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ACADEMIC ABSTRACT

Within the Welsh education system, ‘Schools as Learning Organisations’ 
(SLOs) remains a centrepiece of current education policy. This article 
considers some of the key evidence base(s) that connect to and underpin 
the SLO model in Wales. This is not a review of the literature but rather 
an overview of the main empirical evidence that reinforces the SLO 
approach in Wales. The article highlights that there is a supportive, empir-
ical evidence base for each of the 7 dimensions of the Welsh SLO model. 
It concludes, however, that more practical guidance, particularly about 
implementation processes, are needed to assist schools in their journey 
towards becoming stronger learning organisations.

PRACTICAL ABSTRACT

Schools within Wales are currently aiming to become strong learning 
communities. This article considers the evidence that underpins the idea 
of schools as learning organisations in Wales. This is not a review of the 
literature but rather the article looks at the key evidence base (s) that 
connect to the idea of schools as learning organisations. The article rein-
forces that there is a strong evidence base that supports the idea of schools 
as learning organisations in Wales. It concludes, however, that more 
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practical guidance is needed to help schools move forward in their journey 
towards becoming stronger learning organisations.

Keywords: Schools as Learning Organisations, School and System 
Transformation, Educational Change.

Introduction

The contemporary policy landscape in Wales includes a major focus on 
‘Schools as Learning Organisations’1 with clear links to the new curric-
ulum,2 the National Professional Standards3 and the ‘National Mission’.4 
This article considers the origins of the concept of the learning organisa-
tion (LO) and then explores how the LO idea shaped the development of 
the ‘school as a learning organisation’ as outlined by the OECD5 that has 
heavily informed the Welsh SLO model.6 This overview of selected 
evidence draws particularly on the bodies of knowledge that connect to 
the idea of a learning organisation and offer empirical support for the 7 
dimensions of the SLO model in Wales.

This is not a systematic review of the literature and does not claim to be. 
Rather, it is an overview of selected, international evidence relating, 
broadly and generally, to schools as learning organisations in Wales. The 
international evidence surrounding SLOs is extensive and wide ranging. 
Similarly, the literature on learning organisations is vast and therefore this 
article does not attempt a synthesis. Instead, this overview touches upon 
some of the key theoretical, conceptual, and empirical work that connects 
to the SLO model in Wales. The article will illuminate how different 
evidential bases have shaped and informed the SLO model in Wales.

Initially, a broad mapping approach was undertaken to identify the main 
knowledge bases of relevance to the idea of schools as learning organisation 
in Wales. It was clear from this mapping exercise that there were many 
evidence bases that could be directly related to the notion of the Welsh 
SLO. It was also clear that within these connected literatures, there was 
considerable conceptual overlap and complex, multi layered empirical 
work surrounding the idea of schools as learning organisations. Hence 
given this volume of evidence, the decision was made to select only the 
work that directly related to the idea of schools as learning organisations in 
Wales. In summary, the literature pertaining to:
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1. Learning Organisations
2. Schools as Learning Organisations
3. The 7 dimensions of the Welsh SLO model

It is fully acknowledged that by focusing only on these three macro areas 
of the literature that other perspectives, interpretations, and empirical 
insights are omitted. The core purpose of this article, however, is to 
consider key knowledge bases and the evidence therein, that connect 
directly to the Welsh SLO model.

Consequently, this overview of the evidence explores:

• Learning organisations (LO) – specifically, the origins, definitions, and 
features

• Schools as Learning Organisations (SLO) – specifically, the common 
features of the SLO with reference to the Kools and Stoll (2016) SLO 
model

• The Welsh SLO model – specifically, an exploration of knowledge bases 
that offer empirical confirmation of each of the 7 Dimensions and their 
underlying elements.

Learning Organisations

Looking initially at the evidence base focused on Learning Organisations, 
this term was initially popularised with the publication of Peter Senge’s 
(1990) book The Fifth Discipline – The Art and Practice of The Learning 
Organisation. This book utilised the work of seminal organisational learning 
theorists who examined how individuals and organisations learn (Argyris 
1997; Lewin 1999; Argyris and Schön 1978). Senge (1990) considered how 
individual learning could be systemised and scaled up within an organisa-
tion, hence using the term ‘learning organisation’ which is

an organization that is continually expanding its capacity to create its future. For 
such an organization, it is not enough merely to survive. ‘Survival learning’ [adap-
tive learning] is necessary.

