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Introduction

In 2001 the DfES funded a National College for School Leadership (NCSL) proposal to establish a Network Learning Communities (NLC) Programme. In September 2002 48 NLCs started and in January 2003 a further 40 began (NCSL, undated A), with the programme ending in 2006. The aim of the NLCs was to enable government reform to continue to transform education but with a stronger recognition of participation: 

There is a growing synergy between government and practitioner views that we need to create space in the system for creativity, lateral learning and accountability, distributed leadership and the sharing of practice. Having achieved sustained improvement in education through an externally generated reform agenda, transformation will take on different and less predictable shapes. It is likely to occupy different directions of travel, too, being less outside-in than inside-out; less top-down than lateral in direction; less one (the centre) to many than many (the network) to many (other networks). There also seems to be an energy in the system to make positive sense of diversity. Diversity is here to stay. It will either lead to more competition, divisiveness and inequality (the doomsday scenario) or, as thousands of richly multicultural schools across the country have demonstrated, it can be a cause for collaboration, celebration, affirmation and mutual learning. If it is to become the latter – and it must be – it is likely to be facilitated by school working in interdependent and mutually supportive collegiate structures (as Tim Brighouse has advocated), or as federations (as government policies are promoting), or as ‘networked learning communities’. (NCSL, undated A, 1). 

The NLC programme had 130 networks in place involving 1,500 schools or six per cent of schools, and involves 25,000 staff and over 500,000 pupils. It claims to be ‘probably the largest school-to-school network programme in the world’ (NCSL, undated B, 2). 

The rapid growth and claims made about the NLC programme raises issues of comparison with the University of the First Age which began in 1996 and now has 3000 Fellows, 5,000 Peer Tutors, and includes 1600 schools in England. The UFA in size and scope engages with both adults and students as active members, and it is not only school based but also includes local communities and voluntary organisations. In this sense it captures the diversity of learning needs in England, and represents a wider range of participants who can contribute to learning activities. However, the NLC programme does raise interesting issues for the NUFA and its partners to consider, and in this report I intend to use published reports and an interview with David Jackson from the Networked Learning Group to examine the following questions: 

· What is a Networked Learning Community?

· What might the NUFA learn from the Networked Learning Community Programme?

In compiling this report I am deeply grateful to David Jackson for his time and support in supplying me with information. 

What is a Networked Learning Community?

A NLC is about securing professional development through problem-based learning:

In networks, people and institutions are overtly associated with each other in forms of connection and relationship that are deliberately established and worked upon in the pursuit of a commonality of interests, concerns and goals. (Chapman and Aspin, NCSL undated F: 10). 

The NLC Programme has identified ‘six interconnected Levels of Learning which are the foundations for the collaborative planning and ongoing activity of each network’ (NCSL, undated A: 3). These are: 

1. Pupil Learning: the aim is to improve pupil outcomes through a focus on pedagogy and evidence informed approaches;

2. Adult Learning: the aim is to develop a school culture of adult learning through enquiry, shadowing, mentoring, observation and visits; 

3. Leadership for Learning and Leadership Development: the aim is to change practice, share knowledge, and to recognise that leadership needs to be distributed;

4. School-wide Learning: the aim is to develop learning organisations in which there is the capacity to proactively take on innovatory cultures and practice;

5. School-to-School Learning: the aim is to share knowledge through working together;

6. Network-to-Network Learning: the aim is to enable schools outside of a network to be able to learn from and to interpret activity within their own context, and so knowledge becomes more widely available. 

