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Abstract 

School leadership is a key concept in the drive to raise educational standards and 

school leaders are under considerable pressure to be more effective. However, one 

of the challenges facing school leaders is finding the time and space to understand 

the notion of effectiveness through which they can develop more effective cultures. 

This project of reflexive action charts the development of a senior leader and doctoral 

researcher in a Social, Emotional and Mental Health (SEMH) school over a period of 

ten years. The aim of this research is to provide a critical evaluation of this leadership 

development and demonstrate the value of reflexive practice to school leaders. The 

leader takes a self-critical standpoint and discusses this journey through six 

significant ‘episodes’ of learning from which practice knowledge is then developed 

and shared. Data was collected through semi-structured interviews with two 

‘significant others’, various related school documents and this is supported by the 

author’s post-episode narrative analysis. Interviews are analysed using Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis and the adoption of this methodology, alongside the 

wider evolution of the researcher’s ontological position, is critically reviewed 

throughout. The theoretical models of Self Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) 

and Teacher Agency (Biesta & Tedder, 2007) are also used as discussion 

frameworks and these models are developed in context. A climate shaping 

leadership approach emerges from this reflexive action and four findings are shared 

which may offer readers an alternative view of school leadership development.  
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1. Introduction  

In 1989 Smyth (p1–2) wrote:  

‘Conventional wisdom has it that if we can get school principals to take 

heed of the research on ‘school effectiveness’, and act as the visionary 

custodians they are supposed to be, then schools will emerge from the 

crisis of competence, educational standards will rise, school discipline 

problems will dissipate, and schools will once again become the 

means of effecting social, economic, military recovery’.  

Thirty years later many would argue that much of Smyth’s suggestion still applies 

(Riley & MacBeath, 1998; Elmore, 2010; Robinson, 2015). Defining what is meant by 

‘school effectiveness’ appears to be a crucial aspect of this ongoing educational 

crisis. Riley & MacBeath argued that leadership had become an urgent policy issue 

and an ‘integral component of the drive for more effective schools, raised 

achievement and public accountability’ (p173). They described the juxtaposition 

between the terms effective and leadership as symbolic of the growing emphasis on 

school outcome measures and related acceptance of the importance of leadership 

for the ‘effective school’. From a policy maker’s perspective they surmised effective 

leadership may have been seen as holding the key to the problems facing schools 

and in this supposition we continue to have common ground. However, the 

assumptions behind this belief is where policy makers and I differ.  

Riley & MacBeath (1998, p179) argued effectiveness was a contested notion and 

‘one that has to remain open to question, to challenge and to refinement’. In refining 

the term ‘effective’ the authors argued we needed to understand the term on two 

levels. Firstly, the contested nature of the term; and secondly, we needed to 

recognise the notion of an effective school as a social construct, shaped by national 

expectations and local aspirations. This is important because the notion itself 

continues to be a critical issue for school leaders who still face numerous and 

complex accountability issues (Niesche, 2012). We all want our children to attend 

‘good’ and ‘effective’ schools but the notion of social construction is key to 

understanding which schools are good and for whom. The extent an individual allows 

their view of ‘effectiveness’ to be influenced through national or local drivers will 

underpin their assumptions about the term.  
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As my leadership practice has developed my aspirations for our school and our 

pupils has played a significant role in shaping my assumptions. However, as my 

position and responsibility in school has changed I have experienced the pressures 

of national expectations and this has shaped my practice as a leader and refined my 

understanding of leadership. I have found the relationship between effective 

leadership and effective schools in some part an interpretative argument about 

terminology, but in larger part about the conflict over educational values and 

subjective ways of viewing and understanding the world. It is through my experiences 

of this conflict that I justify the rationale, purpose and approach of this research.  

 

1.1. Justification for this reseach 

How an individual constructs their meaning and how this process develops is key to 

understanding their application of terminology such as ‘effective’ and ‘good’. This is a 

critical issue for education, where school leaders are facing ‘un-manageable’ 

pressures (Niesche, 2012, p1) leading to the decline of teachers’ willingness to take 

up senior leadership positions in schools such as mine (Blackmore, et al., 2006). 

Niesche argues some of this pressure relates to a lack of strategies from which 

leaders can draw and he argues this is mainly due to a dearth of research into 

leaders’ daily practices. Niesche, along with other authors (Anderson, 2001; English, 

2006), argues that this dearth is compromised further by national performativity 

pressures that compel both research and school leaders to serve and accept 

dogmatic notions of effectiveness as conventional wisdom. Whilst, these 

performativity structures will be discussed shortly, what is fundamental to the 

justification of this research is Niesche’s (p3) call for more ‘nuanced, theoretically 

informed and rich accounts of what it is like for leaders in their jobs’.  

This research has taken many forms and my evolution and justification for this 

research has become the basis for its structure. This research has become a 

practical example of the constructive impact ideas, space and time can have on 

school leaders and this is reflected in the content and format of the thesis. The focus 

of this research is on the evolution of my understanding of the compromise between 

structural pressures and personal meaning as I attempt to address the ‘dearth’ in 

research that Niesche describes.  
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This journey begins from a dogmatic position where I attempt to implement an 

effective, system-focused strategy. However, following a number of experiences the 

focus then evolves into a theoretically informed, rich and reflexive account of my 

leadership development. This change in focus and method is underpinned by the 

evolution of my ontological position and it is this development which is the golden 

thread which runs throughout this research. Ontology, as I assume with many 

teachers, seems to offer little to support the practical realities of most everyday 

classrooms, but my research presents an alternative view. Ontology can be a critical 

tool for all educators and I will argue it can be a key factor in raising educational 

standards. 

Having drawn the rationale for this research from Niesche’s argument, it is no 

coincidence that my approach to filling this research void is influenced by the need to 

understand the complex accounts of school leaders. As I have alluded, my approach 

has evolved over time from lessons learned and from exposure to different ideas - 

these are discussed throughout each episode.  

The difficulty facing myself, as well as other educators and researchers, is the 

contested nature of how we rationalise method and reach conclusions through which 

we fill this void – this is where ontology is key. Just as Riley & MacBeath (1998) 

argue of the contested nature of knowledge, one’s approach to this challenge is also 

entrenched in different interpretations and opinions about ways of viewing the world 

and making meaning. Whilst I will progresssively discuss these challenges and my 

personal development, it is worth outlining my position here in simple terms in order 

to provide clarity from the outset.  

I have come to realise that culturally acceptable behaviours are not necessarily 

morally acceptable, and that culture can foster both ethical and unethical behaviours 

(Gunia, et al., 2012). This has led to the realisation of the need to consider my 

actions in relation to wider implications and the ultimate need to take responsibility. 

Such responsibility means not only understanding what is right and wrong from 

multiple perspectives (including my own abiding interests - my ‘personal project’ as 

Archer (2003) describes), it also means simply doing what is morally right. Whilst this 

may seem obvious, we are again entering difficult and complex terrain, because 

differentiating and understanding irresponsible and responsible actions is not a 

simple task (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015). Lange & Washburn (2012) argue irresponsible 
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action involve actions that demonstrate a lack of respect or concern for the welbeing 

of others at both individual and collective levels. As this research develops I will 

provide an argument that too many educational structures are complicit in actions 

that undermine the wellbeing of both staff and pupils.  

I draw attention to this point here, because a key building block of my ontological 

position is drawn from my awareness of the impact these structures have on too 

many pupils and educators. This awareness brought feelings of dissonance and 

compromise and these feelings instigated changes in my leadership approach. Doing 

what is morally right has become an explicit value that is the basis of my practice. 

Pless et al., (2011) argue that responsible leadership is value based, encompassing 

shared ideals of societal wellbeing and moral decision making. As I will discuss 

throughout this thesis, the notion of leadership being laden with values, relationships 

and shared ideals is fundamental to my practice and this brings us back to my 

ontological position.  

My position is drawn from a number of theorists and eminent educators (to be 

discussed) and can be broadly defined as social realist. My early exposure to the 

work of Robinson (2010), discussed in Episode 1 set me on a path towards 

interpretivism. Over time, and through the influence of Bhaskar’s critical realism 

(Episode 4), I refined my position to better reflect Bhaskars (1998) open system 

ontology. Following further influence from Archer’s (1995) realist social theory and 

Bruner’s (1990) narrative mode of thought, I then refined my position still further to 

better reflect the interplay between structural mechanisms (wider generative policies, 

cultures and philosophies) and the interpretations and actions of individual agents 

(i.e. teachers). It is my position that in order to provide leaders with strategies, 

research needs to adopt a position that accounts for the complex interplay between 

structure and agency but through a methodology that positions teachers and leaders 

as key agents who hold the answers to how we raise educational standards 

(Robinson, 2010). 

In recent years I have drawn heavily upon Archer’s realist social theory and in 

particular her understanding of the internal conversation that each of us uses to 

shape our actions in relation to our experiences. Archer’s work provides a framework 

that helps provide a lens through which I attempt to make sense of the complex 

interplay between my own thoughts and actions, as well as my colleagues’, and both 
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of these within the structures of our school and wider educational systems. Archer’s 

theory is important to me because it resonates with the complex nature of education 

as I view it. As I will discuss, too many educational systems constrain individual 

practice and as Robinson argues (2010) ‘I think we need to be going in the opposite 

direction’. It is this notion of complexity and personalisation which leads me onto my 

next biggest influence – Sergiovanni.  

As I will discuss in Episodes 6, I am a values laden person and this is crucial 

because deep engagement with one’s values and assumptions is important for 

teachers’ development (Benade, 2015). A product of my ontological development has 

been the unearthing of my personal values and the recognition that they underpin 

both my interpretations and my actions – specifically my ability to walk the 

compromised path as I see it. The influence I draw from Archer, who is concerned 

with how an individual makes meaning and acts, and Sergiovanni, who is concerned 

with the importance of individual values, is that both recognise the crucial role 

individuals play in structural elaboration. It has taken me a number of years to draw 

this conclusion and this is the basis for my ontological position.  

As Smyth (1989) outlined, we all want educational standards to rise, but one 

undermining factor continues to be the sidelining of the individual values and 

experiences of educators. This is a problem for me and part of my research seeks to 

help address this issue. As Sergiovanni argues (2000, p3), schools have become 

little more than ‘instrumentalities to achieve goals’. He argues (viii): 

‘School effectiveness requires authentic leadership, leadership that 

is sensitive to the unique values, beliefs, needs and wishes of local 

professionals and citizens who best know the conditions needed. No 

“one size fits all” will do’.      

It is this desire for personalisation and collaboration which underpins my approach to 

leadership. It is also the basis of my desire to highlight the need to provide a platform 

from which educators can talk of their experiences in order to help raise standards. It 

is inadequate for educators to simply be aware of the constraining factors affecting 

their ability to raise standards, unless they understand their own role in maintaining 

these structures, and their ability to act differently in order to change the situation. 

Therefore, my question is:  
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“What meaning can I draw from my leadership development that may 

offer others in leadership positions advice on how to walk the 

compromised path and help to elaborate these structures?”  

Thus, the purpose of this research is to enable the reader and me to understand my 

perspective as a school leader and the journey through which this perspective has 

developed. In taking this approach I aim to:  

1. Provide a critical evaluation of my experience and produce a road map of my 

journey. 

2. Better understand the meaning of my experience in order to understand my 

capacity as a leader. 

3. Evaluate the role of critical reflexivity in developing as a leader. 

As Smith et al. (2009) argue, at the most elemental level we are constantly caught up 

in the everyday flow of experience. This is no more evident than in the often hectic 

lives of those of us who teach and rarely have the time to pause, reflect and make 

sense of our experiences. As Niesche (2012, p2) argues, ‘if there is one thing that is 

glaringly apparent when talking to [school leaders], it is more time to think and reflect 

on their work practices to better serve their school and community’. Whilst there are 

clearly multiple ways in which a platform can be provided for educators to think, 

reflect and act, I addess this question by suggesting and demonstrating the 

effectiveness of engaging in reflexive action. By affording staff the time and space to 

engage in reflexive practice, Hibbert & Cunliffe (2015) argue we can help to develop 

responsible leaders.  

The term reflexive action can be defined in many ways and in different sections of 

this research I will refer to the action from multiple aspects. However, reflexivity is 

fundamentally concerned with questioning the assumptions and practices of 

ourselves and others (Cunliffe, 2009). For the purpose of this research, I draw from 

my ontological position and desire to focus on the interplay between wider and 

school based structures as well as the agency of pertinent individuals. In this respect, 

I will focus on being self-reflexive and questioning my own ways of being and acting; 

and I will also focus on being critically reflexive and unearthing underlying social 

mechanisms and their generative impact. As will become clear, both self and critical 

reflexivity go hand in hand because individuals always act within, whilst 

simultaneoulsy shaping the context within which they reside.  
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As I discuss throughout each episode, with each experience I have found myself 

feeling increasingly compromised by my desire for personalisation and the pressures 

for universal accountability that are to be discussed. I have equally become aware of 

my own personal need for change and the pitfalls of some of my thought processes 

and decision-making mechanisms. By exposing myself to different ideas I have found 

the need to understand my experiences increasingly crucial – this is an important 

factor because critical reflection is key to sustainable change (Vanablaere & Devos, 

2016). As Cunliffe (2009) argues, reflexivity is concerned with questioning the 

assumptions and practices of ourselves and others. It is also a means through which 

we can critique taken-for granted practices as well as understanding aspects of our 

experiences that we may find troublesome. Moreover, as Hibbert & Cunliffe (2015, 

p179) discuss, the term troublesome is particularly apt here because ‘putting 

reflexive insights into practice is not a simple question of [being] correct, because 

such insights often involve uncomfortable realisations, new understanding and shifts 

in thinking about our and others’ practices’. 

Smith et al. state (p2) that when people engage with an experience in their lives ‘they 

begin to reflect on the significance of what is happening’. They argue that human 

beings are ‘sense making creatures’ and the account each provides, reflects an 

attempt at making sense of their experience. In this case, this sense making journey 

starts with a brief introduction to my path into teaching. 

 

1.2. My early story before teaching 

From an early age I wanted to prove to myself that I was good enough, and this led 

to a number of experiences that helped shape my understanding of my place in the 

world. They helped to develop my ‘personal project’ (a term used to describe an 

individual’s life goal by Archer, 2003, p8) and the importance of this is something 

which I will return to throughout this thesis. One such experience, involving the death 

of a young girl, occurred when I was an infantryman patrolling the streets of Iraq. This 

experience, changed my view of the world and triggered my transition into teaching 

and ultimately the writing of this thesis. It was an experience where I began to 

become interested in the particulars of subjective experience.   
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Mezirow (1997) describes such transformative learning experiences as the process 

of effecting change in an individual’s frame of reference. He describes these frames 

as the structures and assumptions through which we understand our experiences. 

Transformative learning theory is underpinned by an assumption that achieving 

meaning and balance in life is a defining condition of being human. I draw attention to 

this theory as this notion of achieving meaning is fundamental to this thesis. I am 

putting into action Mezirow’s argument (1997, p7) that: ‘we transform our frames of 

reference through critical reflection on the assumptions upon which our 

interpretations, beliefs, and habits of mind or points of view are based’.  

My experience in Iraq provided a stimulus which changed my frame of reference. 

This transformed my point of view and began in earnest this journey of reflexive 

action. Wallace & Wray (2011) define this process as a practitioner’s attempt to 

develop and share their own practice knowledge from a self-critical standpoint. This 

process has afforded me the opportunity to identify and focus on other significant 

personal and professional experiences which have helped to shape my 

understanding of the world. Meyer & Land (2003) identify such transformative 

experiences as ‘threshold concepts’. They describe these transformative ‘ping’ 

moments as experiences which fundamentally change people and their 

understanding of their world. Whilst word count restricts further discussion of the link 

between reflexive action and threshold concepts there is research conducted by 

Hibbert & Cunliffe (2015) which is of significance in this area. However, it will become 

evident that my journey is littered with such developmental ‘episodes’ as I will call 

them forthwith and thus I will return to some of Hibbert and Cunliffe’s arguments. 

These episodes provide the basis of my reflexive action and the structure of this 

thesis.  

Following my time in the army I returned to education. I was motivated to build a 

good life for myself and within three years I had a First Class Degree. I then secured 

a position working for the Youth Sport Trust (YST) developing school sport, but I 

continued my education by undertaking a PGCE. This turned out to be a real stroke 

of fate. The great recession of the late 2000’s loomed and I was made redundant. 

For a short time, this had a hugely negative impact on my personal project, and I 

began to question my ability to build the good life I had sought. However, out of this 

uncertainty I made two crucial decisions. Firstly, I enrolled in this EdD as I feared the 
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implications of my situation. By gaining a Doctorate I assumed I could develop a form 

of intellectual protection. The second decision I made was born out of fate - I quickly 

joined a variety of supply agencies and I soon began working at my current school. 

These two decisions helped redundancy turn into an episode that brought great 

opportunity.  

 

1.3. My school context 

The school is a specialist SEMH (Social, Emotional and Mental Health) provision for 

boys. All our pupils have an Educational Health Care Plan (EHCP) and have been 

referred to us by the Local Authority (LA). The school has under 100 pupils on roll 

and provides a curriculum that over the past 10 years has evolved away from 

standardisation, where each pupil receives the same content, towards a focus on 

personalisation, where we attempt to adapt the curriculum to suit the needs of the 

individual. Pupils have the opportunity to undertake various GCSE, BTEC, Functional 

Skill and Entry Level Certificates and are challenged to develop ‘an increased 

awareness of life after school’ and the ability to ‘contribute fully to society’ (School 

Website, 2018).  

Throughout my time in school, I have worked under the leadership of four head 

teachers. Each has brought their own style and focus and each has followed a 

general trend from a control and conformist culture to one of increasing autonomy 

and personalisation. This trend has also coincided with a shift in understanding of our 

pupils’ needs and our school’s role in their development. Accordingly, our pupils and 

school have been re-designated numerous times from the original term EBD 

(Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties) to our current title of SEMH. This shift in term 

was introduced in the Special Educational Need and Disabilities (SEND) Code of 

Practice in 2014. This growing understanding both nationally and locally has followed 

a progressive trend in school of decreasing incidents and physical intervention.  

I have taught Physical Education (PE) at the school since 2010 and I am currently an 

assistant head teacher. I am incredibly lucky in that I love my job. We have a saying 

in our school that we are ‘living the dream’ and it is often used in jest by staff in 

relation to the difficulties associated with teaching pupils with SEMH. However, I am 
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actually living my dream. As a teacher, my focus was on developing pupils’ 

confidence and breaking down personal barriers. Now as a senior leader, my focus is 

on nurturing a positive climate for professional working and learning and my practice 

has a focus on relationality. This has been a positive shift that has developed in 

tandem with my research. However, this has not been without challenge.  

Riley & MacBeath (1998) describe notions of leadership as ‘profoundly value-laden’ 

(p174). They add this relates to ‘national purposes, local context, as well as the skills 

and attributes of individuals, and the demands and expectations of school 

communities’. The route to ‘outstanding’ seemed simple and direct before I began 

researching the issue. Education is an amazing opportunity to shape not just our 

pupils’ lives for the better but also our own. In trying to create a better life for myself I 

have become involved in a much more complicated and connected journey of pupil 

progress and staff development. I have equally become more aware of the 

surrounding generative structures affecting such journeys.  

As a teacher, my practice was built on effective relationships where my 

understanding of the term lacked any notions of contested meaning, and my 

knowledge of related social constructs was limited. Whilst positive relationships are 

important for all teachers, in an SEMH setting they are the bedrock of professional 

practice. This assumption is the basis for my frame of reference and helps to shape 

my related actions. Relationships have been central to the development of our school 

culture and are a source of our improving practices (i.e. use of physical restraint has 

reduced from 81 in 2012/13 to 4 in 2020/21). However, it is my understanding that 

the current educational climate, driven by successive government policies, is 

constraining the outcome that we all desire – higher standards. As my journey 

unfolds, this notion of system ‘constraint’ will develop, and I will discuss my 

experience of such system structures and their related philosophical positions. This 

discussion begins with a short critique of key leadership principles.  

 

1.4. Leadership 

Since the mid-1990’s, leadership has developed into a key concept for those 

concerned with developing policy and practice in education systems (Bennett, et al., 
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2003). Bennett et al. (ix) argue this development has raised three fundamental 

questions: 

1. What is leadership for, how is it conceptualised and what is involved in 

exercising it? 

2. How can leaders and leadership practice be developed?  

3. How can we determine leadership to be good or bad and how do we 

determine whether a course of action in a particular setting is right or wrong? 

 

In response to these complex questions the authors argue that leadership is another 

contested concept that continues to be defined in different ways. The implication of 

each of these definitions is that there are varying perceptions of what counts as 

‘good’ leadership and what constitutes effective leadership development. This 

complexity presents a challenge to those who suggest that conventional wisdom 

(Smyth, 1989) is simply a process of taking heed of school effectiveness research. 