(Senge 1990, p. 14)

Senge’s (1990) definition highlights five characteristics of a learning organ-
isation, described as the ‘Five Disciplines’ ( personal mastery, team learning, 
building a shared vision, mental models and systems thinking) all of which, 
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he proposes, need to be integrated for a LO to be fully realised and 
sustained.

Senge’s (1990) view of a learning organisation suggests that it is prem-
ised on individuals reflecting on their own actions, values and perspectives 
in conjunction with others in the organisation. Like the SLO approach that 
followed it, the LO is premised on high levels of trust, mutual interaction, 
collaboration, and clear communication within an organisation.

Overall, the literature on learning organisations, tends towards broad, 
aspirational, principles rather than concrete, practical and applied advice. 
As this article argues much of the LO and SLO theory does not move easily 
or readily into practical application.

In their work, Yang et al. (2004) offer a useful four-fold summary of the 
learning organisation that does border on some practical steps:

(1) Systems Thinking – ability to see the organisation as an integral part of a wider 
system
(2) Learning Perspective – activities are focused on continuous learning and are integral 
to the norms and operating systems. Continuous learning is a priority for every member of 
the organisation
(3) Strategic Approach – attention is placed on establishing organisational structures that 
actively facilitate knowledge exchange and by doing so, build the capacity of the organisation 
to respond to change
(4) Integrated Perspective – builds the capacity to bring people together through planned 
systems and structures that ensure continuous learning and collective responsiveness to 
change (pp. 32–4, )

This four-fold model specifies the key elements that are needed to underpin 
the learning organisation and moves far closer to the practical actions 
needed to create an LO. This model, however, does not fully address the 
issue of how to become a LO. It largely advocates and proposes what should 
happen without any detailed, practical steps about exactly how to achieve 
it.

As already noted, the idea of the school as a learning organisation (SLO) 
is derived directly from the learning organisation literature which explains 
some of the conceptual and theoretical overlap. For example, the SLO 
model outlined by Kools and Stoll, (2016) draws upon some of the ideas 
embedded in the ‘Integrated Perspective’ on LOs (Yang et al. 2004) and 
from the LO literature more generally. As highlighted in the next section, 
this is one way that Kools and Stoll (2016) address some of the practical 
challenges related to becoming a SLO.
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To summarise, it is clear from the LO literature, that the SLO is a 
derived concept. It extensively borrows ideas that emanate from the LO 
work and from the generic literature on organisational learning.

Schools as Learning Organisations

The writing about schools as learning organisations is diverse, expansive, 
and variable in nature. The international literature on SLOs is far too 
extensive to cover comprehensively in this overview. Hence, in this article 
we have selected literature that has directly informed the SLO model in 
Wales (Kools and Stoll 2016; Kools et al. 2018) and that reflects the SLO 
policy (Welsh Government 2017).

In their writing, Kools and Stoll (2016) note:

This paper should be seen as an attempt to work towards a common under-
standing of the school as a learning organisation concept that is both solidly 
founded in the literature and is recognisable to all parties involved, i.e. educators, 
policy makers, parents and others alike.

(Kools and Stoll 2016, p. 3)

The SLO model outlined by Kools and Stoll (2016) suggests that this 
‘common understanding’ means that any school, regardless of context, 
growth stage or performance should be able to adapt and respond to a 
rapidly changing external environment. They note that schools should 
adapt and grow in response to change. They emphasise the importance of 
learning that stimulates change and innovation, characterised by:

• Continuous individual learning
• Individual, group and organisational learning
• Team learning and collaboration
• Inquiry, problem-solving and experimentation
• Investigative and adaptive approaches
• Creating the conditions for learning where experimentation and innova-

tion flourish.

In many respects, these aspects reflect key features also identified in the 
school improvement literature, however, it is relatively unclear from this 
list whether these are input or output factors. In other words, are these the 
outcomes of a SLO or the drivers for becoming an SLO or both?
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Kools and Stoll (2016) propose that the SLO

has the capacity to change and adapt routinely to new environments and circum-
stances as its members, individually and together, learn their way to realising their 
vision. (p. 10)

This ‘adaptive capacity’ is viewed as the key to building professional 
capacity and extending professional capital in Wales. How schools create 
such capacity and what steps need to be taken to generate the changes 
needed to move from the model to the practice is not explicitly covered.

