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EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

— 
Our findings paint a clear picture that The 
Connection is an emerging, distinctive, and 
innovative model of collaboration for professional 
development and that participating schools have 
become sites of innovation and collaboration. 
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“If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want  
to go far, go together,” so goes an often-quoted 
proverb that highlights the power and the 
potential of the collective.
When applied to education, this ethos of going far by 
going together calls on schools, government and the wider 
community - parents, industry, NGOs, tertiary institutions 
and innovators - to work collaboratively in a sustained 
effort to prepare all young learners for the future.

In Australia, education policy has clearly shifted towards 
collaboration as integral to sharing professional expertise 
and evidence for improved school practices, and for 
building partnerships between schools, families and 
communities to enrich student learning and wellbeing. 
There is mounting evidence that when schools collaborate 
in this way, they become sites of innovation, trialling new 
improvement practices and sharing their insights across 
the system.

While there is growing evidence that we must go together, 
we cannot afford to go slowly. Despite centuries-long 
efforts to reduce inequity in education, there remains a 
great divide between those who have access to a quality 
education and the opportunity that provides to live a good 
life, and those who never get that opportunity.

Increasing economic inequality in OECD nations over the 
last 25 years has magnified this divide, while the onset of 
the COVID-19 pandemic has further exacerbated many of 
these underlying inequalities and highlighted that year- 
on-year incremental gains are not something we can 
take for granted. It is, therefore, ever more urgent to 
come together to transform our education systems 
through large-scale, local, innovative, and collaborative 
solutions that support all learners with excellent education 
outcomes and future opportunities.

In an age of rising inequality, it has become clearer that 
“leapfrogging” education outcomes through proactive 
strategies for education innovation is necessary to bridge 
equity-driven learning gaps for students in disadvantaged 
schools and communities (Winthrop, 2016).  To wait 
for incremental gains, while the impacts of inequality 
compound, is no longer an option.

This report - Unleashing the Power of the Collective 
in Education – provides an evaluation of one such 
collaborative approach to education transformation –  
The SVA Bright Spots Schools Connection (The 
Connection) – which offers a promise and potential to 
leapfrog education outcomes and experiences in Australia. 
Using a mixed method approach, the report maps and 
reviews The Connection’s model of practice, evaluates 

Students and principal Gareth Smith at Casula High School, New South Wales
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its overall impact over the last five years (2014 - 2019), 
examines what is driving that impact, illustrates the  
work of other comparative collaborative networks and  
considers insights that could further improve its delivery 
and impact in the future.

What is the SVA Bright  
Spots Schools Connection  
(The Connection)?  

The SVA Bright Spots Schools Connection (The Connection) 
is a Collaborative Leadership Development Network 
(CLDN) launched in 2014 by Social Ventures Australia — 
a not-for-profit organisation which works with partner 
organisations to alleviate disadvantage in Australian 
communities. 

Born out of a strong belief that every child deserves a 
quality education and the opportunity to succeed in school 
and life, The Connection sets out to support outstanding 
school leaders and teachers in disadvantaged school 
communities to develop collaborations with other like-
minded school leaders, as well as industry, government 
and tertiary education providers. Through these 
collaborations, the participants build and share expertise, 
knowledge and evidence-informed resources and 
practices, and foster systems leadership for the system-
wide improvement of student outcomes.

The Connection is based on a theory of change that holds 
that if The Connection improves participants’ collective 
capability, this will increase their ability to implement 
school improvement practices, which will ultimately lead 
to improvement in student outcomes. 

Further, the program logic suggests that if collective 
capability and school leaders’ understanding of how to 
implement school-based practices are developed through 
the experiences of collaboration and knowledge-sharing 
facilitated by The Connection, then the collective capability 

of leaders, professionals and school communities to 
contribute to systemic educational change over time will 
also be enhanced.

How does The Connection work? 
Participating Connection schools are divided into three 
cohorts: eight Powerhouse schools (2014-2019), 27 Star 
Hub schools (beginning 2017), and 15 STEM Learning 
Hub schools (beginning 2017).

The Powerhouse schools formed the inaugural cohort of 
The Connection when it began in 2014, seeking schools 
(or ‘bright spots’ in the Australian education system) 
who had demonstrated excellence despite challenging 
circumstances. In 2019, these schools became The 
Connection’s first alumni.

The Star Hub schools were recommended for inclusion 
in The Connection based on their leaders’ readiness to 
implement initiatives to improve outcomes for students in 
low socio-economic status communities. While the STEM 
Learning Hub schools are located in communities where 
school-based STEM expertise, resources and support are 
desperately needed.

School leaders and educators from each participating 
school are supported to build networks and partnerships, 
share knowledge, develop mindsets and learn about 
school-based improvement practices through events,  
as well as several other novel approaches, specific to  
The Connection.

