NORTHERN ALLIANCE
COLLABORATION
FRAMEWORK
How well are you collaborating in your
context?
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SECTION 1: RATIONALE AND PURPOSE

“Children are the Priority
Change is the Reality
Collaboration is the Strategy.”
Judith B – Washington State Superintendent.

With this clear focus on utilising collaboration as a method of supporting improvement, drawing on the likes of
networks to share and change practice, there is a clear need to focus on the dimensions of collaboration to fully
understand it. Evidence suggests:









there is a small, positive relationship between self-reported collaborative engagement and willingness to
engage in innovative practices (OECD, 2020);
The professional illustrations within the revised standards for CLPL, middle and school leadership (2021)
emphasise the importance of working and leading collaboratively;
Teachers are more likely to stay in their school or the profession if their work occurs in cultures of
collaboration (Johnston et.al. 2012)
Any effort, as leaders, to build collaboration and provide support fulfilment and a growing repertoire of
effective strategies for young teachers will increase the likelihood they will persist and become more
resilient. (Day et. al. 2007)
Stronger collaborative professionalism among teaches is typically a precondition for effective collaborative
engagement with students. Teachers School leaders should model how to work co-operatively themselves if
they want students to learn co-operatively who collaborate with others (Hargreaves and O’Connor, 2018)
Deep collaborative experiences that are tied to daily work, spent designing and assessing learning and built
on teacher choice and input can dramatically energize and increase results.” (Fullan and Quinn 2016)

SECTION 2: NORTHERN ALLIANCE COLLABORATION FRAMEWORK
To support the growth and maturity of collaborative effort and to strengthen the level of collaboration within the
Northern Alliance, a COLLABORATION FRAMEWORK has been created which can be used in different contexts to
support the development of a culture of collaboration at all levels.
Based on an existing model, ‘A model and typology of
collaboration between professionals in healthcare
organisations’ (BMC Health Services Research, 2008),
the Northern Alliance Collaboration Framework consists
of 4 categories and 10 associated indicators designed
to help evaluate and improve collaboration. Each
category is linked and influenced by the others and
associated indicators can help us evaluate our
collaborative activity.
The framework can be applied at classroom,
department, faculty, whole-school, cluster, local
authority and regional level and can help support an indepth look at the level of collaboration in specific areas
of work.

SECTION 3: COLLABORATION CATEGORIES AND INDICATORS
Each category and associated indicators can help us evaluate our collaborative activity. The descriptions below
outline the importance of each category within the framework and how they contribute to effective collaboration.

Common Goals: Agreeing and communicating specific, shared goals is
important for the success of any collaborative activity. Goals are agreed in a
way that impacts positively on culture, commitment, empowerment and
efficacy amongst the group/team.
Systemness: To secure the best outcomes for all learners, educators feel a
sense of belonging to the wider system, as well as sub-systems they are part of,
and share the belief that together they can make a difference to all children
and young people. Ultimately, they are confident in collaborating at school
level and beyond in their shared commitment to improving outcomes.
Collective Purpose: Everyone has a shared
understanding of the purpose and value of
their group’s collaborative activity and how it
will make progress towards shared goals for
education.
Leadership: Leadership at all levels is growing
the culture for effective collaboration at school
or setting, local authority, regional and
national level.
Support for Innovation: Educators actively
collaborate, and problem solve together- the
culture encourages and empowers them to
learn and explore new ways to improve and
transform what they are doing together.
Connections: Educators feel connected to the
core purpose of collaborative activity and
engage in meaningful work with others - there
is a desire to connect and contribute. This
enables us in time to work towards effective

Building relationships: The strength of
relationships and the capacity to form
them are central to good collaboration.
The better partners know each other
personally and professionally, the more
they succeed in developing a sense of
belonging and agreeing common goals.
Developing Trust: Colleagues are able
and willing to make significant
professional judgements and take action
together. Trust is important so people
feel at ease with each other and
uncertainty is reduced.