Kools and Stoll (2016) reinforce that collaborative professional learning 
has to be a prevailing and critical feature of realising the school as a learning 
organisation. They suggest that individual and collaborative learning are inte-
gral in establishing and stimulating productive and positive change. The 
emphasis on collaboration within the Welsh SLO model reinforces the 
importance of shared responsibility, in both team and organisational 
learning, which is upheld in the broader LO/SLO literature (Bowen et al. 
2007; Yang et al. 2004; Kools and Stoll 2016; Kools et al. 2020; Stoll and 
Kools 2017).The Welsh SLO model also reinforces the importance of 
genuinely collaborative practices and the need for ‘collaborative profession-
alism’ among teachers (Hargreaves and O’Connor 2018).

The next section of this article focuses specifically on each of the seven 
dimensions of the Welsh SLO model, highlighting where each dimension 
finds relevant and confirmatory empirical support.

SLO Model in Wales

In considering the 7 dimensions of the SLO model in Wales, it was clear 
that a wide range of international evidence could be useful in making 
connections and offering empirical support. Taking a pragmatic approach, 
looking at the detail of each of the 7 dimensions, it was clear which 
evidence bases could be most helpful. These evidence bases were also iden-
tified in the broader mapping hence had already been identified as relating, 
in some way, to the SLO model in Wales. The international evidence bases 
related to the 7 dimensions were as follows:

1. school improvement
2. school/teacher reform
3. professional learning
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4. school and system leadership
5. professional capital
6. school networks and networking
7. professional learning communities
8. leadership/distributed leadership/system leadership

Each of the 7 dimensions and the relevant evidence to support them, will 
be outlined and summarised next.

Dimension 1 – Developing a shared vision centred on the learning of all learners

Within dimension 1 of the Welsh SLO model, school vision is described as 
needing to focus upon achieving positive and holistic outcomes for all 
learners. The school improvement literature reinforces the need to estab-
lish a shared vision around learner needs, developing teacher expertise and 
establishing clear curriculum aims (Dufour 1997; Hargreaves 2010). This 
wider literature reinforces that such a shared vision must be practical and 
meaningful to all for organisational improvement to result:

Building a shared vision of what students should know and be able to do. Defining 
student outcomes that bring the vision to life

(Fullan 1993, p. 60)

Within the Welsh SLO model, it is argued that,

This vision focuses on enhancing all students’ learning experiences and outcomes, 
both now and for the future. The process involves all staff, students, parents and 
other stakeholders. It gives everyone a sense of direction, serving as a motivating 
force for sustained action and aligned practice to achieve individual and school 
goals

(Sinnema and Stoll 2020, p. 15)

The school improvement literature also proposes that a collegiate approach 
to vision-setting must be a goal for all members of any organisation, serving 
to embrace opportunities for growth and improvement:

Organizations seeking to develop a shared vision need to continually encourage 
each member to collaborate in the development of the learning organization’s 
vision.

(Rana et al. 2016, p. 479)

The shared or distributed leadership opportunities (Spillane et al. 2001; 
Harris and Spillane 2008; Supovitz et al. 2019; Harris and DeFlaminis 
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2016) that underpin the SLO model in Wales are intended to reinforce the 
importance of co-creating a common purpose and a collective pathway to 
improvement:

If the school as a learning organisation is to be more than just the latest label, then 
leaders at all levels in schools will need this to be their shared ambition, their core 
purpose, and their collective focus for school improvement.

(Harris and Jones 2018, p. 353)

Along with the process of vision-setting, the content of the vision also has to 
be clearly specified, according to the SLO approach in Wales (Kools and 
Stoll 2016). The Welsh SLO model focuses on ‘enhancing learners’ cogni-
tive, social-emotional outcomes and their wellbeing.

The Welsh SLO model is premised upon high expectations of the 
learning and the wellbeing of all learners. The school improvement litera-
ture confirms that this is best achieved through engaging with other 
schools and the wider community,

In particular, teachers, especially those in senior positions, have to see themselves 
as having a wider responsibility for all children and young people, not just those 
that attend their own schools. They also have to develop patterns of working that 
enable them to have the flexibility to cooperate with other schools and their 
wider communities.