These six levels of learning are underpinned by four principles: 

1. Moral purpose: a commitment to the success of all children

2. Shared leadership: e.g. co-leadership and distributed leadership

3. Enquiry-based practice: evidence and data driven learning

4. Use of a model of learning: systematic engagement with the ‘three fields of knowledge’. (NCSL, undated B, 2). 

The NLC works by schools clustering together in a local area and to work collaboratively with the LEA, Higher Education, and the community to raise standards. Size is normally about 11 schools but a NLC can be six schools or forty schools (NCSL, undated B). The emphasis is on learning processes where each participant both learns from and with others, can learn on behalf of another, and engages with meta-learning through understanding how they learn:

Networked learning can be said to take place when individuals come together in groups from different environments to engage in purposeful and sustained developmental activity informed by the public knowledge-base, utilising their own know-how and co-constructing new knowledge together. They learn with one another, from one another, and on behalf of others, both in the network’s schools and the wider system (NCSL, undated B, 2). 

There are two aspects to this: first, the knowledge that is used and produced, and second, the associations or links made between people. The model of knowledge production that is presented is one based on three types:

· What is known: the knowledge from theory, research and best practice.

· What we know: the knowledge of those involved, what practitioners know. 

· New knowledge: the new knowledge that we can create together through collaborative work (NCSL, undated B, 1). 

Hence the approach is to engage in both published knowledge combined with craft knowledge developed through experience both prior to and during the NLC activity. The NLC programme promotes what it calls ‘learning conversations’ which are planned and are subject to protocols in order to ensure that the individual who is ‘isolated’ can co-operate and collaborate. The process is outlined as: 

· Come together to learn and participate in a purposeful learning dialogue with your fellow practitioners.

· Celebrate achievements to provide yourself and others with knowledge for success.

· Focus on the work you have undertaken, its impact and plans for future action.

· Participate in dialogue which draws on the contribution of other expert practitioners.

· Talk about the key drivers for your current work and about how best to move this work forward.

· Ask questions of your conversation partners and listen to how they problem-solve on your behalf.
· Above all, focus continually on student learning (NCSL, undated G: 3). 

In order to ensure that the learning conversation is purposeful there is a need for a facilitator to manage the process where no knowledge about the focus is provided but instead they ensure all are able to converse. Conversations might happen in a workshop where resources are shared; a consultation where knowledge is transferred; a forum where problems are shared and worked on; and, hot seating where a network member explores their own learning and the lessons learned. A typology of dialogue that might happen is provided: 

· Dialogue to establish relationships and connections uses deep listening, mutuality, appreciation and genuine enquiry. Connections and relationships enable us to make things happen. The central feature of collaboration is the power of both questioning and listening. 

· Dialogue for co-creation involves being open to possibilities. This openness is the opposite to knowing all the answers. People are never so involved as when they help to create something. This generative process motivates them. 

· Dialogue for partnership and alignment focuses on mutuality, the needs, interests and commitment within the group. 

· Dialogue for action and accountability makes people accountable for their commitments. It is how things get done within your group. We increase the accountability in our relationships through improving requests, promises and declarations. 

· Dialogue for learning and completion involves people taking time to talk about the process of learning itself.  (NCSL undated, G: 4)

The way people associate with each other in ways that are planned, purposeful and sustained to do this is through what are known as ‘knots’:

· Joint work groups: e.g. project teams or curriculum development groups

· Collective planning e.g. steering groups, professional development groups

· Mutual problem-solving teams e.g. focus groups

· Collaborative enquiry groups e.g. enquiry teams

· Shared professional development activities e.g. learning forums/joint staff days (NCSL, undated B, 2-3). 

It is argued that some of these are ‘architectural’ (e.g. steering group) that structure the NLC, while others are more ‘fluid’ and adapt to needs (e.g. project team). The NLC programme does not want to legislate what works but does recommend what seems to work, and what seems to generate most outcomes in terms of NLC development are:

· Launch events and joint staff days

· Headteacher learning groups

· A shared professional development planning function

· A monitoring, evaluation and dissemination group (NCSL, undated B, 2-3). 