However, the desire to raise standards remains and the complications arising from 

complexity should not undermine attempts to better understand the influential role of 

leadership. In response, Bennet et al. (ibid) make two broad distinctions based on 

those who write about leaders and those who write about leadership.  

Firstly, they argue that those who write about leaders make an assumption that 

leadership can rest within the competencies and characteristics of an individual. They 

argue that those who adopt this position make assumptions about the nature of 

power in organisations, namely that people follow leaders. They add that from this 

assumption analytical frameworks are developed that characterise the practice of 

leadership as one which rests upon the possession of particular skills and qualities, 

from which the leader has total control. As such, leadership is assumed to emanate 

from the individual rather than from any social setting.  

The second distinction is the understanding that leadership is a fluid concept that can 

be exercised by a particular individual or provided by others who are appropriate to 

particular situations or issues. Leadership is therefore assumed to be an 

organisational characteristic or quality that rests upon different individuals at different 

times, just as much as it lies in an individuals formal position or organisational status. 

Whilst the former position provides the basis for a traditional hierarchical structure, 

the latter in contrast gives significance to social relations and the distribution of 



12 
 

resources. Clearly, even in this broad sense, the position an individual adopts has 

profound implications for how they understand good or effective leadership.  

I have used the term good and more particularly effective throughout this introduction 

because I wish to present an argument that subjectivity and our positioning on 

educational concepts is an important but often overlooked issue. As Bennett et al. 

(2003) argue, we each have our own set of values that help us to define what is good 

and these in turn help us to shape our understanding of what we believe is effective. 

One of the difficulties in conceptualising these terms in such subjective ways lies in 

the practicalities of educational reform. For example, the language of school 

effectiveness continues to shape the thinking of policy makers; thinking which some 

claim (Riley & MacBeath, 1998, p174), is far too attuned to quick-fix solutions or 

conventional wisdom, regardless of context. However, if there is subjectivity 

surrounding the notions of leadership and effective practice how are leaders 

supposed to take heed of such solutions, if indeed any are there to be had? 

Whilst it is beyond my scope to fully critique the varying approaches to these 

leadership issues, what is fundamental to this research is Niesche’s (2012, p1) 

argument about the terrain of critical approaches to leadership. Firstly, he argues that 

little headway has been made in the broader field of educational leadership and 

actual leadership practices. Moreover, he relates this lack of progress to his second 

point – the impact of the ‘performative turn’ (p1) on what is deemed to count as 

research in the field of leadership. He describes this turn as the ‘recent move to 

school rankings, high-stakes testing and new managerial and accountability regimes’ 

in education which he argues are driving an increasing focus on research involving 

managing change and developing more efficient practices in answer to perfomativity 

pressures. He develops this argument to claim that critiques of these ‘dominant 

discourses of best practice’ (p2) are pushed to the periphery, whilst frameworks 

which re-inscribe ideals of individual leaders as having characteristics and 

capabilities of delivering educational reform have become central to this dominant 

discourse.  

Niesche (p2) and other critics (Anderson, 2001; English, 2006) claim such discourses 

not only confuse and reinforce assumptions about individual leadership 

competencies but also ‘encourage conformity as part of an uncontested knowledge 

base’. In essence, Niesche argues that performativity in education has become a 



13 
 

structure from which research and practice are compelled to serve and assume the 

demands of effectiveness discourse as conventional wisdom.      

The contested nature of knowledge (or lack thereof) is a critical aspect of my 

research. As an emerging leader and inexperienced researcher in the early period of 

this research, the notion of the quick-fix seemed highly alluring and often within 

simple reach. However, over time my development brought forth the ‘Socratic 

problem’ identified by Grint (2003, p89): the more I learned, the more I realised how 

ignorant I was. Time has brought me experiences through which I have come to 

understand and apply the concepts of both leadership and effectiveness in context. I 

do not mean to state that I have found answers per sé, but I have found a way to 

tread the path between what I determine is right and what I am mandated to do.  

Bennet et al. (2003) suggest that our values are often the basis for our actions and 

whilst sometimes they offer us a clear indication as to what is right, sometimes there 

may be more than one right course of action. In an SEMH setting in particular there is 

rarely one strict course of action in any particular situation. If a pupil breaks a 

window, should I insist on a strict application of the rules - i.e. apply a sanction - or 

should I show sympathy and support? The answer to this question depends on many 

contextual variables and in different situations both actions may be defensible. As a 

school, we have moved away from the fixed application of behavioural policies on the 

basis that each situation is different and those involved have different needs and 

viewpoints - the complexity of this position brings its own challenges. Staff regularly 

encounter such dilemmas but rather than manage behaviour we attempt to lead and 

teach behaviours that we value. Whilst this appears a subtle difference of 

terminology, the application of this position is distinct. The former relates to applying 

instrumentalities and managing systems whilst the latter is concerned with 

understanding values and developing culture.  

At a conceptual level this argument relates to both Riley & MacBeath’s (1998) 

contested notion of effectiveness as well as Niesche’s (2012) argument about 

performativity pressures – both can be seen as a contest between system structures 

and individual interpretation. One way to critique this contest (and one which has 

become a significant influence upon my practice) is through Habermas’ (1987) 

lifeworld – systemsworld analogy.  
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1.5. Constraining Issues: A systemsworld - lifeworld view 

Sergiovanni (2000) argues successful school leadership relies upon getting the 

culture right and understanding how parents, teachers and pupils define and 

experience meaning. Whilst raising standards is an equally important issue, 

Sergiovanni argues this will fail to matter without the right culture and without 

meaningful interaction between schools and parents, teachers and pupils. He argues 

individual values and beliefs are central to culture which he views as the ‘normative 

glue’ (p16) that holds schools together. Sergiovanni stresses in order to build a 

successful culture leaders need to pay attention to an individual’s understanding of 

school life in order to develop a sense of school purpose and enriched meaning. He 

argues that the best indicator of a good school may well reside in the extent to which 

the school reflects the needs and desires of its pupils, parents and teachers. Culture 

and meaning are part of what Habermas (1987) terms as the ‘lifeworld’ of the school. 

This is in contrast to the ‘systemsworld’, which he describes as representing a world 

of instrumentalities experienced in school as policies and structures (Niesche’s 

performativity turn for example).   

Sergiovanni suggests that when we talk of culture, values and sources of individual 

satisfaction in the form of significant meaning, we are discussing the lifeworld of 

school. We are discussing the personal experiences of pupils, parents and teachers. 

The systemsworld by contrast is a world of efficient systems, policies and procedures 

designed to meet pre-determined ends - e.g. school rankings. The former is a world 

of relationships and growth centred on the individual and the latter is a world of 

efficiency and system productivity. Sergiovanni (2000) argues these systems are 

supposed to work together in a symbiotic relationship to help schools effectively and 

efficiently meet their goals. He argues that mutuality is key to bringing these two 

worlds together and this mutuality depends on trust, respect and parity. The most 

critical aspect of this analogy is the understanding that mutuality can only be 

achieved when the lifeworld drives the systemsworld. Sergiovanni (p16) argues that 

when the systemsworld is the dominant force ‘organisational character erodes’ 

leading to ‘many dysfunctions including disengagement and low performance’.  

In an SEMH setting such dysfunctions are commonplace and whilst the root cause 

may be more complex than the lack of mutuality described here, the need to ensure 
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a balance between both worlds is nonetheless important. However, some argue that 

a lack of balance between these two worlds is a major problem facing schools.   

For instance, Leat (2014) discusses the challenges facing educators who are 

embroiled in the pressures of this dysfunctional relationship. Like Niesche (2012), he 

describes the proliferation of league tables and the related objectification of 

examination data, with a particular focus on English and Mathematics, as the driver 

for these pressures. Leat argues that this ‘performance culture’, and specific 

accountability for pupil performance in public examinations, ensures teachers in 

England are some of the most accountable in the world.  

This focus on pupil outcomes is an example of systemsworld structures acting as a 

dominant force. Sergiovanni (2003) argues that when school purposes such as these 

are created through decisions about means and policies (i.e. we are accountable for 

pupil outcomes so this will become our focus), rather than policies and structures 

deriving from purpose and values, the systemsworld is acting as the dominant driving 

force. Whilst English and Mathematics are clearly important, academic work is only 

part of education. To prioritise one aspect of the curriculum necessitates 

marginalising another area and this in turn can undermine the values and beliefs of 

pupils, parents and teachers. Concerning teachers in particular, Leat (p71) cites a 

teacher union survey which indicated that ‘more than half of teachers [questioned] 

described their morale as low or very low’ and ‘more than 75% of those polled 

thought the current government will have a negative effect on education’.  

It is important to engage in these discussions because appreciating schools have 

both a systemsworld and a lifeworld, and understanding that both need to be in 

balance to function effectively, emphasises the problems facing school leaders. As 

Robinson and Aronica (2015) argue, if the performance culture was working as 

intended and improving educational effectiveness, there would be nothing more to 

say - however, it isn’t. We can see the results of Sergiovanni’s (2000) organisational 

character erosion in the morale of teaching staff and the actions of schools. The 

Education Select Committee (2018) for instance, stress there has been a 40% 

increase in permanent exclusions, of which half are from those heading into their 

GCSE years. Habermas (1987, p173) refers to this dominance of systemsworld 

instrumentalities as the ‘colonisation of the lifeworld by the systemsworld’. 

Sergiovanni argues that when the systemsworld dominates, school purposes and 
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values are imposed on parents, pupils and teachers rather than being created by 

them.  

Habermas (1987) distinguishes three dimensions of the lifeworld: culture, community 

and person. He argues that culture provides us with beliefs and social norms from 

which we derive significance. He also argues that community provides us with a 

connection and value to others and helps us to recognise our own personal value. 

Lastly, he argues the term ‘person’ refers to the development of our individual 

competencies and relates to our search for personal identity and meaning. What is 

important in relation to my position is where Habermas argues that colonization takes 

place when these three dimensions are eroded. For instance, as school culture 

fades, social norms are lost and parents, teachers and pupils are likely to experience 

indifference. As community wanes in school, feelings of belonging and connection to 

others are weakened. When culture and community are undermined pupils, parents 

and teachers become alienated and this is a point reflected in Leat’s argument 

described earlier.  

Thomson also discusses the impact of some of these challenges on head teachers. 

She highlights (2009, p70) that on average, head teachers frustratingly spend 39% of 

their time on management and administration and only 7% on strategic leadership. 

Thomson makes extensive use of head teachers’ stories and suggests the role of 

leadership has become harder and more stressful in recent years. Interestingly, she 

also identifies the accountability pressures, discussed by Niesche and Leat, as a 

major disincentive to potential leadership applicants. As head teachers find their roles 

stressful, and given reported difficulties in attracting the ‘right people with the right 

stuff’ (Thomson, 2009, p11), education policy makers might consequently be asked 

what they consider important.   

Regardless of anyone’s position in this performativity argument, the need to raise 

standards in education continues. However, the constraining issue at the heart of this 

desire lies in the central position of systemsworld policies (Robinson, 2010) and this 

is the basis for Leat’s, Niesche’s and Thomson’s criticisms. Policies built on 

accountability reinforce an attainment view of effectiveness, where the best 

performing schools are those with the highest attainment data. This is driving a 

system of reductive outcomes and standardised education (Robinson, 2015) and 

increasing the pressure on school leadership (Thomson, 2009).  
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Pupils, teachers and school leaders appear to be encountering an eroding lifeworld 

and whilst this is a challenge for all schools, it is particularly troublesome for those in 

SEMH provisions. Sergiovanni (1994) suggests the loss of school character leads to 

pupils developing cultures, communities and identity for themselves. For example, I 

am repeatedly instructing pupils to return to class in order to learn something they 

need in order to pass a test; a test score which is then often used to determine both 

the pupil’s intellect and the quality of our school’s provision. In my opinion, far too 

many of these pupils question the need to learn this content and this represents the 

disconnect between the needs of the system and the desires of our pupils.  

Many of our pupils are already disaffected for a complex array of reasons and as 

such there is a fine balance to be had between pursuing mandatory national 

curriculum expectations and outcomes, and doing what is perceived to be right. As 

with the contested nature of the term effectiveness, what is right is an equally 

subjective term which brings another troublesome complexity to the discussion. 

However, what needs to be drawn from this complexity is not further accountability 

nor increased standardisation; it is the need to draw understanding from the personal 

meaning of those involved. If leaders are under ‘un-manageable’ pressure (Niesche, 

2012, p1) and pupils are being increasingly excluded (438,265 fixed term exclusions 

in 2018/19 from Gov.uk, 2021) there is an argument to be made for the need for 

mutuality.  

However, there are significant barriers to this balance. My experience of the conflict 

caused when sending pupils back to class to learn prescribed content is an example 

of this in practice. I perceive that many of my pupils are likely to have little use for 

some of this content and they display their knowledge of this disconnect through their 

challenging behaviours. My actions in returning pupils to class can be seen to be a 

factor of this constraining feature of systemsworld policy. If we are to follow 

Sergiovanni’s (2000) call for the lifeworld to take the centre ground, we need to 

understand the values, beliefs and desires which drive the hearts and minds of our 

pupils, teachers and school leaders. Policy is far removed from the experience of the 

pupils I am sending back to class, and this can be seen to undermine the values and 

desires that each of us hold.  

If we want our school leaders to be the ‘visionary custodians’ Smyth (1989) alludes 

to, we need to support them in finding and utilising the space to study and develop 
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the unique systems which embody these values and beliefs. Creating mutuality can 

begin by helping schools and individuals understand and acknowledge the 

importance of their values as a driving lifeworld force. School leaders would play a 

critical part in this elaborative and transformational process, but they would need to 

be afforded the freedom to enact this role. However, such freedom is restricted by 

the central position of systemsworld policies that are driving this accountability 

agenda. In order to create space and afford leaders the tools to become visionary 

custodians, we need to understand the forces eliciting these challenges in further 

detail.  

 

1.6. Critical approaches to leadership in education  

Leadership in education is a crowded and busy terrain (Gunter, 2001). Gunter 

highlights four main positions taken by those who write and research about education 

as the critical, humanistic, instrumental and scientific. It is worth reflecting on these 

positions as they link at a conceptual level to Habermas’ lifeworld and systemsworld 

theory and the performativity pressures highlighted by Niesche (2012) and Leat 

(2014). Firstly, Gunter (2001) describes the: 

 

1. Instrumental position: which drives models of effective systems and cultures 

designed to enable site-based performance management to be 

operationalised (Grace, 1995); and the 

2. Scientific position: that seeks to measure the causal impact of leaders’ actions 

on behaviour, functions and outcomes to enable statistical evidence to be 

generated, linking policy to practice.  

 

Gunter argues the instrumental and scientific models of leadership for schools reflect 

the preferred position of official UK policy. I see both of these as the underlying 

mechanisms that drive the current constraining systemsworld of education. For 

instance, the desire to measure performance data through the implementation of 

‘Progress 8’ is an example of system constraint in practice. Introduced in 2016, 

Progress 8 is a secondary school accountability system designed to provide data to 

support ‘conversation[s] about school performance and improvement’ (Department 
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for Education, 2016). This data allows schools to be ranked in national league tables 

in order to provide information to prospective parents as to which school is ‘most 

effective’. 

Leat (2014, p70) refers to this as the ‘commodification of education’ and the end 

product of a free market philosophy specifically organised as a process for affording 

parents the information to choose their child’s school. By operationalising this 

philosophy in light of a focus on ‘raising standards’, a term itself synonymous with 

examination performance, Leat argues policy makers are inducing accountability 

pressures. Focusing on outcome-based data in this manner goes hand in hand with 

school based systems and policies which reinforce the need for pupils and teachers 

to be accountable for these outcomes. As Leat alludes, this is likely to include a 

curriculum which delivers exam content. It is also the rationale behind timetable 

weightings in order to control what is being taught to whom, the use of bells to control 

movement, and the streamlining of pupils into ability groups. It is also why disaffected 

pupils are to be instructed back to class to learn exam content and why pupil and 

teacher autonomy, and thus motivation, is often undermined.  

In contrast, Gunter (2001) describes two opposing positions. Firstly, the:  

 

3. humanistic position: which gives precedence to people’s narrative biographical 

account of experience (Ribbins 1997, Tomlinson et al. 1999); and secondly 

the: 

4. critical position: which draws upon the social sciences to chart and consider 

the interplay between the agency of the individual and the mechanistic social 

structures within which they reside.  

 

The overlap between humanistic and critical positions and Habermas’ (1987) 

lifeworld lies in the focus given to individual experience and related social and 

structural interplay. For instance, the humanistic position draws on a narrative 

biographical epistemology through which individuals can offer insight into the realities 

of teaching and leading in education – as in the case of Thomson’s book ‘Heads on 

the Block?’. Gunter argues (p96) that this position is ‘officially tolerated’ because 

case studies can be cherry picked to validate official policy. However, she argues the 
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longitudinal, contextual and subjective nature of such personal experiences are 

generally seen as too unmeasurable to be of major use in the drive to raise 

standards. From a systemsworld: lifeworld perspective this can be viewed as an 

example of where the systemsworld desire for efficiency in meeting pre-determined 

ends (Habermas, 1987) is acting as a dominant constraining feature undermining 

individual experiences.  

However, whilst the humanistic position is tolerated, Gunter argues the critical 

position is marginalised and often ridiculed. By drawing on the social sciences and 

focusing on the interplay between structure and agency, the critical position offers 

practitioners the opportunity to reflect and generate alternatives to prescribed ways of 

working. Given the preferred instrumental, scientific and systemsworld position of 

policy makers it is unsurprising an approach offering opportunities for emancipation 

and potential structural elaboration is given such negative coverage. As Robinson 

argues (2015, p48):  

‘Governments everywhere are yanking firmly on the reigns of public 

education, telling schools what to teach, imposing systems of testing to 

hold them accountable, and levying penalties if they don’t make the 

grade’.  

As Leat (2014) argues, teachers in the UK are the most accountable in the world and 

it is this accountability pressure which reinforces the perceived need to draw on 

instrumental and scientific measurements of effective practice. As Niesche (2017, 

p145) describes, it is understandable why school leaders want ‘straight forward 

answers and solutions to help make their jobs easier and their leadership more 

effective’. Indeed, as this thesis will demonstrate, this desire for simple solutions is 

reflective of my early leadership practice. It is also evident why the humanistic and 

critical approaches to leadership have been marginalised: as Niesche argues, they 

seemingly offer little to those seeking ‘best practice in [the] perceived reality of 

education’.  

As with Gunter (2001), Niesche argues there is an underlying assumption in 

education that socially critical perspectives simply muddy the waters of ‘what works 

best’. However, as with the term ‘effectiveness’, an individual’s notion of ‘what works 

best’, is in itself a contested term which resides in muddy waters. Drawing on my own 

experiences, as well as Thomson’s (2009), one of the challenges facing educators is 
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finding the space and time to critically reflect and develop their understanding of 

these waters. As in my case, my understanding of what works best has evolved over 

time through a reflexive process drawn from the marginalised critical position. Prior to 

this space, I was immersed in the systemsworld and as Episode 2 will indicate, 

potentially predisposed to instrumental and scientific notions of effectiveness. The 

critical position has provided the opportunity to undertake this research and generate 

alternative ways of thinking and doing (Gunter, 2001).  

One aspect of this development has been my growing understanding of the problems 

associated with the positioning of policy and the dominance of constraining structures 

on individual agency. It is my interpretation that schools have become instrumental 

tools for delivering policy rather than entities for authoring identity, communities and 

culture. I offer this as my interpretation and whilst I draw support from varied sources, 

each of us can only offer our opinion based on our frame of reference and 

understanding of the world.  

Jerome Bruner (1990) discusses this process of sense-making and adds depth to the 

systemsworld-lifeworld, and performative policy versus personal subjectivity 

discourse, by describing a struggle between two opposing positions. He describes 

them as the logico-scientific and narrative modes of thought. The former seeks 

generalisable truth through formal processes of empirical discovery, reasoned 

hypothesis and systematic testing. At the centre of this mode, which resembles the 

instrumental and scientific positions of educational policy, is a drive towards universal 

truth and the need for accountability. The latter gains its authority from its acceptance 

and engagement with the particulars of the individual and bears resemblance to 

Gunter’s humanistic and critical positions. It is concerned with narrative truth and its 

meaningfulness to others. Popkewitz (1999, p2-3) provides this useful metaphor to 

illustrate the ontological terrain of this discourse: 

‘At one end of the room are ‘pragmatic-empiricists’ who focus on ‘… 

the internal logic and order of things being discussed, or whether 

‘concepts’ are clear and precise’. At the other end of the room 

knowledge workers are concerned with issues of power and they focus 

on how schools work by investigating ‘… problems of social inequity 

and injustice produced through the practices of schooling’. 
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Identifying a frame of reference, or the lens through which someone makes sense of 

the world is the basis from which they practise agency as an individual (Archer, 

2003). Someone’s positioning in Popkewitz’ room, just like their interpretation of 

Habermas’ theory and alignment to either side of Bruner’s mode of thought, is a 

representation of a sense-making stance. It underpins someone’s interpretation of 

the world around them and their understanding of knowledge. The following section 

explains my current ontological position and reviews the sub-theories from which I 

have drawn my leadership practice.   
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2. Critical Realism 

It has taken many years for me to navigate Popkewitz’ room and I have grown to 

understand both Habermas’ worlds and Bruner’s modes of thought through the lens 

of critical realism (Bhaskar, 1997). For Habermas (1987), mutuality is the key to 

creating the system-balance we need to improve standards. However, our room-

positioning underpins how we interpret the conditions by which we create mutuality 

and in this regard critical realism is key for me. Whilst the preferred UK official policy 

positions are that of instrumental and scientific models of leadership for schools 

(Gunter, 2001), my experiences and reflexive action have taken me away from this 

side of the room and towards that of the critical realist.  