(Ainscow 2016, p. 169)

Finding ways to value, respond to, and assess student learning / wellbeing 
are at the heart of successful SLOs and are reinforced in the literature that 
looks at effective system reform and organisational development (Harris 
and Jones 2020).

Within the Welsh SLO model, the idea of vision setting is premised on 
inclusivity. It is primarily concerned with improving the outcomes of all 
learners, reflecting a deep commitment to equity and inclusion which the 
school reform literature would endorse (Azorín and Ainscow 2020; 
Chapman et al. 2016; Harris and Jones 2020). The Welsh SLO model 
therefore embodies a deep commitment for schools to meet the holistic 
needs of the most disadvantaged and vulnerable learners as part of their 
school improvement efforts.

Dimension 2 – Creating and supporting continuous learning for all staff

Dimension 2 places an emphasis on improving teacher quality through 
professional engagement and collaboration, a stance which is supported by 
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the extensive literature on professional learning (Cordingley et al. 2015; 
Timperley et al. 2007; Robinson et al. 2009; Sims and Fletcher-Wood 
2018; King 2016; Harris and Jones 2017a). This dimension is also supported 
by the international evidence base on improving the progress of all students 
in all settings (Hattie 2003; Kennedy 2016; Netolicky 2016; Godfrey et al. 
2019; Azorín et al. 2019).

The vast body of professional learning literature consolidates the need to 
establish a continuous professional learning culture if learner improvement is to 
be the main goal (Brandt 2003; Coppieters 2005; Gil et al. 2019; Tan 
2019). The evidence base about effective forms of professional learning 
confirms the validity of certain approaches (Cordingley et al. 2015; 
Netolicky 2020; Cordingley et al. 2020; Robinson et al. 2009; Timperley 
et al. 2007). The Welsh SLO model also outlines the importance of profes-
sional learning that is collaborative, continuous, and focused on all learner 
needs.

In their work, Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) propose that schools need 
to focus on establishing professional learning programmes that support 
staff to acquire ‘decisional capital’ so that they can increase their knowl-
edge and expertise in ways that improves professional practice and meets 
the learning needs of all students. Such a commitment to high quality 
teaching and professional learning is clearly articulated in Dimensions 2, 3 
and 4 of the Welsh SLO model. It also connects to the evidence bases 
relating to professional capital, organisational change along with equity 
and excellence (Harris and Jones 2020).

Using evidence from teachers’ engagement in research and enquiry is 
another a key feature of the Welsh SLO model.

The involvement of practitioners – teachers, other education staff in producing, 
interpreting and translating research evidence into policy can give these practi-
tioners a strong sense of ownership and strengthen their confidence in the reform 
process. (Schleicher 2018, p. 218)

The teaching profession will be … research-engaged, well informed and learning 
from excellence at local, national and international levels

(Education Wales 2017, p. 11)

The professional learning literature consistently notes that such enquiry is 
a potent form of changing professional practice. When teacher enquiry is 
done well, evidence shows that it can be a powerful catalyst for change and 
improvement (Hemsely-Brown and Sharp 2004; Cordingley 2008; 
Schildkamp 2019; Younie et al. 2016).
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Dimension 3 – Promoting team learning and collaboration among all staff

Dimension 3 reflects the importance of collaboration among staff and this 
is also implicit in all 7 dimensions within the model. According to the 
school improvement literature, trust is a critical component of the forms of 
professional collaboration most likely to be most effective in securing 
organisational change and improvement (Bryk, 2003).

The importance of establishing and sustaining professional trust is 
continually emphasised as a critical factor of success in the school improve-
ment literature, (Tschannen-Moran and Gareis 2015; Hallam et al. 2015; 
Hallam and Hausman 2009; Bryk and Schneider 1996; Bryk and Schneider 
2003). In this body of work, trust is viewed as essential in establishing a 
collegiate school culture connected to the shared purpose of the organisa-
tion as a whole:

Relational trust creates an environment where individuals share a moral commit-
ment to act in the interests of the collectivity. It sustains an ethical imperative 
among organizational members to do what is right and good, broadly defined. 
This ethical basis for individual action constitutes a moral resource which the 
institution can draw upon to initiate and sustain change. (Bryk 1996, p. 34)