The processes and necessary resources are presented as advisory to potential and starting NLCs in the form of leaflets that outline how to get one off the ground, and how to build a process of learning. The emphasis in the resources is on process where a NLC video can be used, leaflets which outline beliefs and values, and activities that a new knot can engage in to develop what they need to do and how they need to do it (see NCSL, undated C). In addition to this the NLCs are advised about how to gain support for their work and four types of leadership are identified: first, a network leader who can help with communication, knowledge management, relationship development, capacity building, and sustainability; a local authority who can broker membership, relationships, link to other networks, access resources, and facilitate knowledge exchange; third, a network activist who can model network practice, connect the network with others, handle complexity, communicate and develop leadership; and, fourth, a critical friend who can support, challenge, provide expertise, help lead the enquiry and broker knowledge (NCSL 2005).

The development and sharing of knowledge is key to the NLCs and there are two aspects that are promoted through the NCSL. First, on line exchanges where each network has their own page and so members can access what is going on and also exchange knowledge (NCSL undated H), and where there is a planned programme of people from particular networks talking about their NLC facilitated by someone from the NCSL, and a Learning Networks Exchange Programme for 2005-2006 outlines eight forums between November 2005 and March 2006 where there is access to the work of between six and eight NLCs from around the country (NCSL undated E); second, guidance on how the NLC develops artefacts that others can use. In relation to this latter feature the emphasis is on knowledge transfer from guidance written by those who have created the artefact in ways that make public the learning and thinking that could be tacit or unspoken. So a NCL is expected to produce a learner guide that outlines what the artefact is about, and how others might use it. For example, if an intervention has been made in a school in regard to homework policy or into how to improve the learning outcomes of a particular group of pupils there is a need to provide a commentary to explain the policy and practice. A step-by-step guide is provided for doing this: 

1. Preparing the ground: choose a focus – which aspect of your network activity do you wish to share through your artefact?

2. Capturing the context: clearly state why you decided to start this project/initiative and what its aims were.

3. Outlining the actions: outline the activities undertaken by your network within the chosen area of focus reflected in your artefact.

4. Identifying the impact: identify any perceived impact on teaching, pupil or adult learning, classroom or leadership practice. 

5. Reflection for action: what lessons have you learnt? What worked well? What would you do differently next time? What are the key learning points transferable to others? (NCSL, undated d). 

In summary NLCs are people working together in problem solving, where they cut across organisational boundaries in order to share knowledge and to use expertise to develop strategies for improving national standards. The emphasis from the NLC programme team at the NCSL has been to grow the NLCs in local areas, in order to build up participation and to learn how to do it. This has enabled a combination of a centralised idea of the NLC coming from the NCSL and funded by the DfES combined with a decentralised process of localised problem solving and change management. The NLCs had the opportunity to connect to the learning and motivation built through other initiatives such as Best Practice Research Scholarships (BPRS) and ASTs (Advanced Skills Teachers), so that those who had developed networks could form NLCs to either use their knowledge and/or build new opportunities for change. 

What might the NUFA learn from the NLCs?

David Jackson is of the view that much as been learned about networking and the role of particular people in the process (e.g. facilitators) that has been beneficial. In particular, there is a demand for more knowledge from within networks about research and practice in other places. One major benefit has been the growth of a ‘gift culture’ where information and artefacts have been shared, and this has helped to develop a learning culture. There is much from the literature about Learning Networks which suggests the NUFA could be affirmed in what it is doing, and also be alerted to some of the problems which can arise in the technical operation.

Stoll (undated) argues the following about the impact of professional learning communities: 

Professional learning communities are a means to an end: the goal is not to be a professional learning community. The ultimate outcome of professional learning communities has to be experienced by pupils, even though there is an intermediate outcome in terms of the capacity to promote and sustain the learning of the professionals in the school’s community. We are exploring impact on pupils’ progress, but the evidence also shows that being part of a professional learning community can have a positive impact on teachers’ work lives, their learning and improvement in practice, as well as improvement of the school as an organisation (34). 