Critical realism is a world view ‘concerned with the nature of causation, agency, 

structure and relations’ (Archer, et al., 2016) and looks in particular at the social 

location of knowledge (Bhaskar, 2001). For critical realists, ontology determines 

epistemology (McGrath, 2016), in contrast to modern philosophy, exemplified by the 

positivist tradition (Cruickshank, 2011). Bhaskar (1997) argues positivist research 

commits the epistemic fallacy of translating ontological questions about how the 

world is, into epistemological questions about how we gain knowledge of it. 

Cruickshank (2011) describes critical realism as a form of post-positivism, whilst 

Morton (2006) argues the central concept of critical realism is this idea: the ‘real’ and 

‘social’ world should be understood as an open system with stratified domains of 

objects with causal powers that interact in contingent ways. Cruickshank describes 

this open system ontology as a perspective where unobservable generative 

structures interact in ways to produce observable events. This reality is shown in 

Figure 1.  
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Figure 1: Basic Critical Realist Schematic of stratified reality (taken from Mingers & Willcocks, 2004)  

 

The first stratum identifies the Empirical domain where observable experiences such 

as a teacher’s practice occur. In the context of this research, this domain 

encompasses my experiences of education in my school. In this domain the 

structures of education, under some conditions, can be observed to shape the 

experience of the individual agent. This agential experience is generally referred to 

as being constrained or enabled and from a positivist perspective this is where the 

‘effect’ may be observed. An example of this could be a teacher’s interpretation of the 

National Curriculum and whether or not they feel these expectations meet the needs 

of their pupils based on their classroom interactions. As such, these interactions can 

be observed through an empirical methodology, but this knowledge would need to be 

interpreted in respect of its position in relation to wider causal mechanisms.  

The second (wider), Actual domain is where this causation is actualised but not 

necessarily experienced i.e. the development of events which stem from overarching 

causal mechanisms. It is from this domain where the argument of reality as a 
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stratified open system draws its distinction from the positivist position. Thus, 

distinction is drawn here between the empirical domain of observable events and the 

wider domains of underlying causal mechanisms which are not directly observable 

(Cruickshank, 2011). An example of this could be an Ofsted inspection or the need to 

prepare pupils for exams. These pressures originate from wider mechanisms and 

they interact in contingent ways to sometimes produce changes in the observable 

world. I am sure all teachers can relate to the impact of Ofsted inspection pressures 

on their workload and capacity to teach effectively under external scrutiny.  

The third overarching domain - the ‘Real’, contains objects such as educational policy 

and central philosophical positions. These act as generative mechanisms and are the 

source of causation for events in the Actual domain which in turn can shape the 

observable experiences of the individual agent. A basic example of this model in 

action could involve a view where the logico-scientific position acts as a causal 

mechanism in the Real domain. This could be viewed as a driver for the emergence 

of Ofsted policy and inspection events in the Actual domain, which in turn could be 

experienced by the teacher in the Empirical domain of their classroom. Each domain 

is inter-dependant and it is on this basis that ontology is described as an open 

system (Cruickshank, 2011).  

Cruickshank (2011) argues positivists would reject this position on the basis that a 

domain of unobservable causal mechanisms would be metaphysical, not empirical, 

and thus meaningless. Jefferies (2011) is critical of this metaphysical, philosophical 

position and questions how knowledge of this domain can be representative of 

anything real when it cannot be experienced. From an empirical basis he asserts (p5) 

that critical realism ‘provides no laws, no deductions, nor predictions. It creates an 

unreal, metaphysical, metaphorical world separate from and beyond reality’. The 

counter critical realist position is that methodologies which derive from a closed 

system ontology have incorrect assumptions about reality and thus cannot account 

for the condition of possibility. However, Bhaskar (1997) takes this ontological 

argument further by arguing that even theories based on correct assumptions of 

reality will always be a theoretical interpretation of how interconnected and 

unobservable mechanisms work because all knowledge is fallible and open to 

revision. On this basis, one can argue that the focus of critical realism is not to 
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predict and deduce laws but to provide an ontological position which situates 

knowledge as fallible and set within wider, unobservable mechanistic structures.  

Cruickshank (2011) argues the role of theory in social science is to interpret 

phenomena and specifically to understand how unobservable processes interact in 

contingent ways in order to produce observable events. Bhaskar (1998) maintains 

that this task of understanding social context is to link structure and agency and this 

is the basis for his argument that social reality is an open stratified system. He argues 

social and cultural structures are held to have emergent properties that exist in 

interaction with individuals who are equally conditioned by said structures. Given 

these interactions are contingent, the social system must therefore be seen as open 

and representative of change. For instance, the logico-scientific position can be seen 

to influence both Ofsted events (instilling accountability and providing data) and 

observable agential experiences (a teacher’s practice under accountability 

pressures), but equally these can also be held to influence both each other (through 

power, culture, policy and practice) and the wider philosophical position (continuity or 

change).  

Scott (2007) argues that every social situation embodies assumptions about how 

individuals interpret and interact within the world in the context of structural elements 

(the timetable and curriculum), situational elements (the classroom and related tools) 

and others’ interpretations (teacher’s own and those of pupils). Bhaskar (1998) 

argues that knowledge to understand these assumptions, interpretations and 

interactions must therefore be approached from an open system ontology because 

each element has emergent properties. For instance, a teacher’s practice can be 

influenced by the timetable and access to resources and thus these elements can be 

seen as having emergent properties. Given the multitude of realities influencing this, 

and the contingent manner of interactions, the adoption of a closed system 

methodology would therefore appear overly simplistic. However, Jefferies (2011) 

argues this is an evasion of the question. He argues (p6) that ‘if knowledge is not 

founded upon reality, that is the actual reality as experienced by human beings…  it 

is not knowledge at all’. As a counter, Archer (1995) argues that all cultural, structural 

and individual emergent properties are entangled in reality and therefore just 

because one may not be able to observe a reality it does not mean that is not there.   
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Cruickshank is also supportive of Archer’s argument, stating (p7) ‘one may create an 

artificial closed system in a laboratory in order to observe cause and effect, [though] 

knowledge deduced from this positivist approach fails to reflect the interconnected 

reality of the world’. Bhaskar (1997) argues such approaches are based on a closed-

system ontology which he defines as an understanding of reality based on fixed, 

unchangeable regularities. He asserts that while events can be explored and 

understood, the nature of an open system presents a reality of extensive 

interconnected knowledge which is fallible and open to reinterpretation. As Scott 

(2007, p15) writes: 

‘...complete explanations of social events and processes cannot be 

reduced to the intentions of agents without reference to structural 

properties or to structural forms. Methodologically, this implies that any 

investigation can only take place at the intersection or vortex of 

agential and structural objects, and thus indicators that researchers 

use, have to reflect this close relationship between the two.’ 

Scott’s statement provides just such an intersection where my role as a school leader 

and educational researcher connect. My role to manage teachers to perform 

effectively is congruent with the need for me to understand educational structure as 

well as the ability to interpret and guide their related interactions. However, each has 

their own version of reality and each, through the exercising of their personal agency, 

interacts with the emergent properties of structures and cultures in their particular 

way.  

A recent issue in school can be used to identify this intersection – a pupil smashed a 

window which led into a physical intervention. A simple view of this incident could be 

viewed as a matter of action (smashed window) and consequence (exclusion). 

However, the window was smashed, and a physical intervention ensued due to 

staff’s interpretation of the school’s expectations – the pupil wanted to leave the 

classroom, but the staff member felt pressured to keep them in class. These 

perceptions played a role in the manner in which the incident developed and thus it 

can be argued that school structures in this instance were acting in a constraining 

capacity. The difficulty in this position is creating a mutuality between the need for 

system structure to shape collective action and the need for pupils and staff to have 
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enough autonomy to ensure they do not feel constrained. Creating this mutuality in 

school continues to be a significant challenge for me as a leader and as such I have 

drawn upon two theories through which I have shaped my practice. The first of these 

is Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985).   
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3. Self Determination Theory (SDT) 

SDT is an approach to human motivation concerned with ‘people’s inherent growth 

tendencies and innate psychological needs that are the basis for their self-motivation 

and personality integration’ (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p68). From an SDT perspective 

motivation concerns ’energy, direction, persistence and equifinality’ (p69). Motivation 

is a critical issue for organisations and employees (Van den Broeck, et al., 2016) and 

has been linked to increased employee productivity, organisation revenue, as well as 

improved employee wellbeing (Steers, et al., 2003). Van den Broek’s (2016, p1196) 

review of SDT found ‘general support for SDT’s requirement that each need 

(competence, autonomy and relatedness) should independently predict indicators for 

psychological growth, internalisation, and well-being’.  

My interest in SDT stems from the practical import Ryan and Deci’s motivational 

theory offers individuals in leadership positions and is two fold. Firstly, our pupils 

have significant mental health issues which undermine their ability and willingness to 

engage in learning. Secondly, there is little doubt that teaching pupils with SEMH can 

be an onerous task (Malmqvist, 2016) and thus understanding the conditions for 

motivation is a powerful tool for any SEMH school leader. While each individual (pupil 

or staff) has their own story, Ryan and Deci (2000) suggest there is more than mere 

dispositional differences and biological endowments at play when people lose 

motivation. They argue social context plays a role in supporting conditions for 

motivation and personal growth and this has both theoretical import and practical 

significance. The importance of social context also has overlap with critical realism 

and the influence of wider structural mechanisms on agency.   

Research shaped by SDT has an ongoing concern with unearthing the impact of 

social factors on motivation in order to provide knowledge to support the formal 

design of social environments that can optimise people’s development, performance 

and overall well-being (Ryan, 1995). Such knowledge is key to shaping the cultural 

environment in schools that can support leaders in enabling motivated staff and 

engaged pupils. SDT identifies three needs that appear to be essential for facilitating 

optimal development, performance, and well-being:  

1. competence (Harter, 1978);  

2. relatedness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and;  
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3. autonomy (Deci, 1975).  

The authors argue that contexts supportive of these three essential needs are found 

to foster greater internalised motivation and integration and assert these findings 

should prove significant to individuals who wish to motivate others in a way to 

promote high quality performance.  

Within SDT, these needs are conceptualised as innate fundamental propensities that 

all individuals possess (Ryan & Deci, 2000), akin to physiological needs such as 

hunger and thirst (Hull, 1943). In this regard, SDT differs from other needs based 

theories such as acquired needs theory (McClelland, 1965) which argues the needs 

for power, achievement and affiliation are developed through lifelong learning and 

associated socialisation. McClelland’s theory argues the level of need experienced 

by the individual differs on a personal basis. However, in SDT all are deemed 

present, and none is thought to be relatively more important than others. SDT argues 

further that all needs are essential and constraining one or more would cause 

disruptions to psychological growth, internalisation and well-being. By viewing needs 

as innate, SDT focuses on need satisfaction rather than need strength and as such 

all needs must be met.  

SDT is further unusual amongst other motivation theories in that it differentiates 

‘needs’ from what may be determined as ‘desires’. An individual may desire power or 

achievement for example; but from an SDT perspective neither are classed as an 

inherent ‘need’. Therefore, their presence may not contribute to intrinsic motivation, 

the internalisation of extrinsic motivation or the promotion of positive well-being (Deci 

& Ryan, 2000). Whilst all needs are deemed innate, SDT recognises the personal 

nature by which individuals may differ in their strength of desire. An individual may 

hold a weak desire for relatedness but will nevertheless benefit from this level of 

need being met. This understanding of personal need is crucial to the development of 

my climate shaping leadership approach that I will progressively discuss as this 

thesis unfolds.  

Despite the comparisons stated here, Van den Broeck, et al., (2016) argue that there 

is a lack of research comparing basic psychological needs versus other possible 

need candidates nor against constructs from other motivational theories. This is an 

area of research that would benefit from further scrutiny in order to allow (in this 
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case) teachers and school leaders to more easily navigate and decipher routes of 

best fit between motivational theory and classroom practice. However, whilst Ryan 

and Deci (2000) argue the satisfaction of basic needs to be universally beneficial, this 

view has been challenged to a limted degree (Schwartz, 2000). From a relativist 

perspective, Oyserman, et al., (2002) argue that individuals benefit more from the 

satisfaction of those needs that are explicitly valued in their culture. For example, 

employees from countries and workplaces which embody a more collective culture 

may benefit more from the satisfaction of the need for relatedness than those who 

are employed in and through individualistic cultures. Whilst Van den Broeck, et al.’s, 

(2016) meta-analysis calls for further research into the testing of SDT in 

organisational settings, they assert (p1225) that SDT is ‘certainly one of the more 

comprehensive theories of basic psychological needs’. The authors add the needs 

for ‘autonomy, competence and relatedness mostly fit the criteria set out for what 

basic psychological needs represent’.  

The practical significance of SDT for me as a leader is that our school roll includes 

many disaffected pupils and I work with a cohort of staff who are constantly in the 

process of change. The SEMH setting is a highly pressurised environment and thus 

providing conditions which support the meeting of personal need is paramount. The 

Department for Education recognises that the quality of teaching is the single biggest 

factor influencing our children’s educational experience, but the Institute for Public 

Policy Research states the number of teaching vacancies in the special school and 

alternative provision sector has trebled since 2011 (Education Select Committee, 

2018). This suggests potential teachers have concerns. Berridge states (in Education 

Committee Report, 2018, p28) that these children ‘need the most skilled and the 

most dedicated teachers’ but questions how we can ‘create a system that 

incentivises the best teachers to go to the areas where they are needed?’. In 

replacing the term ‘incentivise’ with motivate, and asking how can we motivate the 

most skilled teachers to go where they are needed, SDT can be seen to have both 

theoretical import and practical significance.  

In SDT, positive teaching quality refers to the behaviours of teachers which meet 

pupils’ needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2017). 

Autonomy refers to the feeling of engaging in an activity for self-interest when free 

from external pressures (Wang & Eccles, 2013). Given the challenge of attainment 
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related accountability, this is an area where the needs of the system and the needs 

of the individual can be become conflicted. Of the three basic psychological needs, 

autonomy is the most controversial. However, this is primarily due to the 

misunderstood nature of the need; autonomy does not imply independence (Van den 

Broeck, et al., 2016). Autonomy refers to an individual as being the source of their 

own behaviour (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Next, competence refers to pupils’ belief that 

they can effectively and successfully engage in school activities (León, et al., 2017). 

Given the wide ranging social and emotional needs of SEMH pupils, this is where the 

skill of the SEMH teacher is critical in engaging the pupil. From personal experience, 

the lack of adequate training in this area is of significant concern. Finally, relatedness 

refers to the need to build and use meaningful relationships. When students feel they 

are special and important to their teachers, they feel closer and more related to them 

(Stroet, et al., 2013).  

In my experience, system accountability pressures can often undermine the 

conditions needed to facilitate these climates. Consequently, I argue firstly that this is 

likely to  undermine a pupil’s ability to engage and secondly, undercut a prospective 

teacher’s willingness to apply for such a role in the first place. SDT argues need 

satisfaction contributes autonomous motivation, improved well-being and positive 

academic functioning whilst need suppression leads to controlled motivation and 

negative outcomes (Ryan & Deci, 2017). As such, SDT has relevance to both 

teachers and leaders who need to provide a climate of motivation, high achievement 

and positive wellbeing.  

Although motivation is often discussed as a singular construct, I would argue that 

people are moved to act by a variety of factors. I go to work because I love my job. 

However, paying the mortgage is also a critical aspect of going to work. I weight train 

because I have internalised the experience and benefits I gain. I am less positively 

motivated by other things in my life and I’m not sure I could state that all of our pupils 

come to school out of pure enjoyment. People are urged into action by an abiding 

interest, personal commitment to excel, bribery, external coercion, and even from 

fear of punishment (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  

Most people are familiar with the experience of internal motivation and external 

pressure through their daily life experiences and thus this is a matter of significance 
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in every culture (Johnson, 1993). While some might claim that punishment (e.g. 

detention) has its place in school – as it may support understanding of consequences 

– such punishment is unlikely to motivate a pupil who lacks motivation in a particular 

subject or climate. However, such punishments happen in schools. Teachers are 

also exposed to negative consequences for their behaviour, which will affect their 

motivation too. As with the example I described earlier where a pupil smashed a 

window, structural systems and policy can act to constrain the actions of individuals. I 

have observed instances where pupils (who dislike PE) have been punished because 

they have ‘forgotton’ their PE kit. SDT provides a theory through which we can view 

this action and consequence from a motivational perspective in order to understand 

and better shape the actions of individuals involved.  

The experience of the individual is affected by many external societal structures from 

the real domain. These could range from need to go to school to avoid a fine, to the 

need to understand algebra in order to pass an exam, and also the need to hold staff 

to account for pupil grades in order to improve league table data. Indeed, one of the 

challenges facing those who wish to implement SDT within education is the 

accountability culture (Ryan & Weinstein, 2009). Like Robinson (2010) and Leat 

(2014), Ryan and Weinstein argue ‘high stakes testing’ (HST) policies are at the core 

of this culture. They describe HST as representative of a motivational approach 

because ‘they not only put an emphasis on test scores (p225); they also implement 

strategies to enhance these outcomes through contingent rewards or sanctions’.  

SDT by contrast offers a needs based approach to achievement and has long argued 

(Ryan and Weinstein, 2009, p225) that using ‘external controlling contingencies to 

change behaviours or enhance outcomes is typically ineffective over the long term, 

and yields many hidden costs’. The difficulty arising from implementing a needs 

based approach, is the dominant culture of HST and wider logico-scientific and 

systemsworld ideologies. An individual attempting to implement such an approach 

could find their needs for autonomy and relatedness curtailed by system pressures. 

Defenders of these ideologies and their HST features claim that these ‘carrot and 

stick’ policies represent an effective use of reinforcements drawn from behaviourist 

theories (Finn, 1991). However, Ryan & Brown (2005) argue behaviourist 

approaches, such as operant theory (Skinner, 1953), apply reinforcement 
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contingencies to targeted behaviours; in contrast, HST practices apply contingent 

consequences to outcomes.  

Ryan & Brown (2005) suggest that one of the issues presented through this 

outcome-focus is the potential reinforcement of both desireable (e.g. changes to 

teaching practice) and undersireable (e.g. teaching to test) outcomes. Again, one of 

the challenges to implementing SDT according to Ryan & Brown, is policy makers’ 

lack of understanding of the limitations of this behaviourist approach. They argue 

(p226) such approaches ‘assume an absence of inner motivation in learners and 

teachers’ and too often this can ‘undermine or fail to nurture’ the conditions required 

for motivation. Leaders need to understand these structures and their enabling or 

constraining features in order to understand the generative conditions required to 

motivate people. As the episodes progress I develop an argument that SDT can be 

used by school leaders to help shape an individual’s climate so that they can 

navigate these features more effectively.  

One area of knowledge which leaders may benefit from, is the understanding of 

motivation by type (see Figure 2). Ryan and Deci (2000, p71) argue these 

differences in motivation reflect ‘differing degrees to which the value and regulation of 

the requested behaviour have been internalised and integrated’. 

Figure 2: The Self-Determination Taxonomy showing types of motivation with their regulatory styles, 
loci of causality and corresponding processes (Taken from Ryan & Deci, 2000) 

 

Ryan and Deci’s (2000) motivation continuum illustrates the varied types of 

motivation with their regulatory styles, perceived locus of causality (PLOC) and 
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corresponding processes. From a teaching and leadership perspective, the terms 

intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, internalisation and integration are key: 

• Intrinsic motivation - the doing of an activity for inherent satisfaction 

• Extrinsic motivation - the performance of an activity in order to attain an 

external outcome 

• Internalisation - a person taking in and absorbing a value or regulation  

• Integration - the development of an internalised regulation so that it emanates 

from their sense of self (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  

One of the difficulties in adopting SDT lies in this understanding of motivation as a 

continuum which develops through a process of internalisation. Each individual is 

inherently different and thus this process may look different for each – from a 

leadership perspective this can quickly become very complex and difficult to manage. 