Dimension 3 reflects the need to create school cultures where high levels 
of trust enable positive, professional relationships to develop (Daly 2015):

the more an organization provides opportunities for members to enter the stream 
of social activity, the more actors are exposed to multiple others, and the more 
likely new ideas can be exchanged and practices created. (p. 2007)

The international literature on system improvement similarly reinforces 
how establishing a culture of trust facilitates both in-school (Demerath 
2018; Forsyth et al. 2011; Brown et al. 2016) and between-school collabo-
ration (Bryant et al. 2016; Daly and Finnigan 2012). It is posited, therefore, 
that the development of trust and knowledge sharing practices (Hubers et 
al. 2018) are essential if schools in Wales are to realise Dimensions 4, 5 and 
6 of the SLO model (OECD 2018).

Dimension 4 – Establishing a culture of enquiry, innovation and exploration

Dimension 4 focuses on developing a culture of enquiry, innovation, and 
exploration. As already highlighted in this literature overview, establishing 
a culture of collaborative professional learning characterised by ‘team 
learning’, ‘collaborative enquiry’ and ‘innovation’ is central to the Welsh 
SLO model.
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The system leadership and improvement literature (Harris 2020) high-
light some ways of achieving such a culture through collaborative enquiry 
and effective professional learning, at scale. Such action-based approaches 
include coaching and mentoring (Netolicky 2020; Lofthouse 2019); Lesson 
Study (Cajkler et al. 2014; Godfrey et al. 2019) Professional Learning 
Communities (Harris 2011b; Turner et al. 2018; Hord 2008; Joo 2020) 
Communities of Practice (Wenger 1999; Lieberman and Mace 2008) and 
enquiry and action research programmes (Harris, Jones and Cooze 2020; 
Donohoo 2017; Timperley et al. 2014; Halbert and Kaiser 2016).

In the literature on SLOs, it is proposed that opportunities for some of 
these action-based approaches should be provided to support collaborative 
professional learning among staff. This literature also underscores that staff 
should be able to experiment and to explore new instructional ideas as part 
of their routine work (Muijs et al. 2014; Earl and Timperley 2015; Osmond-
Johnson 2019; Timperley et al. 2014; Katz et al. 2008; Halbert and Kaiser 
2016). Within the Welsh SLO model, dimension 4 encompasses such 
approaches to promote innovation and risk taking.

The literature on organisational and teacher learning suggests that the 
school should operate as an ‘eco-system’ promoting high levels of teacher 
agency (Priestley et al. 2015), teacher leadership (Berg and Zoellick 2019) 
and, jointly, teacher learning and leadership (Campbell et al. 2017).

schools that are learning organisations create the kinds of conditions necessary for 
responding to the challenges and learning demands. In such schools the consider-
able individual, collaborative and collective learning needed at many levels is 
recognised.

(Sinnema and Stoll 2020, p. 9)

The ‘culture of inquiry, innovation and exploration’ (Sinnema and Stoll 
2020, p. 17) supports the type of curriculum leadership that is aligned to 
the current policy context in Wales (Education Wales 2017; Welsh 
Government 2019).

Instead of teachers simply being the passive recipients of change, they are actively 
leading the change process and jointly responsible for the delivery of a major 
system-level change. This is not to suggest that the process of co-constructing a 
new national curriculum is free of challenges or tensions or critics, in fact the 
reverse is true. Engaging teachers in curriculum reform at scale is a major task and 
some would argue, a significant risk. Whatever the outcomes of this reform 
process, it serves to underline the importance of curriculum leadership, not as a 
sub-set or variant of teacher leadership but as a distinctive form of teacher agency.

(Harris, Jones and Crick 2020, p. 3)
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The importance of establishing a positive school culture for improvement 
to occur is also reinforced in the literature on school and teacher reform.

the vast majority of teachers could be as good as the very best if their leaders 
provide the right learning environment for those they lead – creating a culture in 
which all teachers improve so that all teachers succeed.

(Wiliam 2016, p. 242)

Dimension 5 – Embedding systems for collecting and exchanging knowledge for 
learning

In Dimension 5, emphasis is placed upon what some writers in the profes-
sional learning field term as information or knowledge exchange or sharing 
(Shin et al. 2017). This knowledge exchange approach is also reflected in 
the literature on school to school ‘networks’ and networking (Díaz-Gibson 
et al. 2014; Díaz-Gibson et al. 2017; Brown and Duguid 2001; Prenger et 
al. 2019) and where networks create a ‘knowledge net’ in which to capture 
new or extended knowledge (Gibson et al. 2010).

