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from the director  STEPHANIE HIRSH

In their 2012 Annual Conference 
keynote address, Michael Fullan 
and Andy Hargreaves discussed the 

major tenets of their book, Professional 
Capital: Transforming Teaching in Every 
School (2012). The ideas at the heart of 
their book are the foundation of our 
commitment to effective collaboration 
as key to improving schools for students 
and their teachers. 

Hargreaves and Fullan write about 
the important roles of human and 
social capital in sustained improvement. 
Human capital is about the qualities of 

individuals. 
In the 
context of 
schools, 
human 
capital is 
a teacher’s 
cumulative 
abilities, 
knowledge, 
and 

skills developed through formal 
education and on-the-job experience. 
Many reform efforts have focused on 
improving just this aspect of capital. In 
some situations, accountability becomes 
the primary driver for improvement, 
while in others, support and capacity 
building play that role. 

Social capital is an idea Hargreaves 
and Fullan explore in-depth, 

informed by the work of Carrie Leana 
(2011) around this concept. They 
define it as the capacity of groups 
to work collectively toward school 
improvement. Social capital resides in 
the relationships among teachers. Social 
capital can raise individual human 
capital; a good team, school, or system 
lifts everyone. But higher individual 
human capital does not necessarily 
improve the overall team (Hargreaves 
& Fullan, 2012). 

This research and that of others (e.g. 
Bryk & Schneider, 2002) show that 
when relationships among teachers in 
a school are characterized by high trust 
and frequent interaction — that is, 
when social capital is strong — student 
achievement scores improve. 

Many schools and school systems 
understand this at some level. For 
more than a decade, professional 
learning communities have proliferated 
in schools. And in the 2011 MetLife 
Survey of the American Teacher, teachers 
report much greater job satisfaction 
when they have opportunities for 
regular collaboration (MetLife, 2012). 

Yet time to collaborate is not 
enough. We must be deliberate in 
our expectations and support for 
the collaboration time that we set 
aside for educators. We have all had 
experiences with high-functioning 
and high-performing groups as well 
as groups that began with similarly 
well-intentioned participants and never 
achieved their stated goals.  

Learning Forward’s role is to 

support system and school leaders to 
see building social capital as key to 
achieving their visions. Our standards 
stress that schools and school systems 
must provide the leadership, conditions, 
and resources — including, but not 
limited to, time — that facilitate the 
ongoing development of social capital. 

Achieving this vision will take 
skillful collaboration. So I’d ask you to 
start with your leaders. Do they have 
the skills to collaborate? Do you? Do 
you know how to make the best use 
of time, how to ensure that you are 
developing productive relationships, 
communicating effectively, setting goals 
and shared visions? 

Ensuring education leaders have 
collaboration skills to facilitate the 
ongoing development of social capital is 
essential to ongoing improvements and 
lasting success. 
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