However, Ryan and Deci argue that people who are driven by authentic motivation 

(internalised and self-authored) compared to externally controlled motivation (“you 

must do this because…”) typically have more interest, excitement and confidence 

and this is manifested as enhanced performance, self-esteem and general well-

being.  

One of the challenges facing pupils, teachers and school leaders is the impact Real 

domain mechanisms, such as logico-scientific driven policies, have on school 

leaders’ ability to develop systems which enable school communities to have firstly 

an effective degree of autonomy, and secondly the ability to relate to their work. As 

Ryan & Lynch (2003) argue, schools are not factories producing standardised 

products, they are contexts to foster human development. By understanding these 

structures in respect of their generative impact upon an individual’s motivation, I 

argue leaders are better equipped to manage staff and pupil performance. 

Consequently, SDT has considerable practical import for those like Sergiovanni, who 

call for lifeworld principles to be at the centre of school organisations. As Ryan and 

Weinstein (2009, p231) state, ‘instead of attempting to threaten or seduce schools to 

impove through external contingencies, an SDT approach would work with stake 

holders…… to actively empower and support change from within’.  



36 
 

Another such approach which focuses on lifeworld principles, and thus has become 

an integral part of my practice, is Biesta and Tedder’s (2007) teacher agency.  
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4. Teacher Agency 

The role of teacher agency in teacher development and school reform has gained 

significant attention in recent years (Imants & Van der Wal, 2020). Imants & Van der 

Wal identify three reasons for this growth:  

• Increased awareness of the role of teachers as active agents within the school 

reform agenda;  

• The action of agents is related to professional identity and the change capacity 

of schools and; 

• The growing understanding of the impact teachers’ work environment has on 

professional development and school reform.  

Goller & Paloniemi (2017) argue two approaches to agency can be distinguished 

from the literature. Firstly, Bandura (2001, p1) defines agency as ‘the capacity to 

exercise control over the nature and quality of one’s life’ and thus gives significance 

to the characteristics of the individual. Another approach to agency is related to the 

action of individuals or collectives. Eteläpelto, et al. (2013, p61) state ‘professional 

agency is practised when teachers and/ or communities in school’s influence, make 

choices, and take stances in ways that affect their work and their professional 

identity’. In both cases agency is associated with those who deliberately strive and 

function to reach an end goal. This in turn implies that agency is concerned with 

individuals who are interacting with, and within specific contexts.  

Regarding education, Biesta, et al. (2015) describe teacher agency as teachers’ 

‘active contribution to shaping their work and its conditions – for the overall quality of 

education’ (p624). By 2017, I was using SDT as a framework in order to develop the 

performance management system we had in school away from an assessment of 

performance and towards an assessment for performance process. This notion of 

shaping the working conditions for staff was something which had clear practical 

import for me at the time. Biesta, et al. describe agency as ‘not something that 

people can have’, as in capacity or competence but as ‘something that people can 

do’ (p625) and as such align their conceptualisation with Eteläpelto, et al.’s (2013) 

description of agency as a process related to action. While it is clear that teachers do 

have capacity and competence, Biesta & Tedder (2007) argue that a teacher’s ability 

to achieve agency and thus bring to bear their capacities is dependent on the 
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interaction of said capacities and their ecological conditions. In this approach there is 

significant overlap with both SDT and critical realism, both of which draw importance 

from the impact of related, social structures and an individual’s interpretation and 

related action. Biesta and Tedder (p137) state: 

‘[T]his concept of agency highlights that actors (teachers in this 

instance) always act by means of their environment rather than simply 

in their environment . . . the achievement of agency will always result 

in the interplay of individual efforts, available resources and contextual 

and structural factors as they come together in particular and, in a 

sense, always unique situations.’ 

Whilst Biesta and Tedder rightly draw attention to structural factors at play, what is of 

particular interest is their indication of the importance of individuality to the 

development of agency. One other agency model which pertains to this discourse is 

Edwards’ (2010) relational agency. Although much of my practice (as I will discuss) is 

drawn from Biesta & Tedder’s (2007) teacher agency, relational agency is described 

as ‘working alongside others towards negotiated outcomes’ (p61). Relational agency 

involves being attuned to each others’ purposes and ways of working as they 

purposefully work towards a goal. Although both have slightly different foci – teacher 

agency employing a more personal focus, whilst relational agency takes more 

account of the relationship between individuals (my practice) – both draw importance 

from the particular actions of agents in relation to what each person brings to the 

task. This is an important notion as the need for quick-fix solutions in the 

performativity culture of education (Riley & MacBeath, 1998), may mean that the 

particulars of personal expertise can be overlooked.  

From a critical realist perspective, all situations are unique (Scott, 2007) and we each 

act in relation to our interpretation of the situation as we see it. Leaders have some 

oversight of this structure: agency interplay in respect to environment and as such 

can help to shape these unique situations for the individual. For example, 

professional development, school improvement and educational reform are key 

environments for leaders where this interaction is carried out. Professional 

development is concerned with enhancing the professional knowledge, skills and 

attitudes of teachers in order to improve students’ learning (Guskey, 2002). School 

improvement focuses on improving instructional practices to improve educational 
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outcomes, whilst educational reform focuses on the wider drive to raise standards at 

scale (Borman, et al., 2003). Whilst each of these areas falls into the job role and 

description of those in leadership positions (my own for example), teachers also play 

a central role in each and as such agency can be seen as a factor requiring 

recognition. After all, without teachers, leaders have little to lead and students have 

no instructional practice.  

One model where this interplay and recognition can be visualised is Biesta, et al.’s 

(2015) teacher agency model. Here, agency is ‘positioned as a relational effect’ 

(p196) to one’s [the teacher’s] environment which is also influenced by a 

configuration of influences from the past (Iterational), orientation towards the future 

(Projective) and engagement with the present (Practical-evaluative). This 

configuration is illustrated in Figure 3.  

Figure 3: A model for understanding the achievement of agency (Taken from Biesta, et al., 2015) 

 

This model positions the teacher at the centre of their personal growth and like SDT, 

offers an individualistic approach to the development of agency. By taking account of 

an individual’s histories, their projective goals, and the context of their daily 

experiences this model can be used to provide an insight into a teacher’s lifeworld. 

However, Imants & Van der Wal (2020) are critical of this type of approach, citing the 
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lack of reference to professional development, school improvement and educational 

reform as factors which limit the user’s ability to grasp the ‘complexity of the 

phenomenon’ (p2). They argue such individualistic approaches can overestimate the 

opportunities for, and impact of agentic action. In response, they have developed 

their own agency model (Figure 4) which focuses on the interaction between 

individual teachers and their work environments, and the content of professional 

development and school reform.  

Figure 4: Model of teacher agency in school reform and professional development 

 

Imants & Van der Wal (2020) argue their model takes teacher’s personal agency as 

the starting point. However, their model analyses agency at an abstract level and as 

such there are specific personal concepts which are not identified i.e. personal 

history, values, beliefs and also the impact of power relationships. Whilst each may 

stem from ‘Individual practice’ and ‘Perceived work context’, their absence presents a 

view that this is an approach which, contrary to Biesta et al.’s model, underestimates 

the action of teachers. Priestly et al. (2012) argue such methods represent a 

‘deterministic systems approach’ to teacher agency that underscores the impact of 

personal meaning. Whilst each model can be argued to hold value in context, what is 

of interest in this comparison is the resurfacing of Habermas’ lifeworld-systemsworld 

analogy. Biesta et al.’s model, through its individualistic focus can be seen to 

represent the lifeworld of education – its intent is to understand teacher agency from 
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a perspective of personal meaning. On the contrary, Imants & Van der Wal’s model, 

through its wider focus on school reform and outcomes, arguably represents 

systemsworld instrumentalities. Its intent is to understand teachering practice in the 

context of systemsworld priorities. 

My position has taken many years to develop but it has grown from my experiences 

as a teacher and my understanding of educational structures through my research. It 

is my experience that, as Sergiovanni (2000) argues, getting the culture right in 

schools is about paying attention to how parents, teachers and pupils define and 

experience meaning. In order to pay attention to an individual, it is necessary to 

adopt an individualistic position like that of Biesta et al.’s. teacher agency model.  

Whilst this argument is in contrast to the preferred instrumental position of UK policy 

(Gunter, 2001), it is also in support of Sergiovanni’s (2000) wider call to position the 

lifeworld as the driving force in education. Nonetheless, in adopting this approach, 

there is a critical balance to be made between focusing on individual agency and 

recognising the interdependence of generative structures. As Scott (2007, p15) 

argues, ‘complete explanations of social events and processes cannot be reduced to 

the intentions of agents without reference to structural properties [and] structural 

forms’ which frame the individual context. Therefore, whilst I am critical of Imants & 

Van der Wal’s ‘deterministic systems approach’ their focus on professional 

development, school improvement and educational reform represent areas which 

need to be explored in order represent individual agency in light of Critical Realism’s 

open system ontology. Methodologically, this implies that investigations should take 

place at the intersection of agential action and structural objects, thus allowing the 

researcher to reflect the close relationship between the two. In short, Biesta et al.’s 

model is a starting point that needs to be developed in order to better represent the 

interplay between structure and agency.  

Whilst this model gives precedence to the complex relationship between policy and 

practice the equal weight given to reform agenda content and individual practice 

underplays the significant role of the teacher. Individual teachers not only interpret 

and enact policy but they should also play a central role in creating it. Sergiovanni 

(2000, p17) argues that when ‘social organisations are functioning properly the 

lifeworld occupies the centre position’ and it is this understanding which is missing 
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from the reform agenda and Imants & Van der Wal’s (2020) argument. Whilst careful 

consideration must be given to the complex, dynamic relationship between the 

teacher, policy and social structures, a focus on the experience of the teacher offers 

a step towards the ‘mutuality’ that Sergiovanni (2000, p16) calls for.    
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5. Methodology: A developmental process 
The methodology of this research is unconventional because it is linked to the long-

term development of my ontological position. Developing this position has taken 

considerable time and is the result of some of the learning episodes discussed in this 

thesis. Whilst this development has gone hand in hand with my promotions in school, 

it has also led to three problematic methodological shifts in this research. Each of 

these shifts has been underpinned by a growth in my ontological understanding and 

thus my methodological approach has evolved over time. The latter of these shifts 

has supported the transition of this research into a process of reflexive action where I 

have become focused on understanding my development. This focus underpins the 

need to present this methodology as a discussion which describes each of the three 

approaches I have undertaken. All are inherently linked, and each represent 

milestones in the development of my ontological position.  

 

The first approach undertaken is discussed in Episodes 1 and 2. This was a period in 

my development where I was a Physical Education teacher, had a limited 

understanding of educational structures and no discernible world view. It was this 

lack of knowledge which led to the first methodological approach of this research – 

the positivist PBL.   

 

5.1. First Method: The Positivist PBL 

Project Based Learning (PBL) is a teaching method in which students learn by 

actively engaging in real-world and personally meaningful projects (Buck Institute for 

Education, 2021). PBL was an approach that I attempted to implement in school in 

order to address what I saw as our conformist teaching culture and related poor pupil 

engagement. I was intent on changing this culture, but I held a simplistic and naïve 

understanding of school improvement and assumptions of effectiveness - I wanted a 

quick-fix solution to this problem. This naivety was based on my lack of world view 

and when combined with the need to implement a research project for this thesis, led 

to the introduction of the PBL intervention. Figure 5 below illustrates the 

methodological framework for this research project: 
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Figure 5: PBL methodological framework 

 
 

Cruickshank (2011) describes positivism as an approach concerned with the positive 

development and application of knowledge based on an empiricist vision of science. 

At the time I had a very limited understanding of ontology or epistemology but I held 

a view that teaching and learning was a science that could be understood by 

measuring cause and effect. With this understanding, I approached this research on 

the basis that PBL could be an effective approach that would address the curriculum 

needs of our school. I developed a research question which was: ‘What is the impact 

of a PBL curriculum intervention on a class of Year 7 pupils with SEMH?’  

This question then developed into a positivist based, mixed-methods research design 

which was drawn from a closed system ontological position. Two year 7 classes, one 

as a control group, were to be involved in a term-long PBL intervention planned and 

taught by the classroom teacher. Quantitative data taken from the school’s behaviour 

system was to be used to assess pupil engagement, pre and post Strengths and 

Difficulties Questionnaires (Goodman, 1997) completed by the students and the 

teachers involved would provide some relatable SEMH data, and pre and post 

creativity and progress data was to be used to determine academic development. 

This data would then be compared across classes in order to infer the effectiveness 

of the intervention. Interviews with the class teacher, supported by a journal tracking 

our meetings and the teacher’s reflections would then be used to provide insight into 

the teacher’s understanding of pupil progress and engagement. In spite of some 
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initial ethical challenges surrounding the use of a control group, I sought and gained 

approval for this research to be carried out.  

This research was carried out in 2015/16. The quantitative results indicated pupils 

were not statistically more engaged and neither did they make statistically more 

progress. However, my work with the classroom teacher was significant for the 

development of her agency as well as the development of my understanding of 

leadership. Our collaboration taught me that policy and practice can mutate as it 

migrates from one setting to the next - a process Supovitz (2008) terms iterative 

refraction. It also taught me that effectiveness is a subjective term and whilst there 

were numerous flaws in the design of this research, this experience was a critical 

learning episode for my ontological development. I became more critical of positivist-

based research and more specifically, I developed my understanding of the term 

effectiveness. As a result of this growth, I developed an interest in the particulars of 

individual experience and this triggered a complex re-working of this thesis. I moved 

from the positivist PBL towards a focus on individual narrative and an interpretative 

phenomenological approach.  

 

5.2. Second Method: A narrative turn: The individualistic IPA 

I became aware of IPA by reading a number of articles in the Emotional and 

Behavioural Difficulties journal which our school subscribed to. Through our 

discussions I developed an understanding that the classroom teacher had an 

important story to tell; a story that could help me understand the impact that I had on 

her, and also the impact our collaboration had on her practice. By undertaking this 

collaboration I began developing and being seen as a leader. I wanted to make 

sense of this journey in order to critique who I was as a leader. The classroom 

teacher developed into a significant other for me and thus her experience of my 

journey provided a critical perspective. It was on this basis that my methodology 

shifted from an emperical approach towards a narrative account.  

One of the challenges in this development was my limited experience of narrative 

methodologies and less experience of using IPA (this challenge is discussed in 

Episode 3). Whilst this thesis is now a process of reflexive action, I continue to draw 

upon the findings and excerpts taken through this IPA methodology because there is 
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an overlap in the intentions of this and my current approach. The detail involved in 

the following commentary reflects this overlap.  

Smith, et al., (2009, p1) describes IPA as a ‘qualitative research approach committed 

to the examination of how people make sense of their major life experiences’. I 

wanted to understand the classroom teacher’s perspective of my leadership and thus 

IPA’s focus on the significance of lived experience was something that appeared to 

reflect my research need at this time. In addition to the classroom teacher, I also 

wanted to gain a senior colleague’s (another significant other who assisted my 

development) interpretation in order to provide a perspective of someone who had 

observed my development from a leadership position. On this basis I proposed to 

conduct semi-structured interviews with these two significant others and use IPA to 

discover the fullest possible understanding of their reality. I further proposed to 

support this analysis with personal reflections, contextual school documents and 

additional thematic analysis to provide broader depth to discussions. Although I still 

had concerns relating to my lack of narrative experience, I felt my somewhat lingering 

need for a positivist type triangulation was being met through this wider use of 

sources. Figure 6 below illustrates the methodological framework for this reformed 

research project: 

 

Figure 6: Methodological framework - using IPA to understand my leadership development 
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I offer the following description of my IPA methodology which includes some critical 

realist commentary. This commentary reflects my current understanding of these 

decisions and processes.  

 

5.2.1 IPA Methodology 

The first part of this process involves sampling people to interview. Smith (2009, p48) 

argues samples should be ‘selected purposely (rather than through probability 

methods) because they can offer a research project insight into a particular 

experience’. As identified, I selected two significant other colleagues. Firstly, the PBL 

classroom teacher who will be known forthwith as Mrs A and secondly, my senior 

colleague who will now be known as Mr B.  

The next phase was to develop an interview guide by formulating questions. Smith et 

al. (2009, p47) state:  

‘Primary research questions in IPA are directed towards 

phenomenological material: they focus on people’s understanding of 

their experiences’. Such questions should be ‘open’ not ‘closed’, and 

they should be exploratory not explanatory. They may well reflect 

process rather than outcome, and they will focus on the meaning, or 

rather the concrete causes or consequences, of events’. 

On the basis of this advice I formulated a series of questions which aimed to: 

investigate [their] experience of education, of school and of my development within 

our school throughout our time together. I was keen to represent Smith’s (2008, p57) 

advice that the interviews should essentially be ‘a conversation with a purpose’ and 

thus the structure of the interviews and primary questions were developed in 

conjunction with the partipants.  

A simple facilitative interview structure was developed for each interviewee (see 

Figures 7 & 8) and we also agreed a basic question format based around timeframes 

of the school’s history. Each interviewee was given their own timeframe which framed 

the discussions around significant school periods (Head Teacher Leadership). This 

allowed the interviews to be structured to provide me with the best opportunity of 
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gaining the type of longitudinal data I required whilst also helping to provide a 

framework which minimised formality. Although we did not stick rigidly to the question 

format agreed, the participants found them to be useful in order to help them to feel 

prepared. We were used to discussing this type of content and I wanted to ensure 

that our recorded conversations could flow as freely as normal. The agreed 

frameworks were then shared with each interviewee and I started our conversations 

about each timeframe with a simple facilitative type question asking: can you tell me 

your thoughts about the first time frame (circled - see Figure 7 below) in relation to 

how you view the school, the pupils, the leadership and me throughout this period? I 

then facilitated each response with exploratory prompts. 

 

Figure 7: Facilitative framework for interviews (Snr colleague interview) 

 

Smith states (p57) that questions should focus on ‘people’s understanding of their 

experiences’ and this is where there is a distinction between the rationale and 

interview focus for each participant.  

 



49 
 

5.2.2 The Senior Colleague Interview 

This interview explored the reflexive relationship between the school’s long term 

development and the impact of my leadership development throughout this period. 

As such this interview is framed by a timeline which includes five key periods seen in 

Figure 6. Framing the interview using this format acts as a stimulated recall to the 

interviewee (we are discussing periods up to eight years prior) in order to help focus 

the interview around key periods in time. This is in line with Smith et al’s (2009) 

recommendation that primary questions should relate to ‘phenomenological material’, 

in this case periods of leadership in school (previous headteachers and my own 

emergence). Smith et al. also stipulate that implicit in the formulation of a question 

should be an assumption about what the data discovered will tell us about the 

phenomenon so in this case questions relating to different leaders naturally led to 

comparisons over styles and the impact this had on culture. The format also 

distinguishes (for note taking purposes) between contextual data (school, pupils, 

culture, leadership approach – upper section) and my own development (lower 

section) as viewed by the interviewee in each of these periods.  

 

5.2.3 The Classroom Teacher Interview 

This interview explored the reflexive relationship between the teacher’s development 

prior to, during and after the completion of the PBL and the impact of my leadership 

development throughout this period. As such this interview is framed by a timeline 

which includes five key periods that can be seen in Figure 8.   
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Figure 8: Format of stimulated recall and related notetaking in the Classroom Teacher interview 

 

This format also has the addition of the positive and negative sections (how the 

teacher perceived aspects of that timeframe) which allowed my initial notes to be 

categorised. Smith et al. (2009) argue that interviews should allow the researcher 

and interviewee to engage in dialogue whereby initial questions can be modified 

allowing the investigator to enquire into interesting areas should they arise. By 

employing a more open-ended approach to my questioning I helped to facilitate this 

requirement whilst also allowing the interviewee to be at ease to tell her story. This in 

turn minimised my control over the interview and helped reduced the impact of my 

inherent bias. However, Smith et al. (2009) ask the question: ‘If the aim of the 

interview is to enter the participant’s lifeworld or allow the participant to recount their 

life experience, one may well ask the question, why do you need a schedule?’ The 

answer to this in short is that in an ideal world I wouldn’t have, but I did need a guide 

to help frame our conversations. I had limited experience of conducting interviews 

and thus I needed to balance this limitation with my close relationship with the 

participants and the need to gain data that was specific to the requirements of the 

research at this time. The guide and list of questions provided a framework and basis 

for the interviewee’s to share their stories at ease.  
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The final point to emphasis is the balance of power which underpinned these 

interviews. Whilst the notion of power will be discussed in Episode 3, it is important to 

highlight here the importance of normative power as a key resource from my 

perspective. Bennett (2001) describes normative power as a resource which often 

lies within individuals and one where there is a shared commitment to a task. Our 

school, and this is also true of my experience of other SEMH provisions, runs on this 

resource. School can often be a challenging and difficult place to work. It is my 

experience that staff need a network of support in order to develop pupils’ mental 

wellbeing, as well as manage their own. As Bennett (2001) identifies, this power can 

often exist in personal friendships and the broader reputations of individuals. As 

such, these qualities are often earned through shared experience, rather than 

residing in positions held. My relationship with both Mrs A and Mr B and the 

exchanges we had, from my perspective, were legitimised through our shared 

normative power. 