The emphasis is on ‘capacity building’ through being involved in problem solving, and through this process there is evidence of learning, taking risks through change processes, and the distribution of leadership. Much is claimed about such learning communities in terms of systemic transformation and improving education for all pupils. Illustrative of this is Crandall et al. (undated) who provide three examples of what they call ‘identified transportable social practices’ or ‘creating public forums for sharing dialogue and critique, teaching other teachers as a primary mode of learning and adopting a stance of inquiry as a network’ (26):

1. Creating public forums for sharing dialogue and critique: here they give the example of the Success for All reform model where facilitators from a number of schools met together, and ‘as one facilitator explained, communicating with other facilitators from other schools allowed her to address problems without causing concern among those at her school site’ (26).

2. Teaching other teachers as a primary mode of learning: reform is supported by conferences, and Crandall et al. found that ‘in a study of schools implementing the Core Knowledge reform model… teachers had extremely positive reactions to the annual conference… (because)… a major benefit of attending Core Knowledge conferences is the opportunity to learn about how teachers in other Core Knowledge schools teach Core topics’ (26).

3. Adopting a stance of inquiry as a network: studying how data on pupil performance is used means that effectiveness can be developed through on going enquiry. For example, ‘continuous inquiry into the relationships between different instructional practices and student learning in different forms and on different measures sharpens individuals’ skills at diagnosing the meaning of data patterns and crafting appropriate instructional responses’ (27). 

What this does affirm for current NUFA practice is:

· Teachers coming together face to face to share and work through issues is regarded as important by teachers;

· Focusing in on issues of pupil progress will enable teachers to raise questions about their practice in ways that they regard as relevant and meaningful. 

Concerns raised by those who promote networking tend to be functional, for example, Hargreaves (2003) engages in a cost-benefit analysis that will need to be engaged with by schools if networking is to be seen to be productive: 

Just how large the gains from networking might be, of course, remains to be determined in the light of experience, for school leaders will have to calculate the transaction costs that are involved in interactions and exchanges within networks. It takes much time and energy for teachers to learn how to innovate and then to validate the new practices. To do so across institutions, rather than merely within one’s own school, will incur extra costs that might outweigh the benefits. In this regard it will be particularly important that innovations emerging from networks meet the criterion of high leverage, which can compensate for the transaction costs. Networks, like email, may have weaknesses as well as strengths and will fall out of favour if they are not rigorously scrutinised for their true value and then altered in the light of experience. This entails looking for what might be unanticipated spin-off benefits, for example, in governance or teacher recruitment and retention, not just the potential gains for which the networks were explicitly designed (9). 

No doubt the NUFA is well aware of such arguments, not least that the outcomes of teachers associating with other teachers and adults across organisations needs to cover the costs of doing it. Otherwise teachers will not be able to be released from the timetable to undertake NUFA activities or receive Fellowship training, as the argument can be made that in order to ensure teachers have the energy and capacity to deliver national standards then they need to be protected from too much other involvement. These are dangerous arguments that could damage professional development because they are framed around the scalability of change rather than a change worth working for and resourcing. There is a contradiction because on the one hand networks are regarded as scale free as they can grow and grow and more knots and nodes and formed, but as Hargreaves notes this is ultimately controlled by a cost benefit analysis. At the same time, networks are the way in which the global and the local are connected, and so globalisation can work its way into the classroom through how the financial cost of what is being done matters more than the human investment in association with others. Hargreaves does recognise the unpredictability of growth through spin offs and significantly the NUFA does have the evidence that its work with teachers has the a wider impact in relation to teacher recruitment and retention through my report a few years ago about how teachers talked about the impact of the NUFA on revitalising their career opportunities. However, at a time of a global drive for a flexible workforce, known in England as remodelling, such arguments may no longer be as valid as schools can access non-teachers to take on teacher’s work, and so teacher morale may not be as important a strategy for educational change as it once was. 

