 
SYSTEMATIC REVIEW OF RESEARCH INTO THE IMPACT OF NETWORKS
 
In spite of all the government policy initiatives which have been supporting networking between schools and between networks of schools, we’ve had, until now, little hard evidence about the effect of networks, the knowledge base surrounding them and their value as an improvement strategy at scale.
 
Last year the Centre for the Use of Research and Evidence in Education (CUREE) worked with NCSL’s Networked Learning Group to undertake a systematic research review of the impact of networks. The review has just been published. I have provided a very brief outline of key findings in this email and attach a 2 sides of A4 summary.  I think the findings would interest you and that you might find them a useful source of evidence in your decision making. I think you’ll find the evidence about the positive impacts of networks on social inclusion, the central role of CPD in developing and sustaining networks and about network goals interesting.
 
The review found evidence that networks can be an effective vehicle for improving teaching, learning and attainment. We also found evidence that networks could add considerable value to what schools or other organisations can do on their own to improve pupil learning – from access to resources to expanded access to expertise and support.
 
We were interested to find that all but one of the more effective networks targeted socially excluded, minority or underachieving students. The involvement of parents or businesses and community organisations was a noticeable feature of all effective networks. Indeed, parents emerged as key network partners – or targets, particularly in projects involving at-risk, minority or SEN children.
 
We were also intrigued to find that the size of the networks appeared to bear little relation to their effectiveness, suggesting that it’s the quality of the collaboration between local clusters within the networks which is key. 
 
Another striking and consistent feature of the networks studied in the review was that collaborative professional development was the principal means of effecting transfer of knowledge and practice within networks. Collaborative CPD was the means by which networks brought large numbers of people on board and the means by which they secured the depth of engagement needed for positive outcomes for students. The CPD usually involved external expertise and creating self-sustaining capacity over time. 
 
The review involved searching the major research databases as well as drawing on earlier work of the NLG. 4,570 abstracts and 368 research reports, papers or journal articles were systematically sifted until we had 14 studies remaining which met the inclusion criteria for the in-depth review.
 
Implications
The review found that the most effective networks reported evidence of impact on teachers and students so in our view and those of the academics and public agencies we have consulted, schools should seriously consider how their membership of networks could support and expand CPD opportunities for teachers through cross-organisational collaboration. In particular, as the review found that continued opportunities for sustained collaboration encouraged improvements in teaching, learning and achievement, policy-makers and school leaders might want to consider how to exploit the benefits of networking and how to sustain these opportunities over time.
 
 
Since all but one of the most effective networks were focused on meeting the needs of vulnerable pupils we believe that school, local, regional and national policy-makers should all consider the  review’s findings in relation to the Every Child Matters agenda. The review provides good examples of the development of effective inter-agency collaboration. Focused on enhancing the learning of pupils, teachers, schools and the communities they serve. 
 
The full report of the review is available on the NCSL website http://www.ncsl.org.uk/networked/networked-research.cfm. In the next few weeks this will be accompanied by a short leaflet illustrating the key findings with examples from networks and exploring practical implications. Do let me know if you would like me to forward you a copy of this short leaflet when it is published (just hit reply and say ‘yes please’).
 
You may also be interested in two other, related NLG publications:
· Hadfield, M., Jopling, M., Noden, C., O’Leary, D. & Stott, A. What does the existing knowledge base tell us about the impact of networking and collaboration? This is a preliminary, interpretive scoping of the evidence base. 
· Earl, L., Katz, S. & Temperley, J. (eds.) Some key messages for network leaders from phase two of the external evaluation of NSCL’s Networked Learning Communities programme. 

You can download these from http://www.ncsl.org.uk/networked/networked-research.cfm, or email requests for printed copies to nlc@ncsl.org.uk. 
 
If you have any questions about this review or would like a copy of the short leaflet providing examples and illustrating implications please do not hesitate to contact me.
 
Best wishes,
 
Philippa Cordingley
Chief Executive
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