 

5.3. The IPA process  

Smith, et al., (2009, p79) state that the existing literature on IPA has ‘not prescribed a 

single method for working with data’ but acknowledges that the analytic attention 

towards our participants’ attempts to make sense of their experiences results in IPA 

having a common set of processes. To that end, I followed the IPA process seen in 

Figure 9 below. 
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Figure 9: The IPA Analysis process (adapted from Smith et al., 2009) 

 

5.3.1 Stage by stage 

Following the completion of each interview the audio files were transcribed in 

accordance with Smith et al’s (2009) process. Firstly, IPA requires a semantic record 

of the interview where all words spoken, which are to be used as part of the analysis 

process, are transcribed conventionally alongside non-verbal utterances. Transcripts 

were set-out with wide margins and space between conversations for ease of reading 

and coding. Following this transcription, the above six stage process was undertaken 

with each interview in turn and the product of this process can be seen in Appendices 

A, B and C. 
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5.3.2 Stage 1: Reading and re-reading 

This process was undertaken in order to overcome what Smith et al., (2009) describe 

as our ‘habitual propensity for quick and dirty reduction and synopsis’ (p82). This first 

step involved immersing myself in the original data by repeatedly reading the text and 

related notes and listening to the audio files. This helped to ensure the participant’s 

voice could be easily related to the transcribed text and context to the discussion 

could be provided. This also helped to ensure the participant was the sole focus of 

the analysis and the manner in which their discussions were delivered could be taken 

into account. This was particularly crucial given that my own narrative of the events 

being discussed was another aspect of the research. It was important to consider 

what I was reading and listening to, rather than re-assessing my own experiences (of 

the interview and related actual experience) and this aspect of the analysis was 

crucial in this regard. This re-reading process was also supported by the intial notes 

that were taken throughout each interview. Although I found these notes to be limited 

in value (due to my lack of experience) they did help to provide a backdrop to the 

transcript and helped to reduce any habitual propensity to synopsise.  

 

5.3.3 Stage 2: Initial coding 

In this step I started to identify semantic content and language use in talk. I began to 

make notes on the transcript with the specific aim of beginning to ‘produce a 

comprehensive and detailed set of notes and comments on the data’ (Smith et al., 

2009, p89). As I re-read each transcript, these notes became more detailed and this 

helped to negate my natural propensity for superficial reading and personal agenda 

driven commentary. 

This exploratory process was approached as openly as possible given my position as 

the researcher and also in large part, the subject of research. However, as 

Heidegger, (1963/1927, p56) argues ‘whenever something is interpreted as 

something, the interpretation will be founded essentially upon the… fore-conception. 

An interpretation is never a pre-suppositionless apprehending of something 

presented to us’ and thus it was difficult not to bring my fore-conception to this 

encounter. However, whilst the primary concern is the lived experience of the 

interviewee and how they make sense of that lived experience, the end result is 



54 
 

inevitably an account of how I believed the participant is thinking. I recognise that the 

notes I was beginning to build from this step were tentative due to the subjective 

nature of the analysis and my own understanding of the experiences in question. 

Whilst my fore-conception was always likely to affect my interpretation it was equally 

true that through engaging with the participant’s stories over time, I became more 

aware of what my preconceptions were (Smith, et al., 2009). At this time I was 

influenced by Robinson’s (2010) education paradigm TED talk and thus the 

understanding of education as a standardised system, controlled by policy, was at 

the core of my fore-structure.  

As my notes developed, I followed Smith et al.,’ (2009) guidance that the following 

three discrete types of comment should be emerging from this step: 

1. Descriptive comments: describing the content of what was said. 

2. Linguistic comments: exploring the specific use of language used. 

3. Conceptual comments: engaging with the text at a more conceptual level. This 

part of the process in particular was more about opening up possible 

meanings about what was said rather than simply finding direct answers and 

causal relationships.   

Lastly, in an effort to monitor the quality of my analysis thus far, naked copies of one 

transcript were sent to my supervisors with one providing general intitial coding 

comments and the other providing comments in relation to descriptive, linguistic and 

conceptual comments. All comments were then discussed and it was agreed that 

what was higlighted and commented upon appeared largely similar.  

 

5.3.4 Stage 3: Developing emergent themes 

By this stage the trancripts had grown substantially (see Appendix A and B) and it 

was this larger data set which was the focus for this next stage of the process. In 

looking for emergent themes this stage involved reducing the volume of detail whilst 

maintaining the complex nature by which my notes had become intertwined through 

stage two. This process involved a re-organisation of the data that turned the 

extensive notes I had developed into themes in an attempt to produce a concise 

statement of what I thought was important from these comments. Smith et al., (2009) 
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argue that at this juncture it is important to draw on the I and the P aspects of IPA; as 

while one is naturally drawn away from the participant the ‘resulting analysis will be a 

product of both of your collaborative efforts’ (p91). Again, this was particularly difficult 

given my relatedness (by this stage) to the wider theoretical frameworks of SDT and 

Teacher Agency as well as my structural understanding of Robinson’s 

standardisation argument.  

At this stage of the process the following emergent themes (Table 1) had arisen from 

each transcript: 

Table 1: Transcript emergent themes 

 

I have highlighted aspects of Table 1 in order to draw attention to particular areas of 

interest in light of my fore-conception. First, the yellow highlights indicate a direct 

relationship between the participants’ comments, my interpretation and terminology 
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specific to SDT. One could deduce that despite my desire to minimise bias, this is an 

example of the imposition of my theoretical understanding. Second, green highlight 

indicates a similar direct link to terminology used in Teacher Agency. Third is content 

highlighted in blue and bold. At this time, I had not yet developed my understanding 

of critical realism nor the structure-agency interplay. However, content highlighted in 

blue indicates emergent themes which are then developed to produce the 

superordinate theme ‘Culture and Structures’. One could also deduce that even 

through terminology alone, in a similar manner to emergent theme links to SDT and 

Teacher Agency, this is early evidence of the influence of Robinson and the 

importance I draw from the interplay between structure and agency. Moreover, the 

frequent use of the term ‘change’ in relation to numerous agential and structural 

contexts is also highlighted in bold. Again, I argue that this is also evidence of how 

this approach to understanding, combined with my fore-conception, has drawn 

attention to the links between structure and agency.   

 

5.3.5 Stage 4: Searching for connections across emergent themes 

This next phase of the process involved mapping out my interpretation of how I 

thought the emergent themes fitted together, in order to produce a structure of the 

analysis. This process involved grouping the emergent themes together to form a 

structure which resembled my interpretation of data discovered from the text. I also 

compiled a list of transcript extracts which exemplified each emergent theme which I 

found to be a useful way of identifying the relative broadness of each emerging 

theme. I also found tracking the frequency by which specific words (see Tables 2 & 

3) were emerging from the text to be a useful tool offering some indication of possible 

importance.  
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Table 2: Frequency of specific terms in text of Classroom Teacher's transcript 

 

Table 3: Frequency of specific terms in text of Senior Colleague's transcript 

 

Although this process of ‘numeration’ (Smith et al., 2009, p97) was only a small 

aspect of the process this helped me to build an understanding of how emerging 

themes linked together. Smith et al. describe this wider process as ‘abstraction’ (p96) 

which involved grouping similar themes and assigning an appropriate name to this 

cluster. Alongside ‘numeration’ and ‘abstraction’ at this initial stage, Smith describes 

‘contextualisation’ (p97). This involved reflecting on temporal and cultural themes 

which provided context to the participant’s narrative. I found this particularly useful as 

many emerging themes related to particular narrative moments within the 

participant’s journey, many of which connected to my own narrative journey. Once I 

had reached the stage where I felt the outcomes of this process reflected my fullest 

understanding, I created a table of emergent and group themes (Table 4) to provide 

a graphic representation of the analysis. This was shared with my supervisors and 

we scrutinised each of the themes and justified their origins.   
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Table 4: Grouping themes together using numeration, abstraction and contextualisation (NB, this table 
represents themes from both interviews) 
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5.3.6 Stage 5: Moving to the next case 

This step involved moving from the classroom teacher’s account to my senior 

colleague’s account. Inevitably a lot of the themes that were emerging from my own 

personal account and the classroom teacher’s analysis were at the forefront of my 

consideration; in hermeneutic parlance my fore-structures had changed (Heidegger, 

1963/1927). I found the rigour of systematically following the steps outlined by Smith 

et al., to be crucial to ensuring that new themes could emerge from the next 

transcript on their own merit.  

 

5.3.7 Stage 6: Looking for patterns across cases 

This process involved laying each table out side by side (contents of Table 5) and 

looking for connections across both cases. I found this to be the most creative aspect 

of the process as although each transcript provided its own unique account bringing 

them together at a ‘super-ordinate’ (Smith et al., 2009, p96) level allowed wider 

interpretive connections to be made. By the end of this stage stage I had collated, in 

a systematic way, a comprehensible overview of my interpretation of both 

participants’ lived experience (See Appendix C). 
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Table 5: Super-ordinate table of themes drawn from both transcripts 

 

Seven group themes emerged from the IPA process which represented my 

interpretation of the underpinning themes from both interviews. These seven group 

themes were then conflated to three wider superordinate themes and this summary 

can be seen below in Table 6. 



61 
 

Table 6: Summary of Superordinate and Group Themes (numbers illustrate the frequency of theme 
arising from the analysis process) 

 

Table 6 summarises the findings of my IPA approach and represents my 

interpretation of my colleagues’ stories as I understood them at the time. The rich 

and personal qualitative findings gained from this approach were in strark contrast to 

the original quantitative data gained from the positivist PBL (see Figure 21).  

However, having discovered these findings, I then entered into another long period of 

ontological development which neccessitated another shift in research design. This 

shift was brought about by my introduction to critical realism and in particular, to the 

work of Archer and her related social critical theory. Archer (1995) describes those 

who adopt individualist methodologies to understand the argument of agency (as I 

may have through IPA), as individual social theorists. In doing so, Archer (1995) 

argues that I was erroneously privileging and assuming unwarranted freedoms of the 

individual’s reality. She adds that by over-focusing on individual experience I was 

downplaying the true impact of structural factors.  

At this time, I had also developed a particular interest in SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985) 

and teacher agency (Biesta & Tedder, 2007) and I was using these to help develop 

my leadership practice in school. However, in the context of my emerging 

understanding of Archer’s criticism, my use of these theories intensified my critical 

awareness that I may have become overly individualistic in my research. Whilst I 

eventually challenge this criticism in context, this awareness underpinned the final 
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methodological shift where I sought to redress this balance. By this stage, I had 

became a senior leader in school and in light of various challenges I had 

encountered (methodological and school based) I became interested in 

understanding my own professional learning episodes. It was on this basis that I 

adopted a process of reflexive action as my methodology and I began to reflect on 

these episodes and re-evaluate my development in light of wider structures.  

 

5.4. Current Method: The process of personal reflexive action 

Understanding and being able to apply critical realism’s open system ontology and 

more specifically Archer’s understanding of the interplay between structure and 

agency, has taken a significant period of time. By implementing the positivist PBL I 

adopted a structural focus. This focus then shifted towards personal agency through 

the implementation of IPA. Critical realism provided a critical lens to my 

methodological understanding and guided me to find an approach through which I 

could understand my experience in light of the interplay between structure and 

agency. In short, in developing my world view I have finally been able to define and 

situate my research more clearly so that it is in congruence with my values as a 

researcher and a teacher. It is this particular development which is the golden thread 

that runs through this research and also underpins my confidence and guides my 

practise as a leader.  

 

Wallace & Wray (2011) define reflexive action as a form of intellectual project where 

a practitioner attempts to develop and share their own practice knowledge from a 

constructively self-critical standpoint. I have come to employ this method in order to 

help me understand the impact of my experiences on my leadership development. As 

part of this method I want to pay attention to my development in situ of the structures 

of my school and wider education. Figure 7 below illustrates the methodological 

framework for this research project: 
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Table 7: Methodological framework: A process of reflexive action 

 

Having defined the intent of my research it became clear that a personal narrative 

method was the most obvious approach to employ – this was a personal experience 

and in order to understand it, I needed to share it. In an effort to support and justify 

this shift, time was needed to research into narrative and auto-biographical 

approaches.   

 

5.5. Justifying my approach 

The justification for this research is linked to West & Reid (2015), who argue narrative 

studies have blossomed in the field of education in recent years and this seems to be 

against the tide of the standards movement and related logico-scientific position. 

Although the autobiographic nature of this research reflects this blossoming, 

Damasio (2000) argues that in undertaking such an approach we are still in complex 

and contested ontological waters. However, West and Reid (2015, p1) assert, 

narratives ‘are central to our ways of making sense of the world, of ourselves, and of 

the interactions between the two’ and it is this sense-making process which forms the 

context of this thesis. At times I have found it challenging to establish my sense of 

self in the flotsam and jetsam of my personal experiences, the contending 

experiences of the wider world and the dialectic power structures of educational 

policy and school culture (West & Reid, 2015). However, there is a theme at the 
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centre of my struggle which I hope will encourage others to follow; a theme of 

possibility of understanding who we were, are and who we might become.  

My gradual narrative turn, although contrary to the general ‘trend towards evidence-

based practice… [calling] for more scientific educational research’ (West & Reid, 

2015, p4), is not without support. In medicine, Greenhalgh & Hurwitz (1998) argue 

that truths established through empirical observations of populations cannot be 

applied, mechanistically, to individuals’ specific contexts. The generalisations derived 

(as an example) from such mass trials, grounded in the reduction of individuals to 

parts of population wide patterns, are problematic because of the closed system 

ontology upon which they are based (Bhaskar, 1998). Each person has their own 

story and the particulars of such individuals cannot be reduced without losing the 

essence of what it is to be human. Reflexivity draws from the social constructionist 

position to place people within a context as ‘active constructors of, and participants 

in, social and organisational realities’ (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015, p179).   

Viney (1993), in her work with the elderly, identified four crucial roles stories play in 

people’s lives (adapted from West & Reid, 2015, p5): 

1. helping to develop and maintain a sense of identity. 

2. providing guidance in our lives by preparing for the future and dealing with the 

past. 

3. providing an opportunity to impose some narrative order on chaotic events. 

4. feeling empowered, when others listen to and value us.  

Whilst context may differ, what Viney highlights has value in this situation. Holmes 

(1996) argues an individual’s ability and willingness to compose their story is central 

to their psychological health. Given the SEMH context of this research this wider link 

to psychology is particularly apt, hence the importance of SDT to my practice. 

Holmes notes the term narrative derives from gnathos or knowing and the process of 

storytelling, and thus knowing ourselves, creates links between past, present and 

future. This temporal element is another important point to note as this will link in due 

course to my understanding and application of Biesta, Priestley, & Robinson’s (2015) 

teacher agency model. Listening to an individual’s story, or even spending time to 
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understand one’s own story can thus be argued to be an appropriate method through 

which to engage with the teacher agency model.  

In taking this research as an example, the story I tell and the methodological 

framework provided by this thesis, affords me the opportunity to help distill and 

impose some order on what was otherwise a chaotic period of my professional life. 

This has shaped, and continues to help shape my understanding of myself and 

leadership practice. Furthermore, Viney’s fourth identified role links effectively to 

SDT. Relatedness is one of three basic psychological needs which must be met if an 

individual is to feel empowered (Deci & Ryan, 1985). When we listen to others and 

value their stories we build relatedness and provide some of the foundations required 

for motivation – in turn underpinning our ability to achieve agency. In short, adopting 

a narrative approach to this thesis is a valid method because firstly, it provides an 

effective means through which I can share and thus understand my story and 

secondly, it also relates to the values I hold as a leader (discussed in Episode 6) and 

this is reflected in my reliance on SDT and teacher agency.  
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6. Current Methodology 

This research is centred on 6 episodes which represent significant periods of learning 

in my leadership development. Each of these episodes is narrated from personal 

experience. Episode 6 is discussed in real time and concludes with a birds-eye view 

of my development, whilst Episodes 1 through 5 are split into two parts. The first part 

is a reported recollection of what happened in this period that made it significant, and 

also an indication of what I was reading and experiencing at this time. The second 

part of these episodes reflects my current interpretation of that period i.e. what 

meaning I draw from that experience.  

One of the main difficulties in this research has been the development of my 

ontological position and the challenge this has brought to my methodological 

approaches. In an ideal scenario I would have designed this research from the outset 

as a process of reflexive action and I would have maintained a journal of my 

experiences and collected a range of pre-determined evidence documents 

throughout. Unfortunately, this hasn’t happened because my research has been a 

developmental process and this lack of forward planning is certainly a significant 

weakness. However, it is also a representation of the process of learning which is 

often unstructured and non-linear. It is also significant that my ontological 

development has itself become the aspect of my growth from which all other 

characteristics of my practice have grown. This has been real world research as 

described by Robson (2017, p3) as it is small in scale and related to change.  

In an effort to support my narrative I have drawn on numerous school and personal 

documents of the time in order to provide some form of evidence upon which I can 

base my discussions. Given the evolution of this research and late change in 

methodology this has meant a lot of the evidence I would have liked to have used 

has simply not been available - at times this has made this task laborious. For 

instance, I would have liked to have used examples of my earlier Master’s modules 

as reference points to discuss the developing relationship with my teaching practice. 

However, I no longer had access to these when I needed them. I would also have 

framed the interviews with my colleagues more towards the interplay between 

structure and agency and I would have liked to have conducted further interviews 

and gone deeper in my questioning. Another noteworthy issue I have had to 
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overcome was the loss of a significant amount of data due to a technical issue with a 

hard drive.   

However, in some instances I have managed to locate evidence. For instance, I use 

physical intervention comparative data and this is helpful to discuss the context of my 

school’s development. I have also located a photograph that offers an insight into the 

results of the PBL as well as a number of documents which relate to my promotions 

and leadership responsibilities. All told, this has meant I have had to rely more 

heavily on fallible personal recall and the accounts of my two significant other 

colleagues than I would have liked.  

Whilst this is far from ideal, Bruner (1990) states that life at the very least is a 

‘selective achievement of memory recall’ and ‘recounting one’s life is an interpretive 

feat’ (p693) and herein lies the privileged but troubled narrative of recounting my 

lived experience: I am the narrator and the central character at the same time and 

this reflexive relationship causes a dilemma. I am the researcher interpreting my 

development, but I am also drawing upon data gained through two previous iterations 

that I have moved away from.  

Clearly, the nature of this research is complex because of the process through which 

it has developed. Had my positivist or individualistic ontological position remained, 

the description of this methodology would have been a more straightforward concern. 

However, my understanding of the structure-agency relationship has developed and 

this has changed this research from a process of knowledge for action, where I was 

attempting to interpret my colleagues’ reality in order to develop theoretical and 

research knowledge; into a process of reflexive action, where I am attempting to 

codify my own practice knowledge in an effort to improve that practice (Wallace & 

Wray, 2011). The difference between these two projects in terms of this analysis is 

the latter takes a constructively self-critical standpoint of this process, whilst the 

former focused on using this process to infer new knowledge. In short, both my PBL 

and IPA findings continue to provide a source from which I can develop and share 

my self-knowledge and thus these processes were described above. However, each 

of these now form part of my process of reflexive action. 
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Wallace & Wray (2011) describe the rationale for engaging in reflexive action as the 

desire to improve practice in accordance with ideology. Similarly, Mezirow (1997) 

describes the need to understand the meaning of our experience as a defining 

condition of being human. He states (p5) that in ‘contemporary societies we must 

learn to make our own interpretations rather than act on the purposes, beliefs, 

judgements, and feelings of others’ and in context of current educational structures 

this is an important notion upon which to reflect.  

However, one of the major challenges for me in this process has been the time taken 

and experience needed to develop my ideology and world view from which I can 

interpret meaning. There is also the added complexity of my central position in this 

research. Willig (2013) describes reflexivity as the awareness of my role in 

constructing meaning and an ‘acknowledgement of the impossibility of remaining 

outside of one’s subject matter while conducting research’ (p55). Willig (p56) argues 

there are two types of reflexivity:   

• Personal reflexivity  

• Epistemological reflexivity 

Firstly, personal reflexivity involves an awareness of our own internal frame of 

reference and how this shapes our research. This is a critical because it represents 

the main thrust of this research - I am trying follow the development of my frame of 

reference throughout significant learning episodes. For example, my awareness and 

understanding of critical realism’s open-system ontology and the interplay between 

structure and agency was key. The absence of this understanding can be seen in the 

limitations of the previous iterations of this research: The PBL had an overly 

structured focus and to the contrary the IPA had the potential to be overly 

individualised.  