There are debates about how to make, for example, online communities work better (e.g. Johnson 2001) but such functional matters, while important, can mask and distract the education profession from more fundamental matters. There are significant issues that the NUFA needs to consider that could be contrary to aims and practice, and these are issues that the supporters of NLCs do not tend to raise. There is a need to raise concerns about what is happening in NLCs and what is regarded as good practice: 

· Status of children: it seems that the NLCs are adult forums where an issue of teaching and learning is developed, implemented, and diffused to others. The status of children is as pupils who are the objects of the adult learning and are not automatically the co-learners within a NLC. There is no evidence of such partnerships or of how adults are working with students to develop e.g. the school council as a NLC. This runs contrary to the NUFA who have moved into partnerships with children as learners through e.g. mentoring, and have plans to develop student as co-learners rather than as responders to adult plans. 

· Change: it seems that NLCs are focused around problem solving in relation to the reform and national standards. Consequently, participants do not control the purposes of change but instead are located in a participatory network stimulated to develop in ways where teachers own external reform. Instead of a technical implementation process of national reform locally implemented, it is creating a culture of local problem solving in order to deliver national reform. NLCs are not being encouraged to develop their own curriculum and pedagogic processes, or to challenge national reform and become pressure groups for new ways of working and learning. As Jones (2004), citing Law, argues that when a person approaches associations of people as networks then we generate the network as a thing that is tangible and analysable. In bringing the network into existence we may adopt a language of newness but in reality ‘we are in the process of uncritically reproducing some kind of dominant ideology’ (quote from a draft paper by Law, in Jones 2004: 82).  The NLCs are not random self-organising groups but are the product of a structure and ideology of control of teachers and their work. Consequently, the NUFA needs to guard against the optimism of NLCs which are in essence a highly conservative innovation. The location of the NLCs within the NCSL is illustrative of this, because the latter is a government agency established to deliver government reforms through training the profession to implement externally determined change. The NUFA sees itself as a network which is primarily focused on teaching and learning, and does not see itself as a conduit for national policy implementation. 

· Organisation: it seems that the NLCs are communitarian where the emphasis is on using processes to build consensus and unity. In Jones’ (2004) terms there is a strong ‘romanticism’ about communities that practice together in regard to both the rhetoric of newness and possible gains. While the NLC programme presents itself as a radical innovation outside of the organisation (school, LEA) it is conceptualised as organisational. The emphasis is on roles and while distributed leadership is promoted it is under theorised in terms of the power processes being exercised. The central role of the headteacher as being crucial is repeatedly emphasised, and the support of the LEA is seen as vital to brokering (or simplifying) the complexity that a NLC can generate. In other words the approach remains leader centric and is about developing leadership rather than focusing on practice. The NUFA can learn from this by reflecting on itself as an organisation and how it interfaces with other organisations. Furthermore, as Jones (2004) argues there is a need for networked learning communities to develop a more sophisticated understanding of what it means to be on and off line, and how the virtual community created through online discussions inter-relates with the realities of how human beings learn and how there is a need for human association. The NUFA is a formal and legally constituted organisation with obligations to funders and to clients, and as such it has to do much that the NLC and NCSL have had to do in regard to organisational matters. In interfacing with other organisations such as schools, LEAs, community groups and businesses the NUFA has to work within the structures that they have and so there is a need to build a working consensus with those in leadership roles. However, what is different for the NUFA is that the focus is on learners and learning, and how they participate in and design learning for themselves and for other students. The value of human forums through, for example, conferences and fellowship training, means that there is more potential to inter-connect on and off line learning. In this way the NUFA is more student than structure orientated and for the NUFA the structures are a necessary avenue to enabling student achievement to be realised, whereas the NLC are part of the national reform agenda to improve adult work and structures.  