In such networks, leadership is often described as shared or distributed 
(Azorín et al. 2019; Munby and Fullan 2016; Turner et al. 2018; Day and 
Grice 2019; Harris and Jones 2017b; Spillane et al. 2015; Harris and Jones 
2017a) and occurring ‘from the middle’ (Munby and Fullan 2016; Day and 
Grice 2019) where the intersection of internal and external networks 
evolves, thus creating

effective boundary crossing within and across organizations.
(Turner et al. 2018, p. 5)

The Welsh SLO model embodies a clear commitment to purposeful and 
systemic knowledge exchange to bring about the changes in professional 
practice that most benefit learners (Spillane et al. 2018; Timperley et al. 
2007; Wenger 1999).

The international literature on professional learning communities, reso-
nates with dimension 5 of the SLO model in Wales. Most specifically, the 
National PLC model in Wales highlights the importance of teacher agency, 
teacher leadership and teacher collaboration (Harris and Jones 2017b). It is 
underpinned by certain core principles that also reinforce dimension 5 and 
its underlying elements.:

(a) an absolute focus on improving learner outcomes
(b) purposeful collaboration
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(c) professional autonomy and accountability
(d) the theory of distributed leadership
(e) teacher agency, teacher leadership and teacher collaboration

Harris and Jones 2017b, p. 26)

Establishing knowledge systems within schools to share ideas and to eval-
uate the impact of activity on pupil learning is a key finding from the 
improvement and professional learning literature (Bragg et al. 2004; Chen 
et al. 2016; Timperley et al. 2007; Harris and Jones 2017a). This profes-
sional learning literature also broadly supports Dimension 5 of the Welsh 
SLO model which concentrates on providing systemic opportunities to 
facilitate dialogue and deepen understandings of pupil learning experi-
ences (Timperley et al. 2007; Schnellert et al. 2015; Hord 1997; James and 
Connolly 2009; Dogan et al. 2019).

Dimension 6 – Learning with and from the external environment and the wider 
learning system

Dimension 6 addresses the need for schools to extend learning beyond 
their own organisation and to connect with other schools and other parts 
of the system. The SLO literature suggests that, by extending learning in 
this way, knowledge and expertise can be accessed and circulated beyond 
the school. Dimension 6 finds further support for this contention in the 
systems thinking literature which confirms the importance of organisa-
tions connecting with the external environment in order to think 
differently and more expansively (Senge 1990; Yang et al. 2004; Kools and 
Stoll 2016; Harris 2020).

The Welsh SLO model emphasises the importance of teachers learning 
from and with each other, across schools, clusters and communities in 
order to build social and professional capital as part of wider system reform 
(Hargreaves and Fullan 2012; Hargreaves and O’Connor 2017; Daly and 
Finnigan 2010; Díaz-Gibson et al. 2020).The idea of building social capital 
across all layers of the education system is reflected throughout all 7 
Dimensions of the Welsh SLO model.

Dimension 7 – Modelling and growing learning leadership

Dimension 7 focuses specifically on the importance of leadership at all 
levels. The international school improvement literature repeatedly 
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underlines that such leadership is required to realise and to sustain organi-
sational improvement (Leithwood et al. 2020). This evidence is clear, 
namely school leadership at all levels is associated with securing better 
outcomes for all learners. The underlying elements of the 7th Dimension 
are exclusively concerned with the leadership practices required for the 
organisation’s vision to be realised and fulfilled (Pont 2020; Leithwood et 
al. 2019) and uphold the underlying elements of Dimension 7.

Within dimension 7, it is suggested that the school leader must grow 
‘leadership’ rather than ‘leaders’, thus reflecting a distributed leadership 
perspective. This aspect of the SLO model in Wales is supported by the 
international evidence base on distributed leadership which highlights its 
positive relationship with organisational improvement (Harris 2011a; 
Hallinger 2011; Seashore Louis et al. 2010).

