements for primary schools is included in table ii overleaf although, in reality,
the lines of demarcation between each type of collaborative are much less distinct than
portrayed in table ii and the characteristics of different types of collaborations overlap in

definition.
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