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GUEST EDITORIAL

The dark side of networks: and the implications for school 
leadership

‘Everybody has a dark side’, sang Kelly Clarkson (2012). Should we love hers, she won
dered? Should we love anyone’s, we might add? But when James Carr (1966) sang 
‘The Dark End of the Street’, he was confessing how lovers were ‘living in darkness’ to 
hide their wrong! There was not much to love about that. Perhaps there are some 
dark sides of other things we shouldn’t really be embracing either. Then again, one 
spoken lyric in Pink Floyd’s (1973) classic ‘The Dark Side of the Moon’, pointed to the 
fact that there is no dark side of the moon at all. It’s just the side we can’t see. So, 
when we see the dark side of someone or something, we may just be imagining it. 
Instead of a dark side, there’s just an overlooked aspect, or perspective that is worth a 
closer look.

If we wonder about the dark side of networks, or of anything, for that matter, are we 
looking at something sinister and shady that we should avoid, something intriguing and 
mysterious that we might come to love and embrace, or perhaps something that isn’t 
really a dark side at all when we inspect it more closely.

This editorial points to three ways of thinking about networks and their actual or 
apparent dark sides, in education, and in general. It draws on my experiences of building, 
evaluating, and participating in multiple improvement, innovation, and professional 
learning networks.

If you think I am writing about you, I probably am. I have seen the dark side of many 
networks. At one time or another, I’ve also found myself on the dark side too. I am not 
exempt from much of what is being described here. Neither are most of us.

Networks in education are enjoying a surge in popularity due to a convergence of 
several forces and insights. 

. Rapidly changing systems facing repeated crises such as wars, pandemics, and climate 
change events, are impossible to control and manage using the conventional policy 
methods of top-down bureaucracies.

. Traditional policy implementation methods have a glaring failure rate that exceeds 
80% because of the widespread inability to involve educators collaboratively in the 
processes of policy creation and interpretation (Viennet and Pont 2017).

. Virtual conferencing and meetings necessitated by the COVID-pandemic have multi
plied opportunities for educators to collaborate online in ways that don’t now 
require expensive and time-consuming in-person interactions that were a prohibitive 
factor affecting traditional networks and their sustainability in the past.

. The growing influence and impact of ‘evidence-based’ educational practices such as 
explicit teaching and the science of reading call for new mechanisms of diffusion for 
them to be adopted successfully on a large scale.

. A global crisis of teacher recruitment and retention is indicative of a crisis of motiv
ation in the teaching profession including school leadership. Networks of innovation 
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and professional learning offer opportunities for increasing teachers’ engagement 
with their professional work (Hargreaves and Jones 2024; United Nations Labor 
Organization 2024)

As the popularity of professional and school networks grows, now’s the right time to 
take a pause and become more discerning about when and how networks might have a 
positive impact on teacher motivation, school improvement and policy implementation, 
and when and how ill-judged network purposes and designs might be distracting and 
even damaging in relation to positive educational change efforts. This is why we need to 
consider the actual and potential dark sides of networks, not to discredit networks, but 
to make them as strong and defensible as they can be.

When we start up something new like a network or an innovative group of any kind 
there is understandable excitement about feeling that we are in the vanguard of 
change, taking some risks, and breaking new ground. But when someone forms a van
guard, there’s always a danger that other, more cautious colleagues, may feel that they 
are being left behind in the guard’s van or caboose, at the back of the train. This 
phenomenon where networks draw some people forward too quickly and leave 
other people bringing up the rear directs attention to three dark sides of networks 
that can affect and afflict all of them – envy, exclusion, and effervescence. These 3 Es 
of network design have dark sides that can be sinister, or revealing, or not even 
dark sides at all.

Envy

Do something different, strive for the right thing and the greater good, and you will 
make enemies, whether you want them or not. In a poem that UK Prime Minister Mar
garet Thatcher loved to quote, The Scottish writer, Charles MacKay (2009), asked ‘You 
have no enemies, you say?’ ‘Well then’, he continues, ‘You’ve never turned the wrong 
to right. You’ve been a coward in the fight’.

You can’t teach or lead from a position of hesitancy or fear. But don’t get carried away 
by your own boldness either. Don’t succumb to hubris, or the feeling that you and your 
innovative group are chosen or special. The people behind you who have not yet joined 
the network might come across as backward to you, as if they are holding the network 
and its innovations back. But if you ignore what they think and have to offer, you will 
create exclusion and foment opposition.

