

Lessons Learned

Collaboration and Networking 1995-2000

Eisenhower Regional Mathematics and Science Education Consortia Program 

The Eisenhower Regional Mathematics and Science Consortia were established in 1992 to improve and strengthen K-12 mathematics and science education. The 10 Consortia each serve a U.S  Department of Education region and are assisted and supplemented by the Eisenhower National Clearinghouse (ENC). The working relationships and infrastructure that the ENC and Consortia have built with each other and hundreds of partners across the country have produced a mechanism for effectively delivering services and products to extend mathematics and science education reform. Consortia services provide professional development assistance, foster collaboration, and disseminate exemplary products and resources in a unique blend of regional and national collaboration. 

After their 1995-2000 grant cycle, each Consortium filed a final report with the U.S. Department of Education.  Analysis of those reports revealed a set of lessons learned around common themes.  This brief is part of a series of briefs that summarize the collective wisdom gained during the consortia’s five-year grants.  Companion briefs on Dissemination and Product Development, and Training and Technical Assistance are also available.

Collaboration and networking among educators at all levels-school districts, states, business and community organizations—extend the impact as well as the reach of the Consortia’s activities. During 1995-2000, collaboration among various entities became more widespread, common, and acceptable. The kinds of collaboration became more diverse as well. By creating networks, the Consortia played an important role in increasing the efficacy of systemic reform efforts.  Networks increased their constituent’s access to resources, and provided neutral third party expertise to diverse state teams.

Partnerships

The Consortia were able to increase and strengthen the impact of their work by building meaningful and positive long-term relationships with their partners.  These relationships created successful, functional, and optimistic learning communities, whereas previous relationships had sometimes been marred by hostility and suspicion.  As can be expected, network-building activities enhanced working relationships and tended to be long-term.

The Consortia learned that it takes every organization, association, and agency to work together to bring about education reform.

· Local Education Agencies and Schools—Partnering with local entities was most effective when there was across-the-board buy-in by all participants.  Motivation for this type of activity either came from strong local leadership or state policies.

· State Departments of Education--In at least one region, State Departments of Education have direct control of schools and instruction.  Therefore, they were the Consortium’s most important collaborators. In fact, the Chief State School Officers served on the Consortium’s Regional Advisory Board, and their mathematics and science specialists served on the Mathematics and Science Team.

· Regional identity—The Consortia provided opportunities for regional educational entities to get a broader view of the reform effort and to expose them to new information and strategies.  As an example,, the sense of regional identity and shared vision in one region resulted in an increased number of collaborations sanctioned by State Departments of Education that reached across many jurisdictions. Another benefit of the Consortia's networking efforts was increased service coordination.  The Consortia and its partnerslearned that coordination resulted in an expansion of the services provided to educators.  

· Higher Education Institutions--The Consortia learned that collaboration with regional institutions of higher education was critical to providing clients with research-based “cutting-edge” training and technical assistance to meet professional development and curriculum development needs.

Planning

The Consortia learned that engaging their partners early in planning and implementation built stronger working relationships. However, planning and networking needed to be directly and clearly related to the central mission of the partners.  For example, clients in one region indicated that the Consortium’s strategic planning initiative that involved schools, communities and local governments at the grassroots level had a tremendous impact on local policy.  This initiative was able to link the Consortium’s overall 5-year goals for the region with locally determined, goals, outcomes, projects, and activities.

Benefit of Collaboration

Members of a Consortia partnership benefited from being part of a larger network that gave them knowledge about research and best practices, access to resources, and collegial support.

· The Consortia confirmed the value of bringing role-alike groups together such as school superintendents, principals, or state curriculum specialists.  They were able to discuss common problems and share best practices.  This type of networking allowed stakeholders to learn from others involved in the broader reform efforts in the region.

· Partnering requires each member to compromise and to be flexible.  The accomplishment of a task usually takes longer when collaboration is involved but because each member contributes to the knowledge base of strategies to address the problem, the result is greater than the sum of its parts.

Technology

The use of technology greatly enhanced the Consortia’s ability to overcome obstacles to collaboration.  For example, collaborators had to deal with frequent turnover of state personnel, inability of state employees to travel to out-of-state regional activities, and changing regional needs that required constant adaptation of networks and intrastate teams.  But the Consortia used technology to resolve or ameliorate such situations.  For example, they made use of listservs, web-based sites for sharing experiences, email and conference calls to create opportunities for sharing experiences, information and solutions to problems.   

When working with technology, the Consortia found it best to make common currency of the hardware, software, and expertise used by the least sophisticated partner.  This use of the "lowest common denominator" prevented serious problems with compatibility and coordination and access for all partners.

In short, the factors that helped partnerships work included the establishment of common goals, early, frequent, communal, planning activities; and a willingness to compromise.  In a practical sense, the Consortia were reminded that relationships with partners are reciprocal.  They require give and take from all parties. In the end, compromising was more beneficial to the process than remaining ideological purists.

For more information on Lessons Learned, or copies of the final reports for the Eisenhower Regional Mathematics and Science Consortia, contact www.nnercc.org.
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