The Connection events include: Thought Leadership 
Gatherings (TLGs – held once a term for all participating 
schools); Hub Days (for Star Hub and STEM Learning 
Hub schools to reflect on the learnings from the TLGs and 
discuss the implementation of school-based improvement 
practices); webinars; school visits; engagement visits 
(with convenors from The Connection); and Connection 
International Explorations (CIEs — annual international 
educational trips).

The Connection events are critical for improving  
participants’ knowledge and mindsets relevant to their  
role and supporting them to build networks of 
relationships with other schools, industries and 
businesses. Participants are also expected to engage 
with the other novel features of The Connection, such 
as the Project Action Plan (PAP) — a school’s roadmap 

System-wide school  
improvement is a crucial and 
collaborative responsibility  
of teachers, school leaders,  
and system leaders.
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for approaching its SVA-supported school improvement 
planning; and an Inquiry Cycle — an evidence-informed 
continuous process to create intentional improvement 
within each participating school. 

From an initial cohort of eight schools, The Connection 
now boasts a collaborative network representing three 
states – Victoria (VIC), New South Wales (NSW) and 
South Australia (SA) – 2900 educators and approximately 
50,000 students over five years to 2019 (Cridge, 2019).

Understanding the impact of  
The Connection in a wider context 
A review of international literature, presented in this 
report, shows that in recent decades, collaboration has 
become a priority in schooling and education reform 
across the globe, especially for disadvantaged school 
communities. Traditionally, professional development 
programs were designed to improve the skills, knowledge 
and expertise of individual teachers and leaders to run 
schools and manage technical and operational challenges. 
Current trends in professional development, however, are 
responding to the need to move beyond individual training, 
towards collective leadership programs and networks, 
driven by innovation and collaboration to prepare school 
leaders to respond to growing adaptive challenges. 

High-performing education systems in various parts 
of the world have created collaborative structures —
such as British Columbia’s Learning Communities, the 
Shanghai Research and Lesson Groups and Singapore’s 
Professional Development Groups — for the collective 
improvement of school leaders and teachers to help drive 
improvements in school and system-wide practices and 
for the overall improvement of student learning outcomes.

Our review of five collaborative structures operating in 
high-performing education systems found that system-
wide school improvement is a crucial and collaborative 
responsibility of teachers, school leaders, and system 
leaders and that these collaborative models enable 
educators to continuously improve the impact of their 
practice on student learning. 

While we acknowledge there is a need for further 
research into how collaborative activities and efforts 
specifically drive collective improvement in learning 
outcomes, our review of these five structures, strengthens 

the evidence of the effectiveness of collaborative 
education improvement networks.

Further, there is a growing body of literature on the 
impacts of professional collaborative structures and 
networks on the collective knowledge, expertise and 
practices of teachers and school leaders, the emerging 
influence on student learning outcomes and the potential 
for system-wide school improvements.

In a 2020 report by the Center for Universal Education at 
Brookings, the authors claim meso-level networks — that 
play an intermediary, facilitator role between schools (at 
the micro level) and government and policy at the (macro 
level) — play a pivotal role in scaling the kind of deep 
change required to achieve system-wide transformation 
(The Education Commission, 2020).

Australian education policy 
context overview 
For decades, Australia has maintained a social and 
economic commitment to education equity, but we 
still know that students’ educational outcomes and 
experiences are strongly influenced by their postcode, 
social upbringing, and family circumstances. In Australia, 
there is a growing consensus that the traditional model 
of ‘heroic’ and ‘charismatic’ leadership is not serving 
us anymore, and there is a need to prepare leaders to 
manage contextual needs and disrupted environments. 
This is especially true for schools in low socio-economic 
communities. 

School leaders at a SVA Bright Spots Schools Connection Thought 
Leadership Gathering, Victoria 2019, (James Henry Photography)
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The mission of Australia’s education system is to prepare 
future-ready learners, who can collaborate effectively to 
solve complex problems of today and tomorrow. Preparing 
a generation of future-ready learners needs a sustained 
collaborative effort across all levels, including schools, 
communities, systems and industry.  

The pandemic crisis of 2020 has revealed the importance 
of collaboration in ensuring that education in Australia can 
meet changing demands, and that all schools stand to 
gain from the innovations accelerated by the collaborative 
efforts of educators, system leaders, community 
organisations and industry.

In recent years, we have seen educational policies 
and reform agendas increasingly being built on the 
desire to pursue collaboration at several levels of scale, 
simultaneously, to achieve collective improvement and 
innovation in teaching, leadership, and learning outcomes, 
mitigating some of the fragmented effects of our ongoing 
competition-based education system. This increased 
focus on collaboration was highlighted as recently as 
June 2020, with the announcement of a new National 
Institute for Evidence – to be established later in the year, 
to ensure the most effective approaches in teaching and 
learning, both in Australia and overseas, can be identified, 
tested, and when proven, can be spread throughout 
Australia’s schools and early learning centres.