The psychotherapist and Holocaust survivor, Isca Salzberger-Wittenberg, who 
passed away at 100 years old, in 2023, warned teachers who were outrageously inno
vative, or who were especially loved by their pupils, against the egotistical urge to 
attract envy from their peers (Salzberger-Wittenberg, Henry, and Osborne 1983). 
When you are on the innovative edge, there is seductive tendency to want to be 
envied, to enjoy being misunderstood and derided by seemingly less imaginative col
leagues, and to revel in being a rebel. So, if you’re going out on a limb to do the right 
thing, don’t go attracting enemies out of your own psychiatric needs to be adored by 
your followers and envied by your rivals. Try not to enjoy the limelight too obviously 
and too much. Show an interest in what your other, less extrovert colleagues are doing. 
Value their differences from you. Celebrate their accomplishments as well as your own. 
Expect envy, but don’t encourage it. You’ll have enemies enough. There’s no need to 
go looking for them.

In the 1970s, the foundational educational change writer, Seymour Sarason 
(1972), pointed out a tendency among members associated with innovations to 
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attract accusations of arrogance and superiority. There was a ubiquitous challenge, 
he warned, of needing to manage foreign relations with jealous peers. He was 
writing about establishing any new kind of innovative organisation, but his insights 
apply to networks too.

So, try and show a bit of genuine humility. Take an interest in the practices of col
leagues who may teach or lead in different ways from what the network seems to advo
cate. You might learn something from them. Try and bring other colleagues to meetings 
you are attending in fancy hotels or exotic locations, so they don’t resent you living the 
high life while they are left behind to deal with everyday drudgery. Better still, try and 
locate network meetings in low-cost, low-key places that don’t arouse jealousy or resent
ment. When you’re back in school, offer to cover some colleagues’ classes, give them a 
break, and get to know their students. Show that your network status doesn’t elevate 
you above the ordinary life that everyone else is having to manage.

Exclusion

All inclusion necessitates exclusion - by definition. When there are insiders, there will also, 
unavoidably, be outsiders. In schools, not everybody can be involved in everything all 
the time. Everybody will always be left out of something. This is fine, so long as everyone 
understands the situation. But if networks are managed badly, pushback from those 
who have been excluded and who feel disvalued and even slighted, can destroy 
efforts to spread what is being learned within and beyond the network. It might even 
destroy the network itself.

There will always be some people who are left out of new networks. What careful 
network design can do is prevent those who are being left out administratively from 
also feeling left out emotionally. In 2022, when the eight faculty members in our Univer
sity of Ottawa team started designing a network of 41 schools across seven Canadian 
provinces that would develop innovations to support vulnerable and marginalised chil
dren after COVID-19, we had to think hard about how to manage the rapid recruitment 
process (Hargreaves, Ayson, and Karunaweera 2024).

If we relied only on an open call for volunteers, we would fall into the common trap of 
seeing the same schools that were already involved in other networks and innovations, 
applying to join our own. Networks tend to attract people who are already professionally 
entrepreneurial in being on the lookout for more resources and new experiences, and 
who are already well networked and ‘in the know’ about emerging opportunities.

But if we used our own research and policy networks to invite schools that we 
thought might benefit and grow from joining a network they might not have applied 
for on their own initiative, then we and they risked accusations of inequity and favourit
ism. And if we relied on senior system leaders in districts and provinces whom we had 
invited to be associated with the network to nominate possible schools, then there was a 
danger that we would tend to attract schools that were compliant with system policies 
and directions rather than ones that were sometimes and somewhat critical of system 
directions too. The teachers in one of our network schools told us that they really 
valued being able to apply to join a network directly without having to go through 
their system leaders or their principal.

When we looked at all these dark sides, we decided to employ all three recruitment 
strategies and try and effect a balance between them. We used a rigorous review process 
involving multiple reviewers to make judgments about each school application. We pro
vided active support to schools that were traditionally less experienced in network terms 
(these were often in relatively isolated rural locations, far away from the centres of 
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government power and control) but whose minoritized students might especially 
benefit from network participation. We also communicated to the schools in very 
clear terms why and how we were making decisions about inclusion so that no-one 
would feel favoured or special compared to the schools that weren’t selected.

Once networks are up and running, there are many other strategies to reduce the 
likelihood of feelings of exclusion. These can include making participation a progressive 
rather than one-time process with successive cohorts of increasing involvement; regu
larly presenting network findings and updates at conferences and meetings in the 
system; retaining involvement and showing interest in other system improvement activi
ties; and doing everything possible to avoid coming across as superior to people and 
schools who are not yet involved in the network. The important insight is that exclusion 
can’t be eliminated. It must be managed.