The within and cross-school collaboration implicit in the Welsh SLO 
model reflects the notion in Spillane et al. (2001) of distributed leadership as 
being stretched and shared. The importance of leadership at all levels is also 
reinforced in the contemporary literature on school-to-school networks 
and networking:

Distributed leadership encompasses leadership exercised by multiple leaders who 
work collaboratively across organisational levels and boundaries. (Azorín et al. 
2019, p. 7)

The SLO model in Wales also connects directly to the literature concerning 
distributed system leadership (Hargreaves 2012):

These system leaders (i) share a distinctive value, a conviction that leaders should 
strive for the success of other schools and their students, not just one’s own; and 
(ii) a practice that flows from this value, namely a readiness to work with, and 
usually in, another school to help it to become more successful. (Hargreaves 2012, 
p. 16)

Coda

In summary, the three main bodies of evidence explored in this overview 
underscore that there is a great deal of empirical support for the various 
theoretical and conceptual dimensions of the Welsh SLO model. From the 
international literature selected, there is empirical confirmation for the 7 
Dimensions of the Welsh SLO model. In essence, the Welsh SLO model, 
and its 7 dimensions, are grounded in a secure international knowledge 
base and supported by a substantive weight of empirical evidence.

03 Harris WJE 24/1.indd   1603 Harris WJE 24/1.indd   16 26/05/2022   11:1426/05/2022   11:14



Schools as Learning Organisations in Wales

Alma Harris, Zoe Elder, Michelle Suzette Jones and Angella Cooze 17

It is also clear, from this overview, that definitions of SLOs vary widely 
in the available literature and there is far less evidence about the practical 
realisation of SLOs, possibly because studies have not focused their atten-
tion far enough on the implementation processes.

As Kools and Stoll (2016) note

The lack of advance of the concept of a school as learning organisation in research 
and practice partly stems from many different understandings of the concept. Part 
of the problem also lies in the shortage of systematic empirical investigations 
(p. 13)

Within the academic literature, considered as part of this overview, the 
dominant discourse remains largely theoretical and conceptual in nature. 
Of course, there are some practical resources available to help schools in 
Wales on the journey to becoming a learning organisation7. The core ques-
tion is whether this practical guidance is useful, impactful and relevant to 
schools? 

In 2018, in their OECD report, Kools et al noted that ‘the majority of 
schools in Wales seem well on their way towards developing as learning 
organisations however, a considerable proportion of schools are still far 
removed from realising this objective’ (p.15).

This somewhat contradictory statement is based on data from a SLO 
survey that is reliant on self-report. It is suggested that finer grained, mixed 
method, longitudinal studies of engagement with the SLO model in Wales 
are now needed to accurately and fully understand the degree and extent 
of implementation.

It is interesting to note that many of those writing about SLOs and 
advocating this approach shy away from many of the practical considera-
tions, leaving issues of implementation sketchy and solid steps to achieving 
a SLO blurred or even opaque. There is a view, that schools and systems 
should find their own SLO model and develop an implementation strategy 
that is contextually and culturally appropriate. This is a reasonable and 
potentially convincing argument, however, given the enormous amount of 
writing and advocating on behalf of SLOs internationally and particularly 
within Wales, this seems an odd side-step that essentially lays responsi-
bility for designing an implementation strategy with the schools or the 
school system.

To conclude, the evidence, selected in this overview, would suggest that 
the SLO idea has the potential to be a catalyst for change within the Welsh 
education system, but only under the right conditions (Elder 2022). The 
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writing about the concept or theory of an SLO far outweighs any detailed 
guidance about the practical processes that make it happen and sustain it 
over time. It is evident that a robust SLO implementation process needs to 
accompany the model, not follow it, underpinned with clear and consistent 
practical guidance. Within Wales, without a grounded, theory of action 
that schools can engage with, there is a real possibility that SLOs will 
remain yet another policy imperative without the adequate infrastructural 
support, expertise or capacity required for realisation.

Notes

1 https://gov.wales/schools-learning-organisations-slo-overview
2 https://gov.wales/curriculum-wales-2022
3 https://hwb.gov.wales/professional-development/professional-standards
4 https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018–03/education-in-wales-

our-national-mission.pdf
5 http://www.oecd.org/education/school/school-learning-organisation.pdf
6 https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018–04/171122-schools-in-

wales-as-learning-organisations.pdf
7 ht tps://www.oecd.org/educat ion/Developing-Schools-as-Learn ing-

Organisations-in-Wales-Highlights.pdf, https://gov.wales/schools-learning- 
organisations-slo-overview
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