Collaborative efforts in an education setting takes many 
forms — from the collective professional development of 
educators and school leaders, the sharing of professional 
expertise and evidence, to enabling schools to work 
directly with students, industry, families and communities 
for whole-system improvement. When undertaken by 
schools whose students face entrenched disadvantage 
in its many and varied forms, structured collaborative 
processes and networks present an immense opportunity 
to improve leadership and teaching practices that benefit 
learners’ experiences within the classroom and their 
opportunities beyond it.

Our Findings
Overall, our findings paint a clear picture that The 
Connection is an emerging, distinctive, and innovative 
model of collaboration for professional development and 
that participating schools have become sites of innovation 
and collaboration. 

Five years of The Connection’s work in the Australian 
education system has shown that a Collective  
Leadership Development Network approach is effective 
in generating meaningful short-term and long-term 
education outcomes for disadvantaged learners  
and communities.

Namely, our evaluation shows participation in The 
Connection is having a high, if widely varied, impact on the 
collective capability of both principals and non-principals, 
on school-based and system-wide improvement practices 
and student learning in these disadvantaged communities, 
across three Australian jurisdictions.

Our findings reveal participants – including principals 
and non-principals — consistently report improvement in 
their knowledge and mindsets and frequently report that 
their motivation to share and contribute to outcomes and 
collaboration beyond their own school has increased.

Schools across all three states have implemented a 
wide range of improvement practices over time, across 
integrated curriculum delivery, differentiated learning, 
student voice and engagement, collaborative professional 
inquiry, STEM-related learning, distributed leadership, 
and effective management of school resources. 

There have been many positive and productive examples 
of school-community partnerships – between schools, 
between schools and industry, and with other  
community groups.

As we would expect, the impact of The Connection’s 
activities on student learning outcomes is still emerging. 
Evidence is currently limited by both the sources of data 
and the diffuse range of influences that can impact 
participating schools in a variety of ways. Nevertheless, 
The Connection has shown improvements in student 
outcomes through students’ aspirations to pursue STEM-
related careers, engage in student voice and agency, and 
demonstrating metacognitive and general capabilities. 

A Collective Leadership 
Development Network approach 
is highly effective in generating 
meaningful short-term and  
long-term education outcomes 
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Our findings in relation to collective capability, school 
improvement practices and student learning are reflected 
in the following three overall insights.

Insight 1: 
 Participants in The Connection have acquired 
new knowledge and mindsets

Insight 2:   
The Connection uses and emphasises a shared 
inquiry process, to implement innovative 
practices in Australian classrooms, and at  
school and system leadership levels

Insight 3:  
Overall, there are perceived improvements 
in student engagement, student learning and 
development, and STEM-related learning over 
the life of The Connection. There is growing 
evidence of the impacts of The Connection on 
innovative measures of student learning, such  
as student voice and agency, metacognition,  
and general capabilities 

All these improvements, across three outcomes — 
educators’ collective capability, school-based and  
system-wide improvement practices and student  
learning — vary from year to year, state to state, and 
across principal and non-principal roles.

Discussion
The findings summarised above reveal a range of 
potentially transformative impacts of The Connection on 
the three interconnected levels of educators’ collective 
capability, school improvement practices and student 
learning outcomes, across three states.

The evaluation has also found that these impacts were 
made possible due to both the specific characteristics 
of The Connection model, together with the unique 
conditions of the wider school environment and 
education system in which each school operates. 

Schools do not exist in a vacuum. They are complex 
organisations, subject to myriad forces that enable or 
inhibit their learning and development. Encouragingly, our 
evaluation has shown that The Connection’s Collaborative 
Leadership Development Network-approach displays the 
core features of an effective network, including a shared 
moral purpose across a diverse cohort, a culture of trust 
and safe environment, collective accountability for shared 
success and impact, and a willingness to learn, share and 
exchange knowledge and expertise.

Not only that, The Connection has also been able to 
actively understand and leverage the enabling conditions 
in schools and education systems that foster systemic 
collaboration. These conditions include an explicit and 
shared whole-school improvement agenda, access to 
resources including infrastructure, staffing and financial 
resources, and close integration between the various 
education system priorities and the contextual needs  
of the schools.