Effervescence

Networks tend to attract certain kinds of people. Not surprisingly, they are people who 
enjoy networking. Networkers are drawn to meeting new people, exploring different 
ideas, engaging in fun activities, then sharing and even over-sharing aspects of their 
work and their lives. Great networking for these kinds of people is often like professional 
karaoke – performing, joining in, talking out loud, and facilitating a group experience 
that is totally in the moment.

Networkers like these are not like that large slice of shy and restrained humanity that 
Susan Cain (2013) writes about in her book, Quiet. They love icebreakers, give serious 
thought to stylish design in the appearance of their workshop materials (and sometimes 
also themselves), and are drawn to fast, snappy, fun activities that get people engaged 
and yield quick insights. The Dutch management theorist, Manuel Kets de Vries (2006), 
writes that in terms of psychiatric types, strong networkers in the middle of organisa
tions or systems are what he calls ‘dramatics’. They can get people energised, they 
exude positivity and a can-do mentality, and they put their charm and enthusiasm to 
work to get ‘buy-in’ from everyone else.

What many great network leaders can achieve is what the French sociologist, Emile 
Durkheim (1995), called collective effervescence – a sort of pervasive sense of energising 
bubbliness, like soda pop that is about to burst out of its bottle. Collective effervescence 
is expressed as shared excitement that bonds the group together in a common, uplifting 
feeling, as in some kinds of religious experience. Positivity, commitment, bonding, and 
inspiration can all result from collective effervescence. They are powerful and important 
attributes of network leadership. But there are downsides to these uplifting moments 
and processes too.

Everything can become too superficial and go too quickly. The fun and fast activities 
can take on a life of their own rather than being coherently and transparently con
nected to the deeper purposes that the network is meant to achieve. This is when 
quiet and more sceptical participants can question what the point of network gather
ings is that take them away from serious work with their students. Worse still, the per
formative parts of networks can disguise and draw attention from ulterior educational 
purposes and motives that are the very opposite of professional depth and 
inclusiveness.

In an edited book on the emotions of teaching, Australian authors Brad Gobby and 
George Variyan discuss a teacher’s case study of feeling micromanaged, not by stulti
fying bureaucracies, but by another form of top-down professional learning that is the 
apparent the opposite of this – slick, swift, and data-driven (Gobby and Variyan in 
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press). This example of professional learning was called, fittingly enough, The Sprint 
Model, invented at Google, and drawn from the IT sector (Knapp, Zeratsky, and 
Kowitz 2016). ‘You have a scrum every week where you re-evaluate and reassess …  
using data’, the teacher said. She described it as leaders getting teachers to spend 
30 minutes on one thing, 15 minutes on another, 10 minutes after that, ‘then for the 
next 5 minutes after that, we’re going …  …  … .’ The end goal, however, was not to 
be collaboratively innovative and creative, but to implement the government’s top- 
down programme in explicit teaching of literacy. ‘It was incredible micromanagement 
of an hour and a half’, she concluded. This model of scrums and sprints, the teacher 
pointed out, was not typical or representative of the original IT design (Sutherland 
and Sutherland 2014) from which it was drawn that had much more rigour and 
focus. In the way it was implemented, it didn’t ‘let people be professionals’ and was 
‘a form of mental torture’.

When we evaluated a UK school improvement network, Dennis Shirley and I referred to 
how this kind of collective effervescence could result in becoming data-driven to distrac
tion (Hargreaves and Shirley 2009). Interacting and networking turn into performative acts 
that are manifested in short bursts of upbeat emotionality or what Jake Halberstam (2011) 
terms toxic positivity. These bursts or outbursts, even, accompany scenarios that are ulti
mately top-down, restrictive, and oppressive. Implementation is camouflaged as inno
vation; compliance is presented as commitment. Professional belonging becomes little 
more than institutionally ‘fitting in’ with the system’s requirements.

Conclusion

Whether it’s the wheel, the printing press, or the smartphone, every technology has a 
downside. Networks are a technology too – a technology for interacting, bonding, learn
ing, circulating ideas, and solidifying a sense of common purpose. They often can and do 
have immense benefits for improvement, innovation, professional learning, and knowl
edge circulation. But like all other technologies, they have dark sides too. If we’re devel
oping or participating in a network, deeper knowledge of its dark sides will help us to 
avoid rushing headlong in the wrong educational direction or towards eventual pro
fessional disappointment. If organic networks all go wrong because we never saw or 
even looked for the problems that were coming, we’ll be thrown back into the grinding 
gears of mechanical bureaucracies before we know it. So, let’s look at the dark side, learn 
to live with it and, if we can, even to love it a little.
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