Secondly, epistemological reflexivity ‘encourages us to reflect upon the assumptions 

that we have made in the course of [our] research, and it helps us to think about the 

implications of such assumptions for the research and its findings’ (Willig, p56). In my 

case this approach would be better described as ontological reflexivity as it is my 

understanding of knowledge which has shaped my epistemological decisions. As I 

have developed my world view and re-shaped my ontological position, I have had to 
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reconcile with my former self and some of the decisions I made as that younger 

researcher.  

 

6.1. Ethical Considerations: Origins and developments 

Ethics has rightly provided a guiding hand throughout, but given the evolution of this 

research I will be precise but concise in discussion making only passing reference to 

areas which now only play a limited role. 

The PBL intervention was the initial focus of this research and thus the original 

source of ethical approval. In the process of developing the PBL I gained ethical 

approval for data to be gained from interviews with the classroom teacher in relation 

to her PBL practice (see Appendix H). As the research developed into a process of 

IPA, the focus shifted to centre on my leadership development.  

As part of this shift, I planned two amendments to the initial ethical approval. The first 

involved a change in the focus of the interview with the classroom teacher to centre 

on my leadership development. The second involved the addition of an interview with 

my senior colleague with the same focus. At this stage I sought advice from my 

supervisors who stated further ethical approval would not need to be sought. On this 

basis, I also sought and gained verbal consent from the classroom teacher to 

address the shift in focus and I also sought and gained verbal consent from my 

senior colleague to conduct a similar interview with the same focus. This consent has 

since been revisited and confirmed in writing (See Appendix D). In relation to the 

British Educational Research Association’s (BERA) guidelines (2018, p9) stating that 

‘researchers should do everything they can to ensure that all potential participants 

understand, as well as they can, what is involved in a study’, participants were 

informed that:  

1. Participation involved the collection of data through semi-structured interviews. 

2. The focus of my research was my leadership development.  

3. Interviews would centre on their understanding of my leadership development 

in the context of school and wider education. 

4. Interviews would include a range of questions relating to the timeframes 

identified in Figures 7 & 8. This included their right to withdraw or not answer 
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any question ‘at any point without needing to provide an explanation’ (BERA, 

p9).  

5. That verbatim extracts would be included in the thesis and that any references 

to pupils, colleagues or themselves would be anonymised.  

6. All topics would be discussed prior to any interview, including a list of likely 

questions. Participants were also shown the interviewers data recording sheet 

(Figures 7 & 8).  

7. Consent was then orally revisited within the interview itself with particular 

reference to how to withdraw, halt and the complaints procedure. It was made 

explicitly clear that the right of withdrawal was available throughout. 

8. Both participants were informed that all data collected would be handled 

confidentially, stored safely on an encrypted hard drive and any safeguarding 

or confidential issues that arose would be dealt with as dictated by school 

policy. 

One consistent theme which ran through each research reform was the need to ‘put 

participants at ease’ and to ‘avoid making excessive demands’ (BERA, 2018, p19). 

Owing to the personal nature of the phenomena and the related context of our 

school, careful consideration was paid throughout to the potential harm that could be 

raised through the discussion of inter-related work-based lived experiences. Due to 

the evolving nature of school development this came to the fore twice, where the 

classroom teacher sought and gained different employment and the senior colleague, 

who was in an acting senior capacity at the time, similarly left their post.  

In both cases, participants were reminded of their rights to withdraw at any stage and 

although this was not taken up by either paticipant, I made the decision to restrict the 

senior colleague’s interview process due to the possible strain the aforementioned 

context may have caused him. This meant that we only covered about 80% of what I 

had planned and this has limited my ability to draw on his experiences. Although this 

was unfortunate from a research perspective the needs of my senior colleague were 

paramount. The BERA Guidelines (p8) state that ‘researchers have a responsibility to 

consider how to balance maximising the benefits and minimising any risk or harm to 

participants’. In this case our personal and professional relationship played a key role 

in his participation and the upholding of this relationship continues to be my priority.  
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Following the shift in focus to a process of reflexive action I found the need to draw 

upon related school documents and knowledge in order to support my discussions. In 

these circumstances the BERA Guidelines (p14) state there is a ‘need to consider 

how [research of this nature] implicates other people, and what the consequences 

may be for individuals who, although not directly involved in a study, may be 

identifiable through their relationship with the researcher or other participants’. In light 

of these guidelines, I made sure that all documents used did not breach any 

confidentiality agreements and where references to participants (or others) could be 

inferred I have anonymised any links. I have also discussed this new methodology 

with both participants and re-affirmed that this had no further implications for their 

involvement. There were no further issues.  

 

6.2. Methodology Summary 

This research sits in this contested space between the clashing of two master 

narratives and sense making modes: on the one hand the systemsworld and on the 

other, the lifeworld. In adopting a critical realist position, I am defining reality as an 

open system and my understanding of knowledge as fallible. It is the intent of this 

research, through a process of personal reflexive action, to better understand my ten-

year leadership journey and answer the question: “What meaning can I draw from my 

leadership development that may offer others in leadership positions advice on how 

to walk the compromised path and help to elaborate these structures?”. The process 

through which I have answered this question has involved the perpetual working and 

reworking of my identity and this ebb and flow is reflected in the format and flow of 

the text. Ideally, my learning would have followed a pre-determined ‘flightpath’ but 

learning is rarely so predictable as my development will demonstrate. I could have re-

written this thesis as a ‘line of best fit’ but this would have been profoundly reductive.   

 

Drawn from a narrative mode of thought, framed by critical realism, this is 

predominantly a narrative account but also draws on the views of two significant 

school colleagues in the form of semi-structured interviews. These were analysed 

using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (Smith, et al., 2009) and the findings of 

this analysis have been critically re-interpreted in light of my developing critical realist 

perspective. As this perspective grows, I draw further influence from Archer’s (2003) 
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theory of the internal conversation and Morphogenetic model (to be discussed later). 

This influence is then used to provide a critical overlay throughout the episodes of 

this research. Relevant school and personal documents are also used as discussion 

points to evidence particular aspects of this journey.  

The perspective taken is resolutely micro and the research presented makes no 

claims to be statistically significant nor is any generalisation implied. However, as 

Smith, et al. (2009) assert (p4 and p51), the reader may be able to assess and 

transfer content in relation to their own existing professional knowledge. For 

example, one of the aims of this research was to produce a road map of my journey 

to help others’ visualise what a process of reflexive action could involve. This can be 

seen below in Figure 10. This road map is presented as an illustration of my progress 

as I understand it and is based around 6 critical episodes. These episodes are 

markers in my journey, and each is critically evaluated in turn. Table 8 below is a key 

for Figure 10 to assist the reader in understanding its features.  
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Table 8: Road map key 
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Figure 10: The Road Map My Research Journey Road Map 
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7. The Episode Timeline: A Summary of the Six Critical Episodes 

School communities are not static; they change in the light of the experiences of 

those participating within them and through internal and external events. The 

difficulty in this, in light of this thesis, is located in the pragmatic realities of practice. 

In other words, the constant changes brought about by new experiences, changes in 

thinking and being, and a lack of ‘space’ for reflection where one can take a snapshot 

of their understanding in a place and time from which they can draw their 

conclusions. Reflecting on my experience of doing, being told what to do, and 

knowing what I would like to do, has enabled me to link my experience with the 

generative structures of the social world as I see them. Reflecting upon the structural 

issues underpinning my professional practice has given me scope to shape my 

circumstance, understand the basis of my internal conversation, re-author my identity 

and generate alternatives to conditioned structural norms. This process of reflexive 

action has taken time, considerable effort and the changes involved have at times 

been challenging to manage. The following timeline (seen at the top of the ‘Road 

Map’ diagram in Figure 10) provides an overview of the 6 episodes which have been 

critical markers along this journey: 

Figure 11: Timeline episodes 

 

The following is a brief introduction to each episode: these introductions provide a 

summary of content that is discussed in each episode. 
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7.1. Episode 1: Pre-leadership 

Episode 1 is set around 2011 where I am on supply at my current school and starting 

my doctoral studies. From the outset, there were significant differences in my 

motivation between the contexts of school and EdD studies. Conditions in school had 

enabled me to develop an effective level of agency. I had found teaching EBD pupils 

(Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties as it was then described) instinctive. 

Unfortunately, university studies were more challenging. I was constrained by a lack 

of relatedness and competence. Whilst my regulatory style was integrated, I lacked 

the critical understanding to engage effectively. My lack of articulated world view also 

impeded my competence and restricted my ability to internalise my studies.  

This first Episode is concerned with the conditions an individual requires to perform 

effectively and is set in the context of my early school career and studies. It is the 

starting point for my reflexive action. The episode also discusses my introduction to 

the work of a significant influence; Ken Robinson, through his ‘Changing the 

Education paradigm’ TED talk (Robinson, 2010). From this work my understanding of 

the structural challenges facing education emerged. It was also the starting point 

from which I began to develop my world view.  

 

7.2. Episode 2: The logico-scientific PBL 

As I moved forward into the research stage of the EdD the Robinson ping affected 

many of my decisions. I was still a teacher, but my developing understanding was 

giving me confidence to be more critical of educational policy and our school’s 

culture. Most of my thinking at the time was filtered through the lens of Robinson’s 

theory and having shared my thoughts with staff I found a like-minded teacher in Mrs 

A. We discussed Robinson’s theory on standardisation, and we reflected on the 

conformist and controlling culture we observed in school.  

I was intent on changing this culture and through Robinson’s influence I began my 

drive towards personalisation. However, my intentions were constrained by my 

limited world view and this lack of understanding led to the design and 

implementation of a project based learning intervention (PBL) in collaboration with 

Mrs A. This PBL was the first version of this thesis. 
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Much of this Episode discusses the implementation of the PBL and the impact this 

collaboration had on my understanding of effectiveness as well as my ontological 

position. By the end of the PBL I had begun to emerge as a leader and develop as a 

researcher.  

 

7.3. Episode 3: Adopting IPA, developing the Teaching and Learning Group and 

my promotion to SLT  

My experiences in Episode 1 had helped me to become increasingly aware of the 

constraints of my limited world view. However, they also helped me to recognise the 

impact of our collaboration on Mrs A’s development. This understanding paved the 

way for the first major methodological change in this research (discussed in the 

Methodology) which involved using IPA. 

This episode discusses the formation of the Teaching and Learning group, my 

subsequent promotion to the senior leadership team (SLT) and my early attempts at 

implementing change.  

 

7.4. Episode 4: A Critical Realist Approach 

In this Episode I discuss how I encountered Bhaskar’s (1998) Critical Realism and 

Archer’s (2003) theory of the internal conversation and related reflexive modes. I 

discuss the impact this new understanding had on my ontological position, critically 

reflect on my use of IPA and identify the need to shift to a process of reflexive action. 

Moreover, I also begin to recognise my autonomous reflexive traits and I identify the 

impact this had on my previous actions. However, the most crucial aspect of this 

understanding is that I become aware of my personal challenges as a leader.  

 

7.5. Episode 5: Leading and developing a climate shaping approach 

In this Episode I am promoted to acting deputy head teacher and I discuss the 

challenges I experienced throughout this period as well as practical examples of my 

leadership approach in action. One of the difficulties I faced was trying to find 

mutuality between the need to ‘drive’ systemsworld agendas with my increasing 
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personal frame of reference and desire to cultivate a lifeworld culture. Having 

established my critical realist position, I had developed a deeper understanding of the 

constraining features of educational structures and at times this made developing 

mutuality difficult. I discuss my leadership approach in context of these constraining 

structures and conclude with personal reflections.  

 

7.6. Episode 6: Who am I for you now? 

As my leadership approach has developed, my understanding of research in practice 

has grown in parallel. Together they have provided a climate where I have developed 

a congruent world view and a deeper understanding of the interplay between 

structure and agency. This Episode discusses my climate shaping leadership 

approach through an adapted model of agency development. This model integrates 

my understanding and application of the various theories I have been exposed to 

throughout my journey and summarises my latest reflections. This Episode concludes 

with a birds-eye view of all of my experiences.  
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8. Episode 1: Pre-leadership 

Signpost: This episode discusses my early experiences in school and university 

including my introduction to Robinson’s (2010) ‘education paradigm’. This is the 

starting point of my journey and the point from which I explicitly begin to develop my 

ontological position. I become aware of the constraining features of educational 

structures, but I find it difficult to recognise my complicit actions.  

8.1. Narrative: Starting on Supply in 2011 

On my first day on supply (2011) I wanted to make a positive impression, so I went 

onto the yard for break duty. A year 11 pupil came over and started sniffing me. 

Brushing off a hint of awkwardness I asked him if he was OK. He replied that he was 

just ‘smelling the fresh meat….’. Having laughed this off he walked away, climbed up 

the basketball hoop and lit up a cigarette. After that, I knew I’d love this school.  

One of the initial challenges I faced in school was changing the culture of Physical 

Education which my senior colleague described as being “all about football” (PF, 87) 

and “all about managing the behaviours of kids” (PF, 83). There was an expectation 

from pupils that PE meant playing 1v1 football in the sports hall and an assumption 

amongst staff that PE was about pupils letting off steam. I remember my first day 

teaching in detail: I asked my senior colleague what I would be doing that day and he 

replied that I was teaching PE, in the sports hall, in 10 minutes’ time. After a deep 

intake of breath, I asked him what had been planned for the group and I remember 

his reply – ‘same as always, football’. I recall a brief conversation about how he 

wanted this to change, how he hoped I could help him make this change and I 

remember his final words– ‘good luck!’.  

The lesson was really poor. I had a year 10 vocational class of six pupils and my 

acting teaching assistant was the plasterer instructor. He gave me a quick brief as to 

who the pupils were and then we spent 90 minutes managing intermittent games of 

1v1 football and incidents of poor behaviour. A number of the pupils quickly became 

bored and then soon thereafter the pupils who had insisted on playing football 

became tired. They then began to filter out onto the side yard for what seemed like a 

routine cigarette break. I spent the whole lesson attempting to re-engage the pupils 

with limited success and being verbally abused by a tall, strapping young man who 
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seemed to have taken a dislike to me. The remainder of the day continued in much 

the same vein. At the end of the day the school staff came together for the usual 

whole school briefing. To my surprise the boy who had been abusing me for most of 

my first lesson had a particularly poor day of abuse, damage and lack of engagement 

with one exception – his PE lesson with me. I went home that night exhausted but 

somewhat pleased with my marginal gain. However, I knew that I had an enormous 

task on my hands changing the mind-set of the pupils and wider culture of PE, but I 

also knew that with the right planning and implementation I had the ability to make it 

happen.  

Over the next half-term, I wrote the following three-year development plan of how I 

wanted to change the culture of PE: 

Figure 12: PE three-year development plan from 2011/12 

 

  

 

I used this plan to help inform my actions throughout this early period. My aim was to 

develop and instil active lifestyle hobbies in our pupils and I planned to do this by 

engaging them in a range of opportunities and experiences through which they could 

develop a sense of enjoyment and success. Pupils had become reliant on playing 

football (or watching their peers play football) and I knew I needed to address this 

first. Having worked as a competitions manager for the Youth Sport Trust prior to my 

employment in school I had worked with a range of sporting National Governing 

Bodies (NGBs) and thus I had a range of contacts and materials that I could draw 

Year Actions Resources/ support Outcomes

1
MH to introduce a range of sports/ activities to move pupils 
away from reliance on football

Kit check of SH cupboard. Support 
from TA's Pupils to initially resist/ develop engagement

MH to develop long and medium term plans. More cohesive/ progressive curriculum
Split lessons into 2 - MH sport / pupil sport (take turns). 
Allocate points for engagement Improved engagement - win pupils over

2 Develop pupil voice and build curriculum around need/ desires Financial support from HT Improved engagement
Embed assessment into lessons Assessment board in SH Track progress and improve motivation of pupils
Develop curriculum to integrate with external competitions WA Improve engagement - assist planning
Develop sports days each term Support from staff and Year 11's Help staff see PE to be more than letting off steam
Take PE into community - develop gym and leisure centre links 
/ beaches/ parks etc Link through SSP Develop active lifestyle hobbies
Develop 7-11 progressive curriculum to develop active lifestyle 
hobbies Develop links with other schools Develop active lifestyle hobbies

Develop knowledge of support staff MH to deliver before/ after school Better support/ improved intervention
3 Create club links - signpost pupils MH to go through SSP network Develop active lifestyle hobbies

Introduce GCSE PE / ELC and sports leaders qualifications Exams officer Improve outcomes
Develop OAA links - climbing/ MTB/ watersports Financial support from HT Improve motivation / engagement
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upon. The medium-term plan below is an example from the time of how I planned to 

overcome this challenge. 

Figure 13: KS3 medium term from 2011/12 

 

In this plan I decided to focus on the Para games which was receiving attention in the 

press at the time due to the forthcoming 2012 London games. Due to the EBD nature 

of the pupils this had the potential to become an emotive half-term topic. However, 

this focus provided a platform to address conceptions and also provided a medium 

through which I could enact my desire to introduce our pupils to a wide range of 

activities. Having undertaken a stock check of our school’s equipment I found we had 

a reasonable supply of resources and what I couldn’t find I borrowed through various 

NGB contacts.  

Each lesson was 50 minutes long and PE was always a double lesson. In my 

opinion, 100 minute sports hall lessons were far too long for many pupils who had a 

range of complex conditions including ADHD, ODD, an underlying reliance on playing 

KS3 Medium Term Plan: Paragames focus

Week/ Lesson Points Activity
1 Tiggy add on warm up with goal ball
2 Goal ball games
3 Pupil 1 choice
1 Tiggy add on warm up with volleyball ball
2 Seated volleyball games
3 Pupil 2 choice
1 Blind tiggy
2 Blind football games
3 Pupil 3 choice
1 Target ball
2 Boccia Tournament 
3 Pupil 4 choice
1 Silent tag
2 Keeper of the keys
3 Pupil 5 choice

1 and 2 Class round robin competition
3 Pupil 6 choice

1

2

3

4

5

6
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football, a general lack of physical fitness and an insatiable addiction to cigarettes. 

However, we had a newly developed one badminton court sports hall and I felt there 

was a general expectation that the facility needed to be used to its maximum. 

Another challenge was that some of the lessons involved two or even three classes 

at once meaning that if all pupils were present, a maximum of 16 or even 24 pupils. 

On a one badminton court this was problematic for a number of reasons including: 

• 10 players is the maximum for a game of 5-a-side in a hall this size 

• How do you maintain the remaining 6-14 pupils on a relevant task? 

• How do you engage those that lack motivation? 

• The best way to keep activity levels high was to play competitive games but 

this raised the potential for conflict which was difficult to manage in our EBD 

setting 

• The sports hall had three exit doors and many pupils were addicted to 

cigarettes and had a range of emotional and behavioural conditions.    

Whilst this was a significant challenge and took time to address, one of the ways I 

attempted to manage this challenge was through the school’s behaviour 

management system and this is evident in the ‘Points’ column in Figure 13. Whilst I 

become critical of this approach in time at this stage in my ‘EBD career’ I used it to 

my advantage. Each pupil had the opportunity to earn five points each lesson; two 

points in relation to their personal targets (following instructions for example) and 

three points for engagement in learning. I used these three points as a focus for each 

part of the lesson to help pupils to understand what was expected from them and 

when. Whilst there was a number of pupils who refused to engage in this system 

(making this ineffective) for the most part I found this strategy fairly successful. Pupils 

could accumulate these points throughout the week. At the end of the week pupils 

who achieved enough points were able to access a reward and those who did not 

received a sanction. 

This rewards and sanctions system was the means through which school leaders 

managed the day to day running of the school throughout this period. Having come 

from a military background I integrated into this system with ease which Figure 13 

demonstrates – I used it to inform my practice. I also fitted into the wider culture of 

the school quickly too which my senior colleague described as being “purely based 
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on discipline” (PF, 11). He stated (PF, 86-89): “you came in and you were very 

enthusiastic and very knowledgeable… you wanted to diversify the curriculum… to 

try and engage the kids in other types of learning”. Although I was yet to be 

introduced to the theories of SDT and teacher agency, the conditions I was afforded 

throughout this period helped me to develop a level of motivation and agency that is 

still present to this day. However, the conditions of my early doctoral studies were 

somewhat different as the following narrative describes. 

 

8.2. Narrative: September 2011 Doctoral studies commence 

I began this Doctoral journey in 2011 because I wanted to become a headteacher. At 

the time this focus was driven by job security and financial gain. I had recently been 

made redundant and I viewed the title of ‘Doctor’ as a gold standard route to 

improving my career prospects. I viewed the investment as a way of securing the 

type of role that would enable my partner and I to have the type of family lifestyle we 

wanted. I had recently completed a one term supply contract at another local SEMH 

school and was due to return to my current school. I was growing in confidence and I 

was buoyed by the positive feedback I had received from both schools. However, the 

intermittent nature of supply was difficult to manage. Undertaking doctoral research 

was a long term investment out of this predicament.  

