Lessons from the experience of long standing science teacher networks
The idea of teachers from a cluster of local schools working together on a regular basis is not new. However, experience shows that most such teacher networks either (i) don’t last for very long or (ii) have a very narrow focus for their activities – largely centred on assessment at the senior secondary level. This is a great pity as such networks carry the potential for really valuable and sustainable peer group support – particularly for teacher in rural areas. Such networks also provide a useful framework for organising inter-school initiatives that encourage and motivate both teachers and students. 

However, experience over the past two decades of working with science teachers in some of the remotest and most disadvantaged rural areas in South Africa, Lesotho and Zimbabwe, has shown that this need not be the case. For example, a cluster primary school science teachers in the remote KwaNgwanase area of northern KZN has been continuously active since 1983 (27 years) and a number of others networks have enjoyed an active life ranging from 22 to 4 years. The difference is that, from the outset, these networks were established on a model that sought to promote self-reliance and teacher ownership of group. Thus, over the years, they have engaged in a wide range of activities aimed at promoting more effective science teaching in their schools, done great work and a number of teachers have benefitted on both a personal and professional level. 
There are many valuable, lessons to be learned from the experience of these science teacher networks. Their story was recently shared at a SAASTE conference in South Africa and the annual ASE conference in England
. Some of these lessons are summarised below. 
What makes for a successful teacher network?

1. Ownership. The teachers in successful networks feel that the network is theirs and not something that has been imposed on them. The energy that drives the cluster comes from the voluntary efforts of the members. They organise and take decisions about what the cluster does; based on a common understanding and vision they share for the cluster. Many other clusters have failed because they were initiated, organised and driven from outside the group by either the education department (who cleverly ask teachers to elect a chairperson but then,  he/she becomes little more than a conduit for things the department wants to organise or communicate), or an outside agent. In this failing model, teachers are generally responsive to someone else’s plans and dictates, rather than pro-active and decision takers and doers. Clearly, the department or any outside agent can be an important player – but their role should be one of support and facilitation.
2. Properly structured forum. Successful networks operate on a formal rather than informal and loose basis. Teachers have a developed a constitution for their network, a document that spells out things like: who they are; why they exist; what they aim to achieve; how they are organised (committee, etc); the kinds of activities they engage in; etc. This document provides a framework of understanding within which they work. Key people are elected to run things on an annual basis and there is accountability. The constitution provides a basis for sustainability in a situation that is characterised by high teacher turnover. 
3. A strong commitment to the constitution. This includes discipline about keeping proper records (secretary and treasurer), convening annual meetings for elections and report backs and following procedures for replacement of office bearers should a member leave. 
4. Leadership. Experience shows that the general health of a network fluctuates over time. Its state of health at any one period is often linked with the quality of leadership. When persons elected to leadership positions take their responsibilities seriously, think ahead, plan and do what is needed, the network thrives. It is important that arrangements are not left to the last minute so key people should meet before a scheduled meeting or event to plan the agenda and do the necessary preparation. 
5. Commitment by all to play their active part. An acknowledgment that committee members are there to organise and run things, but that all members are expected to take on responsibilities, e.g. run sessions in a workshop, tasks at inter-school events, etc. 
6. Clearly thought out plan of action for the year. The most successful networks have generally drawn up a feasible plan of action at the start of each year. This provides the purpose, incentive and guide to members for the year. Support for this programme (with details of dates, venues, etc) is then generally sought from the education authorities before being circulated to all schools involved for the information of principals.  
7. Clear and good communications. Dates, venues and times of meetings and events are made clear to all members in good time. The education department and sponsors are kept properly informed of developments. 
8. Careful and wise decision making. Many groups fail because decisions are too easily taken in meetings, without careful thought being given to what is needed to implement it. The result is that nothing gets done to implement it, leading to despondency and discouragement. Clearly, it is important to identify responsible persons and deadlines for action. 
9. Good relations with the education authorities. A teacher driven forum could be perceived as a benefit or as a threat by the education authorities (circuit managers and school principals) and these networks have generally been wise about seeking their acceptance and support for the programme. They have also worked to help them understand how such a forum can benefit science education in the schools and how its vibrancy depends on their cooperation and support.
10. Professional development seen as a core purpose of the group. The healthiest networks have been those who see professional development as being a core function of the group and deliberately plan to include an element of this into their meetings. People are tasked to organise and run that aspect. Besides using expertise within the group, they also draw in outside resource people. A perceived danger is when gatherings slip into the easier mode of “talk shops”, where the focus is discussion on the administration or organising something, rather than being primarily seen as an opportunity for member to share the knowledge, problems and experience and to learn and grow from interaction with their peers. 
11. Inter-school initiatives. Initiatives like common exams, competitions, science EXPOs, science quizzes and, festivals appear to have been key components in the success and longevity of many clusters. They have provided encouragement, a feeling of pride and achievement and motivation to the group, and as a source of comparison for isolated schools. In a number of situations, it appears that a commitment to mounting an annual inter-school science competition have served as a vital form of glue that has bound a faltering cluster and seen it through a rough patch.
12.  Working to be self-sufficient. Running a vibrant and successful cluster inevitably involves money, particularly if initiatives such as Science EXPOs, competitions, etc are involved. Funds have derived from members through school affiliation fees, as well as from sponsors. Difficulties in continuing to raise outside funding has put significant stress on a number of groups. However, experience has taught them to live and operate in a lean and mean way, where they have learned to organise and run things on a scale that is manageable and does not make the group vulnerable to inability to find outside funding. 
13. Good relationships with sponsors. Sponsors have generally continued to support groups where communications have been good and they feel secure in the knowledge that their money is well spent and properly accounted for.  The networks have provided the requested reports  – both a narrative report on the progress and activities and a financial report that details how the money was spent. 
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� Details of the model and information on the clusters can be obtained from a paper on this work that was presented at the annual SAASTE conference in South Africa and ASE conference in England in 2009. It can be downloaded off the website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.science-teaching-alive.net" �www.science-teaching-alive.net�. The link will be found on the page dealing with teacher networks.
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