Our analysis of the networks’ key characteristics, the 
activities it undertakes and the methods it uses, along 
with the enabling conditions in which it operates, shows 
The Connection has established an important and 
effective intermediary role, at a ‘meso-level’, brokering 
and supporting a dynamic process of alignment between 
participating schools (at the micro-level) and education 
departments (at the macro–level) to act together, learn 
from each other and develop a shared ecosystem 
relationship, which they would not otherwise have 
formed, and for the shared purpose of improving student 
outcomes in disadvantaged communities.
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Recommendations for the future 
This evaluation has shown us that The Connection 
offers a promise and potential to leapfrog education 
outcomes and experiences in Australia, through education 
innovations that can help to mobilise whole school 
improvement, student and community engagement, and 
empowering educators to become system leaders who 
can play a critical role in influencing the priorities of the 
wider system. 

The Connection’s emergent, distinctive and innovative 
approach to Australian schooling is creating and 
spreading evidence-informed improvement practices 
and capabilities among schools that serve disadvantaged 
students and communities, in ways that could be 
leveraged and scaled into system leadership capability 
that is aligned with the educational needs and demands 
of our time.  

The evaluation also shows that there is an opportunity  
to build further key aspects of The Connection’s approach, 
in order to maximise its positive impact, both for future 
cohorts and for achieving system-wide transformation  
of educational outcomes. 

We propose this is possible if The Connection continues to 
build and refine the design and delivery of its Collaborative 
Leadership Development Network approach – such 
as increasing its focus on strengthening distributed 
leadership practices and utilising tools, technology and 
real-time methods for tracking and recognising student 
learning; and by implementing strategies to build system-
wide capability for collaboration and network-based 
systems leadership across the Australian education system.

This would require a significant shift at the system-level 
to encourage school leaders to advance their practices 
in distributed, collective and systems leadership within 
and across Australian states and territories. It would 
also require consensus among systems leaders and 
policymakers to actively support The Connection’s 
distinctive role as a facilitator of innovative and meaningful 
partnerships for schools and help amplify its efforts to 
bridge education inequality in Australian classrooms.

The eight recommendations include:

Improvements in the design and delivery  
of The Connection

Recommendation 1: Focus on increasing educators’ 
engagement in fit-for-purpose, collaborative 
leadership development networks

Recommendation 2: Build a dedicated evaluation 
function, aligned with program strategy and 
implementation, to support student impact and spread 
program learning 

Recommendation 3: Support shared accountability 
with co-design and tools for integrated data collection  

Recommendation 4: Focus on strengthening 
distributed school leadership 

Recommendation 5: Continue to align  
The Connection’s work with international best practice

Strategies to build system-wide capability 
for collaboration, network-based systems 
leadership

Recommendation 6: Pursue strategic alignment with 
system priorities 

Recommendation 7: Support system leadership by 
strengthening The Connection’s role as a facilitator of 
innovative, meaningful partnerships for schools in the 
emerging education ecosystem 

Recommendation 8: System leaders and 
policymakers provide active support to amplify  
The Connection’s efforts to bridge education inequity 
in Australian classrooms
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The Future Agenda 
Our evaluation of the SVA Bright Spots Schools 
Connection (The Connection) has shown it is on the right 
track, and that, with the right enabling support, systems 
leadership in Australia’s education system will develop 
from the actions of the highly effective educational 
leaders in disadvantaged school communities. 

To sustain and spread The Connection’s work in the next 
stage, it will be integral for all players within the education 
ecosystem to work collaboratively and for there to be a 
cultural consensus across the education system to give 
school leaders the space, legitimacy, encouragement and 
structured support to engage in collaborative practices 
that promote systems leadership.

The evaluation found that there is a need to build a 
systemic approach to facilitating relationships between 
a school and/or network of schools and federal and 
state education systems. A networked education system 
can also engage and connect to other actors – such 
as employers, new innovators, and other community 
institutions – who can work in partnership with schools  
to improve student outcomes and close achievement 
gaps for marginalised students more rapidly. 

Our evaluation shows The Connection (at the meso level), 
plays the role of the mediating organisation in facilitating 
these interactions between schools (at the micro level) 
and government and their policies (at the macro level) to 
promote collaborative activity and systems leadership. 

This network-based approach to professional 
development, if expanded efficiently and effectively, 
has the potential to successfully organise the diverse 
expertise needed to solve complex educational issues, 
quickly spread lessons learned in one part of the network 
to another, and to add to the strength of Australia’s school 
leadership workforce into the future. 

This, therefore, is a call to action to open up funding 
channels for innovation-driven, collaborative models of 
system partnership, bringing together the micro-meso-
macro levels of action, to encourage greater and deeper 
sharing across the education ecosystem. 

The Connection is living evidence: a working model for 
system-wide school improvement and collaborative 
leadership development at a school, community and 
system level. It sets a distinctive example from which other 
education systems in Australia and beyond can learn, 
adopt and adapt practices to achieve the system-wide 
school improvement that is necessary if we, the collective, 
are to close the inequality gap in education and do so as a 
matter of urgency.

The Connection is living  
evidence: a working model for 
system-wide school improvement 
and collaborative leadership 
development 
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