Throughout the early years of my doctorate (2011-2015) I struggled to understand 

ontology and epistemology. I had never had to rationalise this understanding before, 

and I found it challenging. This necessity of understanding was not part of my 

rationale for undertaking doctoral research and in particular I avoided ‘qualitative-

quantitative paradigm’ complexities wherever I could. I struggled to make sense of 

the perceived need to commit to one side of this paradigm, or how one ‘research 

method’ was supposed to offer a clear path towards the truth. This struggle is 

reflected in my feedback from a Research in Practice (EDU8995) module where I 

received only 56%. However, in other areas of my studies, where I could relate to my 

actions in school, I was flourishing. For example, in a curriculum development 

module (Innovation in Curriculum and Pedagogy through Action Enquiry – EDU8204) 

where I focused on the development of PE and the introduction of pupil voice, I 

received 86%.  
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One key aspect to this improved feedback related to my introduction to the work of 

Ken Robinson. The module tutor played Robinson’s (2010) Education Paradigm TED 

talk (see Figure 14) and this experience proved to be a significant intervention that 

helped to shape my conceptualisation of education.  

Figure 14: Robinson's Changing Education Paradigms TED talk (image taken from Maxresdefault, 
2018) 

 

In this talk Robinson (2010) discusses a global educational reform movement intent 

on raising standards. He argues this movement is based on two fundamental 

questions:  

1. Economic – How do nations teach children how to take their place in the 

economies of the 21st Century? and,  

2. Cultural – How can countries pass on a sense of cultural identity and genes of 

their nation whilst being part of the process of globalisation?  

Robinson is critical of this movement stating:  

‘the problem with this [reform movement] is they’re [governments] 

trying to meet the future by doing what they did in the past and on the 

way they’re alienating millions of kids who don’t see any purpose in 

going to school’.  

Robinson argues that this reform movement, whilst rightly intent on raising standards, 

is undermined because the route taken too often marginalises what many young 

people deem is important to them. Robinson develops this argument to talk about the 

https://www.ted.com/talks/sir_ken_robinson_changing_education_paradigms/up-next
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‘standardised’ nature of the current education system and how this is rooted in an 

outdated conceptualisation of education. Robinson is particularly critical of what he 

deems to be Governments’ relentless focus on testing and the subsequent devaluing 

implications this has on the personal educational needs of children.  

One aspect of Robinsons TED talk was particularly inspirational for my development 

and it is illustrated below in Figure 15. 

Figure 15: Academic and non-academic people 

 

I was inspired by this notion because I could relate it to many of our pupils in school. 

In my experience far too many of them had developed an impression of themselves 

that they were ‘thick’ because, in Robinson’s terms, they didn’t conform to the 

dominant intellectual view of the mind. Robinson argues this is based on a 

knowledge of the classics. In terms of our school if you were ‘clever’ at Maths or 

English you were ‘academic’ and if you weren’t you were ‘non-academic’ or 

‘vocational’. In Figure 15 Robinson uses two men labouring a piano down a flight of 

stairs. In our school these ‘non-academics’ may have found Maths and English 

difficult (for many reasons) but they were building and plastering walls in construction 

with fluency – a skill that I don’t possess.  
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As an SEMH teacher I could sympathises with these pupils who often find 

mainstream education and academic pressures too overwhelming and too 

pressurised. This is where Robinson’s arguments were transformational for me 

because they began the process through which I developed my understanding of the 

constraining issues of education.  

By this stage I had been in position at school for three years and although I continued  

enjoying my role I had become aware of a number of constraining factors relating to 

behaviour management, curriculum and assessment that were impeding my ability to 

develop my practice and the experiences of my pupils. For example, the assessment 

system in school became increasingly problematic for me because at the time I was 

attempting to diversify the curriculum. However, the ‘assessing pupil progress’ (APP) 

framework we used in this period restricted this intent because in order for pupils to 

demonstrate they were making progress I had to increasingly teach to the 

assessment criteria. This was a conflicting position to be in because I was given 

significant autonomy over curriculum development by my senior colleague, but I was 

held to account by a system that was not in congruence.  

Robinson’s ‘standardisation’ argument helped me to identify such generative links 

between philosophical positions, educational systems and the constraining structures 

I was experiencing in school. Once I became aware of this link I began to observe 

many of its features in action in our school. Pupils taught in year groups, the use of a 

bell to control movement, the seperation of learning by faculty and the teaching of 

classical content (Shakespear and algebra for example) in preparation for tests. 

Whilst much of this will be familiar to most teachers it was my opinion these features 

were indicative of a wider culture of control in our school. Although it took some time 

for me to become aware of this culture, once I did I began to think differently about 

our behavior management system.  

Nonetheless, by 2015 I had completed all of the required taught modules and it was 

time to undertake my research project. The challenge for me at this time was that 

despite the emergence of Robinson’s arguments I still had not formed a world view 

from which I could develop a congruent research project and methodology. All I knew 

was that I observed a number of challenges in school, and I wanted to address them 

for the benefit of my practice, the practice of others and the experiences of our 
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pupils. As such, I entered into this research phase pragmatically and attempted to 

develop a project around my practice in school. Although the pragmatist position 

(Peirce, 1878) allows one to separate beliefs from the adoption of methods, I was 

acting pragmatically rather than adopting the pragmatist position because I had no 

discernible beliefs to separate. The PBL research project arrived out of this pragmatic 

desire.  
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9. Episode 1 Conclusions: SDT and Robinson 

The theories of SDT and teacher agency develop into important components of my 

leadership practice and although they are yet to emerge, this early Episode provides 

a context to highlight the applicability of both in education. Ryan and Deci (2000, 

p54) describe being motivated as being ‘energized or activated toward an end’. SDT 

distinguishes motivation by type on the basis of the different reasoning and goals that 

give rise to an action (see Figure 2). This emergent phenomenon is an important 

starting point in the journey of understanding my leadership approach as the goal of 

undertaking doctoral research and entering the teaching profession were both largely 

extrinsically based. Whilst intrinsic motivation results in high quality learning and 

creativity, SDT proposes extrinsic motivation can also represent an essential strategy 

for successful teaching despite the traditional view of extrinsic motivation as 

‘impoverished’ (Ryan and Deci, 2000, p55).  

Within SDT a second subtheory entitled Organismic Integration Theory (OIT) 

distinguishes the different forms of extrinsic motivation and the contextual factors 

which impact upon the integration of the regulations of these behaviours. The 

taxonomy introduced in Figure 2 represents how OIT distinguishes between these 

different types of motivation and the extent to which the motivation for one’s 

behaviour emanates from one’s self. This taxonomy is elaborated in Figure 16 to 

illustrate where I perceive my motivational locus of causality to be in contexts of 

school and university at this time. It is important to highlight these two positions 

because they represent a baseline position from which I developed. 
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Figure 16: Supply teaching and EdD enrolment motivation using SDT continuum adapted from Ryan & 
Deci (2000) 

 

9.1. School context 

Just as our pupils are expected to undertake national statutory education I was 

similarly driven into supply teaching because it is an expectation that adults work. In 

my particular case I had been made redundant and thus work became an immediate 

and stressful necessity. Going to work paid my mortgage and thus I was initially 

driven by social compliance and avoidance of external punishments. In an SDT 

sense I was externally regulated. From a critical realist perspective this is an example 

of the impact social structures and norms have on the actions and behaviours of 

individuals. However, despite this initial compliance base I quickly settled into school 

life and my motivation became increasingly internalised as I developed agency. 

As Biesta & Tedder (2007) argue an individual’s ability to develop agency is 

dependent on the relational effect of their environment and is subject to a 

configuration of influences from the past (Iterational), orientation towards the future 

(Projective) and engagement with the present (Practical-evaluative). During my early 

time in school these influences were congruent with my uncomplicated view of 

teaching and learning and limited understanding of education. The school was 

designated as EBD (emotional and behavioural difficulties) and the culture when I 

arrived had an undercurrent of control – as my senior colleague described it was 

about “managing very difficult behaviours”. At the time I thrived in this culture. My 

iterational skillset from my military background stood me in good stead; my projective 

desire for a career was being met and I was thriving in the challenging practical-
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evaluative day to day experiences in school. My approach to teaching and learning 

was uncomplicated and my curriculum development project was scaled to the extent 

I was unaware of the wider generative and cultural structures. The conditions 

afforded me the ability to develop a degree of agency where I was in congruence 

with my environment. The configuration of this agency development is illustrated 

below in Figure 17: 

Figure 17: Agency development in early school career (model adapted from Biesta & Tedder, 2007) 

 

Whilst Biesta and Tedder (2007) identify a configuration of influences (past, present 

and future) as key to an individual’s ability to develop agency, there is considerable 

crossover in this area with Deci & Ryan’s (1985) SDT. SDT identifies three needs 

that appear to be essential for facilitating optimal development, performance, and 

well-being – competence, relatedness and autonomy. In school, my personal and 

professional histories provided an effective link to context and I experienced a sense 

of competence quickly. Moreover, this feeling increased as I began to develop the 

school’s PE curriculum through the autonomy I was afforded. Various comparisons 

between people who have self-authored (intrinsic) motivation and those who are 

regulated by external influences typically reveal that self-regulated, authentic 

motivation drives people to higher levels of interest and excitement and this in turn 
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improves performance (Deci & Ryan, 1991 & Sheldon & Kasser, 1998). This feeling 

of self-regulation was symptomatic of my teaching experiences at the time despite 

the underlying external monetary drive which necessitates work. Figure 18 below 

illustrates my understanding of how my three basic psychological needs were met at 

this time. 

Figure 18: Personal perspective of how psychological needs were being met throughout early 
employment  

 

I was afforded autonomy by a senior colleague (and significant other) and I thrived on 

that autonomy because of the relatable iterational competence I had. This 

configuration of influences provided me with the motivation and self-efficacy to 

engage in meaningful curriculum development. This inclination to take interest in 

novelty and apply our natural creative instinct is a significant feature of human nature 

that affects performance and well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The positive feedback I 

was given by pupils, staff and in particular by my significant other, supported my 

feelings of competence throughout this period and this facilitated the internalisation of 

my PLOC. 
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9.2. Study context 

My doctoral studies were also driven by redundancy. However, in this case this 

decision was based on the conscious value I attributed to the product. Gaining a 

Doctorate would significantly improve my competence (Ego-involvement), my 

employability, my career progression and ultimately my financial future. In this light 

my EdD enrolment can be seen as having a mixed external and internal PLOC. I was 

driven by the desire for external reward in the form of financial gain but equally my 

identification of this route demonstrates a form of conscious value in the process. 

Therefore, this is largely an example of introjected regulation. The aim of identifying 

the underlying attitudes and goals that gave rise to my actions at this time is to 

provide the basis from which we can reflect upon their future divergence. From a 

school context I was externally propelled into action; yet from a research perspective 

my path was self-endorsed and adopted with a sense of volition. This contrast is of 

interest because of the change that ensues. This change offers an opportunity to 

reflect upon generative conditions which can enable or constrain an individual’s 

ability to develop their motivation. As such this continuum can also be used to 

discuss the impact of the education system on our pupils’ motivation too.  

 

9.3. Motivation in education 

Accordingly, at the far left of Ryan and Deci’s (2000) continuum is amotivation, which 

is defined as a state of lacking the intention to act. Amotivation results from not 

valuing an activity (Ryan, 1995), not feeling competent to do it (Deci, 1975), or not 

believing it will yield a desired outcome (Seligman, 1975). Unfortunately, my 

experience of amotivated and externally regulated pupils is too common. I am asked 

far too many times: “What is the point in this?”. Are all of the teachers in our school 

unable to teach exciting, imaginative, relatable lessons? Or do pupils lack the 

competence and ability to relate to Shakespeare and Trigonometry to life? Or is our 

educational policy and national curriculum alientating our pupils as Robinson’s (2010) 

standardisation argument indicates? These are complex questions which instigate a 

wide range of emotions and opinions. From my experience, once I became aware of 

Robinson’s argument I started to became increasingly aware of the constraining 

features of my school.  
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Ryan and Deci argue that the understanding of motivational types is an important 

issue for educators because ‘many of the tasks that educators want their students to 

perform are not inherently interesting or enjoyable’ (p55). This challenge is magnified 

in our school as many of our pupils attend because for one reason or another 

mainstream education hasn’t worked for them. Unfortunately, this can mean that 

many lack the interest and enjoyment that underpin self-determined motivation. 

Whilst there are complex reasons behind this the following points taken from the 

Education Select Committee’s Forgotton Children report (2018) are telling:  

• “[W]e heard worrying evidence that some schools may be deliberately failing 

to identify a child as having SEND. The National Education Union told us that 

excluding pupils can save schools thousands of pounds, while the Association 

of Youth Offending Team Managers suggested that schools could be 

deliberately not identifying pupils as having SEND, as it is more difficult to 

permanently exclude a pupil with SEND. We also heard that schools are 

justifying permanent exclusions of pupils with SEND, by claiming that they will 

get the support that they need in alternative provision, and exclusion will 

speed up the assessment process” (p10). 

• “[T]he rise in so called ‘zero-tolerance’ behaviour policies is creating school 

environments where pupils are punished and ultimately excluded for incidents 

that could and should be managed within the mainstream school environment” 

(p11). 

• “[O]ff-rolling— the process by which pupils are removed from the school’s 

register by moving them to alternative provision, to home education or other 

schools—was raised by many witnesses, and we were told that the 

accountability system and Progress 8 was a major factor… we were 

concerned to hear some head teachers…, tell us that new Progress 8 

measures give an incentive for exclusion” (p12). 

• “[W]e were told that a narrow curriculum can affect the engagement of some 

pupils with their education, and Progress 8 in particular can narrow the 

curriculum for some pupils” (p13). 

At the time of this episode, Robinson’s (2010) education paradigm helped me to 

conceptualise education and I developed an interest in a lot of the issues highlighted 

above. I developed an awareness of the impact structural mechanisms can have on 
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individual agency and I began to relate this understanding to my experiences in 

school in simplistic terms i.e. developing notions of academic and non-academic. In 

short, a naïve understanding of Habermas’ (1987) lifeworld–systemsworld analogy 

began to emerge. I developed an understanding of policy against practice; policy 

makers against teachers and big data against small subjectivity. Part of this 

development related to my critical awareness of what I deemed to be our punitive 

behaviour management system. I began to see this as a system which alienated too 

many of our pupils and restricted what I had increasingly seen as important – 

personalisation.  

This issue came to the fore when I began to understand the link between autonomy, 

motivation and specifically Robinson’s standardisation argument. Robinson & 

Aronica (2015, p88) state that education is ‘both a global issue and a deeply personal 

one’ and argue there are four key purposes:  

1. Economic – enabling students to become economically responsible and 

independent;  

2. Cultural – enabling students to understand and appreciate their own cultures 

and to respect the diversity of others; 

3. Social - enabling young people to become active and compassionate citizens; 

4. Personal – enabling young people to engage with the world within them. 

They argue that none of the first three purposes can be met if we forget that 

education is about enriching the hearts and minds of people. They assert that all 

young people are individuals full of hope, talents and anxieties and engaging them as 

individuals is key to raising standards. However, the results of paying little attention 

to this inner world of the individual is seen in boredom, disengagement, exclusions 

and amotivation. The 40% increase in the number of exclusions identified earlier 

(Education Select Committee, 2018) seems to support this narrative. Robinson and 

Aronica (p89) describe these as ‘human issues [that] call for human responses’, and 

the issue that I had with our behaviour management system at this time was that I 

didn’t see it as providing a human response. I felt the lifeworld principles I held as a 

teacher (desire to personalise education) were being constrained by systemsworld 

mechanisms.  
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For instance, I was trying to implement a PE curriculum which facilitated the 

development of pupils’ active lifestyle hobbies. I wanted pupils to leave my school 

able and motivated to stay fit and healthy – in short, I was trying to develop their 

sense of self-determination. The problem I had was that our system was based on 

external rewards and punishments, and it was generally pulling in the opposite 

direction. An updated overview of this system from 2018 can be seen in Figure 19 

below: 

Figure 19: Basic overview of the schools Extrinsic Rewards/ Sanctions system from School Policy 
document (2018) 

 

I used the term ‘generally’ because this is a complex issue and in this short section I 

am using generalisations in context due to the need to limit my experiences to meet 

the criteria of this research. As such, I am not stating that rewards and sanctions are 

worthless in education - I would not claim that detentions have no place, or that 

rewards should not form part of a system to drive the internalisation of our pupils’ 

motivation to engage in learning. However, the points based system we had, rating 

pupil performance throughout the week was used to determine whether or not a pupil 

achieved a Friday afternoon reward or a sanction. Rewards involved pupils choosing 

an activity of their choice from a pre-determined list and a sanction involved them 

sitting in a classroom completing worksheets. Whilst this system worked for some 

pupils it created a number of challenges for others and herein lies my criticism.  
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Many pupils were already amotivated: they had been excluded from mainstream and 

they often lacked the relatedness and competence to engage. Sanctioning 

amotivated pupils simply compounded their feelings of (in)competence and restricted 

their relatedness to our school. Next, for some pupils the rewards on offer were rarely 

a sufficient motivational target, because they lacked the internalised perceived locus 

of causality (PLOC) to engage consistently. Similarly the ‘threat’ of workgroups was 

ineffective. Where pupils lack motivation to engage in their curriculum, it is unlikely 

that making them complete worksheets will be an effective motivational tool.  

SDT argues the internalisation of an individual’s PLOC is key to the quality of their 

motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000) and thus there needs to be a level of congruence 

between individual action and system policy. Furthermore, the SDT continuum 

suggests the threat of external punishments and/or rewards is also indicative of an 

external regulatory style and thus it can be argued that this rewards/sanctions 

approach lacked the capacity and understanding to promote the change I desired. I 

wanted our pupils to take responsibility – unfortunately I found our system to induce 

stress and cause conflict. The complex terrain of this discussion makes defining 

cause and effect highly subjective. However, it is telling that we have moved away 

from this system and our number of restraints has reduced from 81 in 2012/13 to 3 in 

2020/21.  

One area that is certainly linked to this reduction is our understanding of mental 

health. Our pupils were often refered to as ‘naughty boys’ and this reflected not just 

educational views of the time but also the wider societal perception of our pupils’ 

behaviour outputs. In my opinion this certainly had a constraining effect on the 

emergence of more person-centred approaches throughout this peroiod. More 

specifically however, it also reflected a general lack of understanding of mental 

health and child development in wider society, with this reflected in our school 

leadership and whole school culture.  

My senior colleague described this culture at the time as “enforced discipline” (PF, 

13) and this is how I remember the school to be in those early days when I joined. 

We had a sign over our breakfast bar that stated: “NO UNIFORM, NO BREAKFAST, 

NO EXCUSES”. Whilst there are undoubtedly numerous elements to a debate about 

uniform, from an SDT perspective the implementation of a uniform policy is about 
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confomity and is an example of external regulation. In our school this conformist 

culture was deep in our gene pool and underpinned our notions of EBD and the 

implementation of our practices. To be honest with myself, I was initially supportive of 

this practice for the most part, but I was not then the professional I have since moved 

towards being. It is possible the system itself was also stuck and this did not begin to 

change until the introduction of external and internal drivers of change such as 

school redesignations and collaborations like that of Mrs A and my own.  

However, whilst some progress has been made in the conceptual understanding of 

our pupils recently, Mrs A was accurate to identify that in this period she didn’t “know 

any different” because she’d “never been introduced to any other way of doing 

things…” in relation to her teaching practice. It is certainly my experience that 

throughout this period there was a serious lack of professional development for those 

who worked in EBD, and it would be naïve to assume that this did not have an impact 

on some of the negative practices that I have discussed.  

The next episode discusses the development of the PBL and my work with Mrs A.  
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10. Episode 2: The logico-scientific PBL 

Signpost: This episode focuses on the implementation of the PBL and the impact 

this had on my understanding of effectiveness and my ontological position. It is also 

the Episode in which I begin to emerge as a leader but there is a significant 

dissonance between my thoughts and actions because of my limited ontological 

understanding.   

As I entered into the research phase my actions continued to be influenced by two 

key points: 

1. my understanding of Robinson’s standardisation argument and, 

2. my lack of world view and developing but still limited understanding of the term 

effectiveness. 

The understanding I drew from Robinson influenced my perceptions of our school 

culture (conformist and controlling) and my desire for action (drive for 

personalisation). My lack of world view determined that these perceptions quickly 

became personal truths. I believed there was a number of issues with our curriculum 

and assessment, particularly the way in which our behaviour management system 

was based on external regulation. I believed we were controlling pupils through our 

policies and systems rather than providing conditions so they could become self-

determined. I became focused on the need for change, but I held a simplistic cause 

and effect understanding of school improvement. In an effort to drive this change, I 

shared my thoughts with staff and found Mrs A to be a like-minded teacher through 

whom I could offload and plan. The following is an introduction to Mrs A with excerpts 

taken from her PBL journal. 