Collaborative Processes: For partners undertaking joint work, it is important
they know what is expected of them and what they can expect of others.
Sharing Information: The exchange of data and information serves to improve
the core work of, teaching, learning and development of children and young
people. Effective information systems reduce uncertainty in relationships
between partners who do not know each other well.

LEVELS OF COLLABORATION
Levels of collaboration have been established to help actively measure how well we are collaborating. The 5 levels span from NO COLLABORATION, whereby the
conditions in place work against collaboration, to ADVANCED COLLABORATION where collaboration is rooted in positive relationships.
The table below outlines each of the collaboration indicators, with a brief descriptor of possible activity across the scale.
Collaboration
Indicator

Overview

Common Goals

LEVEL 1
No Collaboration

Conditions work against
collaboration

Absence of shared goals.

LEVEL 2
Emerging Collaboration

LEVEL 3
Developing Collaboration

LEVEL 4
Active Collaboration

LEVEL 5
Advanced Collaboration

Connections exist but are
unfocused, lacking leadership
and impact

Specific models of
professional collaboration are
being created e.g.
professional networks -which
have the potential to impact
on outcomes for Children and
Young People

Commitment to sharing,
deepening expertise and big
picture thinking. High quality,
purposeful joint working such
as collaborative inquiry is
making a difference to
outcomes

Collaboration rooted in
positive trusting relationships
and precise in structures and
methods. Connected
autonomy is evident in
practice

Some shared, ad hoc goals.

Increasing agreement of
goals.

Systemness

Tendency to let private
interests drive orientations.

Professional or organisational
interests drive orientations.

People see the big picture of
the system and take
responsibility for their part
within a learning community.

Building Relationships

Few opportunities to meet,
few joint activities.

Occasional opportunities to
meet and get to know one
another.

Regular opportunities to
meet, get to know one
another and engage in joint
activities.

Lack of trust exists.

Trust is apparent between
some members of the group.

Trust is taking shape; people
feel able to be open and
honest.

Absence of a sense of
purpose or identity as a
group.

Group are beginning to define
their strategic role and sense
of purpose.

Developing Trust

Collective Purpose

Strengthened individual and
collective autonomy. Clear
sense of purpose as a group.

Consensual, comprehensive
goals.
Collective efficacy &
responsibility is strong. No
matter what we share a belief
we can make a difference to
our pupils.
Frequent opportunities to
meet and engage in join
activities leading to welldeveloped relationships.
Grounded trust, people feel
at ease with each other and
trust in their intentions and
competency.
Members have a clear
understanding of how they
contribute to, and where
their responsibilities lie in,
progressing goals together.

Goals and shared vision are
fully embedded, and
colleagues are inspired to
sustain a collective
commitment.
Solid understanding of the
wider system and shared
sense of belonging and
commitment to goals felt by
all.
Strong positive relationships
established. Recognition of all
strengths and expertise.
High levels of trust enable
members to support and
challenge each other in
pursuit of goals.
Strong unity of purpose and
mutual commitment to
achieving jointly determined
goals.

Collaboration
Indicator

LEVEL 1
No Collaboration

LEVEL 2
Emerging Collaboration

LEVEL 3
Developing Collaboration

LEVEL 4
Active Collaboration

Absence of leadership exists.

leadership has little impact.

Leadership is evident and is
supporting the group to
progress goals.

Little or no support for
innovation.

Sporadic, fragmented support
for innovation.

Support and expertise fosters
innovation.

Problems or differences of
practice explored together to
transform everyday work.

Connections

Absence of opportunities to
meet and talk.

Ad hoc opportunities exist to
connect related
to specific issues.

Regular opportunities exist
for discussion and
participation.

Group members connected
regularly (formally and
informally) with purpose
through shared goals.

Collaborative
Processes

No agreement regarding
roles, responsibilities. The
structures and processes for
collaboration do not exist or
are limited.

Non-consensual agreements
regarding roles and processes
are emerging.

Clarity exists regarding
responsibilities and ways of
working.

Responsibilities are clear and
shared through processes
such as negotiation. Some
tools and processes support
collaborative activity.