· Radicalism: NLCs are presented as new but much of what is presented is what other networks such as the NUFA have been doing for a long time but without the resources that the NLC programme has had to both do it and promote what it has been doing. Much of what is written about what NLCs are and how they should go about setting up and doing their work is an up-scaling of what was promoted as team work in an effective organisation in the 1980s and 1990s. NLCs are organisational teams writ large, and so they are located within an improvement and effectiveness agenda that is integral to national reform. They are in essence an anti-dote to the quasi-market that developed rapidly from the late 1980s as schools were thrust into a competitive environment, and teachers could no longer professionally network through the LEA because the latter had been weakened and teachers could not associate with each other for fear of losing competitive advantage. What the NLCs are doing is returning to the situation pre-1988 where good LEAs worked with teachers in networks to develop subject knowledge and practice, and much of what is promoted as good practice for NLCs is derivative of this work. In many ways the NUFA grew out of the pre-1988 LEA culture and is nested nationally and locally within LEAs because of that. For the NUFA this means that there is a need to promote the historical grounding of the NUFA and to promote its long established and long-term commitment to supporting teachers and students in their learning. The ending of the NLC programme does not mean the end of the NLCs and there is an opportunity there for the NUFA to connect with these and help them to exist outside of the NCSL remit and to orientate their purposes around learners and learning. 

· Knowledge: NLCs are based on the premise of a productive interplay between access to published knowledge, good practice, and craft (experiential know how) knowledge. It seems that all we need to do in the modern world is to manage knowledge in ways that control what is to be known and who the knowers are, and significantly abandon what we know. For example, Caldwell (2004) drawing on business models, argues that if we are to transform then we have to give up tried and tested ways of doing things that may have worked in the past but may not be the best way of doing is now, and what we do now will have a ‘shelf life’ (10), and might be too costly to continue. From a private sector perspective education must view what it does as a product, service and market, and so have this dispensability approach to what is done. This form of forgetting and the denial of the past as known by participants is embedded in the NLC processes. It seems from the booklets that all that a NLC has to do is to have the right process and a skilled facilitator and it what needs to be known can be known and what can be known can be accessed, and what is irrelevant can be denied time and space. Particular concerns have been raised about the ability of networks to work in such a way as to produce open dialogue. Frankham (2005) argues that the opportunity to open up areas of dispute are difficult in settings where the expectation is about consensus building. Furthermore, she argues that working for an agreement can deny access to knowledge, and what is needed are disturbances where people are asked to be troubled and to trouble others. Indeed, the case is made that we may not know what the problem is to be solved, and that learning is not a product of being clear about aims but originates from and is a part of a process of questioning and uncertainty. This brings into question the linearity of the processes outlined earlier in this paper that permeate the documents supporting the NLCs, and as Frankham (2005) argues it ‘reduces issues of knowledge production to questions of information exchange’. What makes the NUFA different is that it presents a curriculum for teachers and students, where there is content and evidence that can stimulate questions about meaning, practice and student progress. Teachers who attend NUFA sessions can bring their own histories with them, and can disagree with what they are being presented with. Hence the approach that is relevant to the NUFA is one that is less about a packaging of know how through problem solving and is more about problem posing and equity. 

Overall, what this analysis shows is that there are a number of strategic matters that the NUFA needs to consider in how it responds to NLCs and how it might learn from them. First, networking has been captured by the modernising reformers, many of whom supported the Thatcherite reforms and have now transferred allegiance to the New Labour agenda (see Caldwell 2004), and many are the mainstream school improvers who have promoted the normative possibilities of networks to deliver reforms (see Harris et al. 2005). The emphasis on process rather than values means that they have developed an approach to knowledge production that is decontextualised and scalable. Hence networks are defined around securing performance and are not about radical change or pressurising for an alternative approach to educational development. Furthermore, much of the work is base on the assumption that developing adults impacts on children’s learning, and hence continues to treat students as the object of professional development (e.g. Stoll et al. 2003). The NUFA has seen itself as a champion of children and teachers, and how they might be enabled to develop learning activities based on the best possible research evidence combined with professionality, rather than directly operating to ensure that national reforms are delivered.  Secondly, the NUFA puts emphasis on research into learning and on working with teachers to develop their understanding and use of that knowledge, and as such there is an approach to adult learning that treats teachers as people who not only know through their practice but are also interested in knowing about research and theorising. There is the opportunity to develop this work in relation to how leadership is conceptualised. The NLC are nested in the NCSL and therefore are conceptualised through the preferred model of leadership promoted by the DfES. The NUFA is not constrained in this way and therefore can access other approaches to leadership that are shown to both conceptualise the teacher in ways that are consistent with the approach taken by the NUFA and directly relate to learners and learning rather than begin with the goal of organisational effectiveness. I would draw your attention again to two texts: Starratt’s (2003) book on the relationship between the student and the centre of learning and how adults productively engage with learners; second Lingard et al. (2003, and see Hayes et al. 2004) work on productive pedagogies and how they work on leadership not as a normalising function of a leader but as a relational process:

These principals also demonstrated a willingness to ‘roll up their sleeves’ and work with teachers and students on the day-to-day minutiae of school life. This is in contrast to a number of principals we observed who remained aloof from staff and students and gave the appearance of being more concerned with looking like the CEO of a major corporation than the educational leader of a school community. This type of principal has a clear management rather than pedagogical focus, which is not to argue that a well managed school is not important, but rather to stress the importance of placing pedagogical considerations at the core of school culture. Productive leaders are also capable of making hard decisions in the face of opposition – a crucial part of productive leadership habitus which we view as self-reflective, moral and able to deal with the school as a whole. Just as we have spoken about the need for teachers to demonstrate this by discerning when to drive reforms and when to pull back. They understand the required and appropriate balance between pressure and support for change. (Hayes et al. 2004: 13). 

What the NUFA has to offer is a conceptualisation of leadership that is located and grounded in such pedagogic relations, where the approach is not about how best to deliver external reform but is about how best to develop learners and learning. 

Summary

NLCs are presented as an optimistic process for systemic transformation through enabling educational professionals to work locally to solve problems in delivering national reforms. They have been privileged by high investment and by location in the NCSL, and by the production of allegedly scale and context free processes for the formation and development of NLCs. There is a widespread commitment to the normative gains of this development and that it is a universal ‘good thing’ to improve schools and student outcomes. 

There is strong evidence of productive participation and the sharing of information and strategies, and the NUFA has already demonstrated this through its own national network and so there is nothing new in this. A range of concerns have been raised about NLCs in particular, networks in general and their ability to do what is claimed they can do, in ways that the NUFA needs to take account of: first, NLCs are adult orientated and are about enabling adults to develop their plans for children, and the NUFA has moved significantly away from this towards children as subjects rather than objects upon which adults must and should impact; second, the NLCs are not about delivering change in the way that the rhetoric suggests, they are about delivering government reforms, and the NUFA begins with improving learning opportunities for students and adults in ways that enable students, teachers and communities to potentially exceed national standards, or develop their own; third, the NLCs are about stabilising the organisation rather than the NUFA’s approach to reorientate the organisation around learners and learning; fourth, the NLCs are not new but are an attempt to rewrite the past, and the NUFA are a valid part of that past and there is a need to positively promote longevity, shared histories and commitment in order to put onto the national agenda an alternative story to the one generated through the NLC programme; fifth, the NLCs are built on a very narrow and functional approach to knowledge production as transfer, while the NUFA is concerned to open up what is known and what is not known to teachers to engage with, to dispute, to use, and to accept or reject. 

In reviewing the gains and concerns about the NLCs the NUFA needs to keep in mind: who is promoting the NLCs and why? How is the NLC conceptualised? The NUFA has always been open to ways of understanding teachers and their work that focuses on pedagogic relationships and there is a growing range of work about teaching and learning that will enable the NUFA to continue to work for a more authentic and realistic approach to adult learning and practice than that evident in the NLC processes and practices. The closing of the NLC programme at the NCSL provides a vacuum for those who have committed to NLCs and the opportunity exists for the NUFA to connect with this community and to re-orientate participants based on NUFA purposes and values. In order to do this the NUFA needs to engage in a promotion of what it is beyond its own community and to capture the national mood through some high profile events and publications. 
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