Sharing Information

Absence of any common
infrastructure or mechanism
for collecting or exchanging
information.

Developing processes and
systems are effective in some
areas.

Common infrastructure for
collecting and exchanging
information exists.

Leadership

Support for Innovation

Incomplete informationexchange.
Infrastructure, does not meet
needs or is used
inappropriately

Shared, distributed
consensual leadership.

LEVEL 5
Advanced Collaboration
High quality leadership
supports, directs, facilitates
builds capacity and draws on
experience at all levels of the
system.
Innovation is celebrated and
shared. Processes exist to
share responsibilities,
expertise, learning and
practice.
Group members feel
comfortable sharing personal
and professional information
and champion and support
one another.
Consensual agreement of
roles, responsibilities and
expectations of all partners.
Clear Structures, processes,
tools and protocols support
collaboration.
Methods of sharing
information are agreed and
accessible. Information is
shared in a clear, timely and
transparent way.

SECTION 4: USING THE COLLABORATION MODEL
TRACKING DEVELOPMENT OF COLLABORATION
A data collection template can support tracking over time of the development of your collaboration within the
framework indicators. See an example of a tracking template at Appendix 1.
Where there is a need for improvement, practitioners and teams can test theories for change using the ‘PDSA’ model
as part of the Model for Improvement - see Appendix 2.
DEVELOPING CHANGE IDEAS USING A DRIVER DIAGRAM
Consisting of primary and secondary drivers, a driver diagram describes what will help us achieve our aim. It helps
embed a common understanding and breaks down the activity into manageable chunks and encourages team
members to expand their thinking when identifying ideas that can be used to create change.
In figure 1 the collaboration
framework categories and indicators
have been added as the primary and
secondary drivers. An example of
how a similar driver diagram was
used in Northern Alliance
workstream activity can be found at
Appendix 2.
Create your own driver diagram using
this template (make sure you enable
Macros).

Driver_diagram_too
l_1.xlsm

Figure 1

CAPTURING PROGRESS USING A MEASUREMENT PLAN
In order to ensure progress is captured, a measurement plan can be developed which incorporates the main drivers
within the ‘Collaboration Driver Diagram’. Establishing measures that directly relate to the area you want to
improve, in this case your collaboration, will guide your improvement journey.

APPENDIX 1 - PROGRESS TRACKING TEMPLATE EXAMPLE

Collaboration Indicator

Sept 21

Common Goals

e.g. Level 1

Systemness

Level 2

Building Relationships

Level 3

Developing Trust

Level 2

Centrality

Level 3

Leadership

Level 3

Support for Innovation

Level 2

Connections

Level 3

Clear Roles and Responsibilities

Level 2

Sharing Information

Level 3

Dec 21

March 22

June 22

APPENDIX 2 - THE MODEL FOR IMPROVEMENT
The Model for Improvement is a tool used for accelerating improvement in two parts:
1. Three fundamental questions which can be addressed in any order
2. The PDSA (Plan-Do-Study-Act) cycle to test and implement changes.
Together, the three questions and the PDSA cycle form a framework to
support continuous improvement.
The PDSA cycle guides the test of a change to determine if the change is
an improvement.








Plan



Do



Study

Act


SETTING AIMS – improvement requires setting aims. The aim
should be time-specific and measurable; it should also define the
specific population that will be affected.
ESTABLISHING MEASURES – Teams use quantitative measures
to determine if a specific change actually leads to an
improvement.
SELECTING CHANGES – all improvement requires making
changes, but not all changes result in improvement.
Organisations therefore must identify the changes that are most
likely to result in improvement.
TESTING CHANGES – the Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycle is
shorthand for testing a change in the real work setting – by
planning it, trying it, observing the results, and acting on what is
learned. This is the scientific method used for action-oriented
learning.
List the tasks set up the test of change.
Predict what will happen when the test is carried out.
Determine who will run the test.
Run the test.
Document what happened when you ran the test.
Describe problems and observations
Describe the measured results and how they compared to predications.
Determine what your net PDSA cycle will be based on your learning.

You can learn more about the Model for Improvement here
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