 

10.1. Introducing Mrs A 

Mrs A had taught at the school for five years having previously taught pupils with 

SEN for a number of years in mainstream settings and at a local PRU. She is primary 

trained with a specialism in ICT. She taught our Year 7 pupils a primary curriculum 

and spent the majority of her week in her classroom. She described herself as a 

teacher who “cares massively” for her pupils and one who gets a lot of “emotional 

reward” from her work. She stated that she “has always been interested in 
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developing [her] teaching practice”. However, she found it difficult to move away from 

what she believed to be ‘conventional’ pedagogy (teacher dominated ‘chalk and 

talk’). She believed she should be “giving them [the pupils] a good education 

academically and socially” so that they have a “good journey here [with her]”. She 

described herself as a “teacher who tries to do these things but can see how she 

controls them by the way she teaches”. It is clear that she found this notion as 

something that has happened for a while but that she has only just noticed. Mrs A 

states that: “More recently I have considered project-based learning and although it is 

a new concept for me I am excited to develop my teaching practice and students’ 

learning”. She stated that she “loves new challenges” but finds it hard to give up 

control because “I swear to God it’s like a confidence thing”.  

 

10.2. Prelude to the PBL 

From my perspective the basis for our initial discussions was my desire to implement 

change. I wanted to drive change and I needed to recruit staff to support my agenda. 

However, over time our discussions formed into a collaboration, Mrs A became a 

significant other and I began to understand the term effectiveness with an increasing 

complexity. At the start of our relationship Mrs A and I discussed Robinson’s 

arguments of educational standardisation and in this we found some common 

ground. Over time, this conversation developed, and we began to reflect on the 

conformist and controlling culture we observed in school.  

It was at this stage that I began to share my vision for our school which was centred 

on the drive towards personalisation, born from the influence I took from Robinson. I 

wanted our curriculum to offer more autonomy through curriculum choice at Key 

Stage 4, and I wanted our younger pupils in Key Stage 3 to have a more practical 

and active experience. I understood many of the problems underpinning our ‘control 

and conformist’ based curriculum to stem from our simplistic understanding of our 

pupils’ needs. The conceptualisation of our pupils as having ‘behavioural’ issues, in 

my opinion, underpinned a curriculum, a pedagogical approach and a culture that 

was focused on controlling these issues. Through our discussion, I developed an 

opinion that in Mrs A I had found a colleague who could help implement the type of 

change I desired. However, one of the challenges I was yet to understand was that 
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my plans for change were going to be constrained by my simplistic and naïve 

understanding of school improvement.  

Nevertheless, having connected with my colleague and established our common 

ground of discontent, our discussions developed a different focus. In a previous 

module (Teaching Thinking Skills – EDU8998), I had been introduced to Project 

Based Learning (PBL) and I had used this approach as a strategy to engage a 

particularly hard to reach Year 7 class (see Figure 20 below of a summary of this 

work). PBL is ‘a teaching method in which students learn by actively engaging in real 

world and personally meaningful projects’ (PBLworks, 2021).
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Figure 20: Poster produced as discussion point for thinking skills PBL 
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In this PBL, I used Derren Brown’s Apocalypse (2012) series to help this group 

engage in thinking skill strategies with some success. This included watching the 

series unfold, reflecting on their personal skills and discussing and planning ideas 

about how they would have acted in the events that they had just watched. In some 

lessons we acted out these scenarios through outdoor adventurous activities in the 

local woods - pupils would be split into teams and given tasks to accomplish. Out of 

this experience I developed an understanding that PBL could be used to transform 

our school’s teaching and learning culture and at the same time ‘solve my problem’ of 

needing to implement a research project for this thesis.  

Riley & MacBeath (1998, p174) describe the thinking of policy makers as ‘far too 

receptive to quick-fix solutions’ and as I began the PBL intervention I was equally 

guilty of this simplistic understanding. The challenges as I saw them in school 

regarding behaviour, lack of engagement, use of physical intervention (81 restraints 

is nearly three per week) and lack of motivation and progress, all emanated from the 

issue of standardisation and focus on behaviour management. Furthermore, having 

spoken to a number of colleagues it seemed I wasn’t isolated in my opinion. For 

instance my senior colleague stated (PF, 7-8): “learning wasn’t really at the forefront. 

It was managing very difficult behaviours” whilst Mrs A’s interview was equally littered 

with similar comments including (CR, 28-29): “There was no like talk about education 

and a lot of it was like… about kids, about behaviour about how bad it had been… 

nobody was… nobody had started looking at how maybe we could teach those kids 

in a different way” and (CR, 61-62): “controlling the lesson meant you had control 

over their behaviour”.  

What is interesting in Mrs A first excerpt, is her assumption that “nobody had started 

looking at how maybe we could teach those kids in a different way” because as it 

happens, I had.  

 

10.3. Finding success through peronsalisation 

As I alluded to earlier, I was thriving in my PE teaching practice because I had 

developed a level of agency that helped me be in congruence with my environment. I 

had received a lot of positive feedback from colleagues and pupils and I was afforded 
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a lot of autonomy by my senior colleague. In developing agency I had managed to 

put my three year development plan into practice. By this time I had: 

• developed and embedded pupils’ voice into the curriculum, 

• pupils undertaking sports leadership qualifications and assisting in lessons,  

• embedded outdoor adventurous activities into the curriculum through climbing, 

mountain biking and watersports, 

• developed links with local gyms where I taught KS4 pupils strength training, 

• begun using local leisure centres to develop club links and teach alternative 

sports such as squash and bowling, and finally  

• developed a personalised GCSE PE pathway. 

This latter point in particular is an example of Robinson’s influence on my practice. In 

developing links with a local gym I had begun teaching a number of classes basic 

anatomy and physiology in order to help them understand the principles of strength 

training. In doing so, a group of pupils became interested in the theoretical aspects of 

PE. The difficulty I had at the time was that these pupils were spread across the five 

KS4 classes and this made it difficult to teach the content. I needed to bring these 

pupils together and working through my senior colleague we personalised the 

timetable (Figure 21 below - highlighted) for these pupils in order to make this 

happen.  
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Figure 21: Edited school timetable taken from 2014/15 showing personalised GCSE PE intervention 

 

The pupils would leave their usual class on a Monday afternoon and I would teach 

them the AQA GCSE PE specification. Although this seems a little uninspiring now, 

at the time this was a real shift away from our school culture where all pupils followed 

a fairly standardised timetable. Indeed Mr B (PF, 1-4) descibed this culture as “very 

rigid” involving “every kid in every classroom at every moment” with “no flexibility in 

the appraoch”.  However, the pupils engaged exceptionally well because they wanted 

to be there, they wanted to learn and there was also the likelihood they thought they 

were part of something new and thus were special. Whilst this is all anecdotal, within 

three years the intervention had not only helped to match the school’s best ever 

GCSE grade C, one pupil achieved a B and another, in year 10, achieved an A. 

Given that “learning wasn’t really at the forefront” (PF,7) in our wider school culture, 

these grades represented a real step change towards something new. Furthermore, 

in returning to Mrs A’s earlier comment, this intervention also represented that I was 

trying to “teach [these] kids in a different way”. However, the problem was, I was 

working in isolation. Nevertheless, it was on the back of this personalisation focus, 
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together with my discussions with Mrs A, that I attempted to address this problem. 

The following is a summary of this development with extracts taken from interview. 

 

10.4. My relationship with Mrs A  

Mrs A became a significant other for me throughout this period because of our 

shared understanding of our school and the related collaboration that ensued. 

However, before looking at this relationship (from which my emerging leadership 

practice developed) it is important to understand Mrs A’s prior perceptions because 

they played a significant role in the formation of our relationship.  

Following an initial settling in period in school Mrs A found herself becoming 

engrained in the school’s culture (CR 10-13): 

“Although you felt supported… everybody seemed to just be busy 

doing their own thing. Erm, there wasn’t a lot of interaction erm… there 

was no… not that I can recall, discussions in terms of teaching, in 

terms of sharing ideas, in terms of sharing resources… erm it was 

quite isolating. I think that isolation grew… it didn’t get any better…” 

Thus far, I have used the terms conformist and controlling to describe our school’s 

culture at this time, but in this excerpt Mrs A uses the term ‘isolation’. This is an 

interesting term because although I felt I was making a difference in PE, Mrs A’s 

unawareness of my progress would seem to indicate (as I suggested) that I too was 

working in isolation. However, whilst my practice was positively influenced by my 

agency, Mrs A appeared to find this isolating culture difficult (CR 18-20):  

“… Erm I lost quite a bit of motivation erm, direction... in fact, I would 

even question how to sort of teach in a sense… although I could stand 

there and deliver…. I kind of lost all of that inspiration because there 

wasn’t sort of any discussions or conversations [relating to teaching 

and learning] and it was just like kind of… looking after kids….” 

Her comments in particular about losing motivation, direction, inspiration and even 

the questioning of her competence all draw towards an interpretation that she was 

feeling a sense of isolation. Her summary of her role as a teacher that was “just kind 
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of… looking after kids” is representative of a teacher who is lacking purpose or more 

specifically in the context of this research, leadership support.  

It was around this time that Mrs A and I began to talk. I was yet to emerge as a 

leader but I was motivated by my understanding of Robinson’s theories, as well as 

the PE curriculum developments discussed. I was also quietly critical of our school’s 

practices, and I held a strong belief that our school could emerge from its challenges 

by adopting a personalisation agenda (the GCSE PE intervention had begun but 

outcomes were yet to emerge). I was keen to share my thoughts and I found a like-

minded individual in Mrs A. Indeed, when interviewed and questioned about the basis 

of our relationship Mrs A recalled the following (CR, 83-87):  

“that kind of started from after talking to you really… I think it was just a 

random classroom chat thing really, we just got talking and you started 

on about that TED bloke and about all of the teaching stuff and how 

creativity is important and about how the education system is all about 

controlling kids and making them fit into schools so we can make them 

learn certain stuff that we have to teach them for exams and stuff… it 

was really interesting and got me thinking about what I was doing and 

how I was part of that too without really thinking about it much…. Well 

until then anyway….”  

This excerpt is important because it demonstrates a change over time in Mrs A’s 

perceptions where she shifts from losing inspiration because of the lack of discussion 

to having “random classroom chats” and becoming really interested in “teaching 

stuff”. What is also important in this excerpt is that Mrs A begins to recognise (“I was 

part of that too”) that aspects of her practice relate to Robinson’s standardisation 

argument i.e. she was teaching pupils content in order for them to pass a test and 

this was part of the standardisation of education. It was on this basis that Mrs A and I 

began our work on the PBL. 

 

10.5. Collaboration through the PBL: Using Powerful Pedagogical Strategies 

The purpose of the PBL in the short term was to enact small scale curriculum change 

in Mrs A’s classroom and in the long-term start the process of developing the quality 
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of teaching and learning across the school. At this time, I was introduced to the term 

Powerful Pedagogical Strategies (PPS) which Leat & Higgins (2002, p74) refer to as 

small scale, manageable interventions that are flexible and encourage ‘feelings of 

control’ (p74). PPS became an important tool for me at this time so I will discuss it 

briefly.  

Leat & Higgins highlight two significant factors that need to be addressed if this type 

of classroom change is to be enacted:   

1. There is no curriculum development without teacher development;  

2. There has been a general failure to date to consider the importance of what 

teachers believe and how they think, plan and respond to their classroom 

experiences.  

The authors argue consideration must be given to how the classroom teacher is 

engaged in order to understand their context and thus develop an intervention for 

change that is a ‘practical and manageable step that can be undertaken… in the 

course of their work’ (p72, 2002). As such, part of my intial work was to engage Mrs 

A in understanding her practice and this took the form of providing guided reading 

around wider educational structures (i.e. Robinson, 2010), PBL strategies and EBD 

practice. We then discussed the format of the PBL, what she wanted to develop and 

also what I needed in terms of evidence for my research. Following these 

discussions we agreed that the PBL would involve the design and development of 

educational resources that would be sent over to a school that we helped to support 

in a developing country. 

Following this design phase we also thought it appropriate for Mrs A to undertake a 

number of practical courses in order for her to feel competent, motivated and ready 

for the ‘tinkering’ (Leat & Higgins, 2002, p79) that was to follow. These courses 

involved the practical application of core subjects and were designed to help Mrs A 

develop her resource bank. Mrs A appeared to find these courses helpful (CR, 89-

90): 

“when I was talking to you about education stuff and when I was going 

on those courses you sent me it was like a big confidence thing for 

me…” 
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The main point I extract from this statement is the feeling of “confidence” our 

discussions and related CPD instilled in Mrs A. Feeing competent to carry out an 

activity is a basic psychological need that requires meeting if an individual is to feel 

confident to carry out the task in hand (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Whilst this in itself is 

nothing new, what was important, was the feeling of relatedness this support brought. 

Indeed, Mrs A went on to add (CR, 67-72):  

“Especially with all of the course stuff and that… I went on a course 

and er… this woman she said this [teacher dominated learning] is the 

worst thing that you can do in terms of behaviour management 

because you’re controlling their behaviour and I just never, never knew 

that until we started doing our work and going on these courses. She 

was talking different stuff like having one of these big balls and having 

one of them sit on there to have them improve their writing and core 

work and that stuff is just the sort of thing where everybody gets more 

out of that stuff… like doing interesting CPD and talking about 

teaching stuff” 

Mrs A uses vernacular a lot throughout her interview and this excerpt is reflective of 

this. Here she uses the term “stuff” five times in short succession. She expresses 

excitement and I take from this that she also perhaps just has too much to say. She 

also makes a telling remark when stating the CPD opportunities I introduced her to 

were “just the sort of thing where everybody gets more”. When this is compared to 

her original pre-PBL comment that “there wasn’t sort of any [teaching and learning] 

discussions” it provides an insight into the level of transformation Mrs A was 

undergoing. I draw positive conclusions from this comparison and her use of 

vernacular and interpret that this is reflective of her general feelings of increased 

confidence.  

Another interesting comment Mrs A makes is when she refers back to the course 

tutor and their reference to control in relation to behaviour management: “you’re 

controlling their behaviour and I just never, never knew that until we started doing our 

work and going on these courses”. Mrs A makes a connection between my 

intervention and her developed understanding of her practice. From a leadership 
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perspective this is telling because it is an indication of my impact upon her. Indeed, 

Mrs A progresses on to talk (CR, 282-283) about how: 

“you [me] started to give me loads of like journals and articles and stuff 

and it all came together and I felt quite excited to get started. Nervous 

of change… but kind of excited if you know what I mean?”  

Where she talks of being ‘Nervous… but kind of excited’ and of a process of learning 

‘coming together’ I hear a colleague who has a feeling of increased competence. 

Supporting Mrs A with professional development, and more importantly through 

consensus seeking discussions, helped to ensure her feelings of competence were 

being met. I had never had a professional outlet like this before, someone with whom 

I could relate theory and classroom practice and Mrs A through the PBL, became this 

significant other.   

We explored our work together through the use of PPS using a model of 

development (see Figure 22 below) presented in the Effective Teachers of Numeracy 

Report (Askew, et al., 1997). What is significant about the model in terms of this 

research is its implicitness in the connections between knowledge, practice, beliefs 

and agential engagement as this draws attention to the interplay between structure 

and agency that emerges in the following Episodes. One aspect of this model which 

highlights this interplay is the extent to which Mrs A has autonomy over the scale of 

engagement. It was key that Mrs A saw this as her PBL, and my role as that of a 

mentoring colleague rather than a deliverer of change. I took this understanding from 

my interpretation of Robinson’s standardisation argument – If I were to assume 

control, I would be undermining the aspect that I wanted to facilitate the most; self-

determination. This model guided our discussions and helped us to put her 

understanding of her practice in situ with her understanding of our school and wider 

educational structures that she saw as being problematic.  
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Figure 22: The development of teacher's expertise (based on the model in Askew et al., 1997) 

 

The model visualises how the interplay between pedagogical content knowledge, 

teacher beliefs, classroom practice and pupil response can account for the 

development of more effective pedagogy. In placing teachers at the centre of this 

model we were able to represent Mrs A as an important author of her own change 

and thus instill a sense of self-determination. I wanted her to be able to implement 

the PBL but also understand its intent and purpose in a critical manner.  

 

10.6. Tinkering with PPS 

Leat & Higgins (2002) discuss the term ‘tinkering’ to describe what it is that teachers 

do as they engage in constant cycles of experimentation to improve their teaching 

capacity. Hargreaves (1999) highlights the term in his advocacy for ‘knowledge 

creating schools’ as a process that should be managed in a more collective and 

systemic manner and this is something which describes the type of process the PBL 

discussions comprised. All curriculum changes can be viewed as an experiment and 

the process of this PBL, using the PPS as a guiding model, is a vehicle through 
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which the teacher can manipulate the ecology of their classroom. Figure 23 illustrates 

how this model was used by Mrs A and myself: 

Figure 23: Adapted Teacher Expertise Development model (based on the model in Askew et al.,1997) 

 

While the basic structure remains the same the content is amended to relate to the 

PBL. Change was initiated across multiple levels of the model but the most noteable 

diffference is the addition of the ‘Mentor discussion/ feedback’ circle and the position 

this takes relative to ‘pupil responses’. Whilst pupil feedback provided an important 

communication loop to Mrs A, it took a smaller remit within this model to signify the 

importance of our discussions. I wanted to address Mrs A’s feelings of isolation and 

thus our building of relatedness through collaboration, had to become more important 

than the feedback she was gaining from her classroom. Our discussions were about 

her making sense of this feedback and more importantly making sense of her inner 

conversation and then using this to inform her beliefs, knowledge and practice. I 

positioned myself as a critical friend and often acted as a validator of her feelings. I 

felt she wanted to develop a relatedness from these discussions in order to feel 

connected and less isolated, and I wanted to use these discussions in order to 

validate that the PBL could be a catalyst to change our isolating culture. As the 
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following excerpt shows, these discussions were a driver for her motivation (CR 178-

184): 

[My statement] “So having that dialogue with someone you respect 

who has similar kind of… 

Yes! Just like the same ideas and vision... you started to talk about big 

picture education stuff and I liked it… Yeah, I would say that’s 

massive, like huge. Being related to something, like a person or a 

vision or…. Yeah, you’ve gotta have like.. it would have to be like… 

you would have to have something like education; yes you’re a teacher 

but you get all sort of types of teachers with all sorts of different ideas 

about what being a teacher is but it’s feeling like you’re valued and you 

can relate to who or what is going on around you as that’s what makes 

you feel kind of like special in a way… like connected.” 

The key words in this excerpt from a motivational lens are ‘relate’, ‘valued’ and 

‘connected’ which collectively display a sense of ‘relatedness’ to me; our work 

together and our vision of what education could be like. Mrs A emphasises her 

passion for this relatedness through the language she uses stating that it is “massive, 

like huge”. Moreover, identifying how this makes her “feel kind of like special” 

indicates that she feels this relatedness in our relationship. This ‘feeling’ of 

relatedness provided the right climate for her freedom of speech and honesty and 

this underpinned the theme of our PPS discussions. Our discussions helped both of 

us to feel as Mrs A describes that person whom we ‘respect’, ‘relate’ and hold in 

‘value’ and this is a feeling that has helped to shape my practice as a leader. It 

appears she has found her ‘trusted other’ and in the process I had started to see the 

route to effectiveness to be more complex than I orginally thought. The following 

section describes the findings of the PBL and explains why my understanding of 

effectivess developed.  
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10.7. The PBL Findings 

The PBL lasted for one term and following a complication with my hard drive the 

photograph in Figure 24 represents what remains of the findings. 

Figure 24: Photograph illustrating remnants of PBL findings 

 

The top section of this photograph refers to a comparison of pre and post PBL SDQ 

scores between Mrs A’s pupils and the control group. SSDQ refers to scores from 

self-assessments and TSDQ refers to score from teacher assessments. The bottom 

row ‘CREATIVITY’ refers to a percentage increase in the class average pre and post 

PBL scores on a standardised divergent thinking test that each group undertook. The 

lower section of the photograph refers to a comparison between Mrs A’s average 

daily class point scores compared to their average daily scores when conducting the 

PBL. Finally, sections in green highlight improvements in scores and those in red 

indicate decreases.  
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The loss of PBL data made answering my initial research question: ‘What is the 

impact of a PBL curriculum intervention on a class of Year 7 pupils with SEMH?’ 

quite difficult. Nevertheless, the basic answer was pupils were not statistically more 

engaged and neither did they make statistically more progress. However, the more 

complex and insightful answer to the question is that the methodology I employed, 

regardless of the loss of data, was never in a position to offer any valid and robust 

statistical data.  

This point represents an important early milestone in the golden thread of this 

research because the problem with this methodology lay in my lack of world view and 

related simplistic understanding of effectiveness. Whilst it was regrettable that I had 

to undertake this action in order to arrive at this conclusion, there were two positives 

to take from this experience. Firstly, in undertaking the PBL I had developed a deep 

and insightful relationship with Mrs A and secondly, this relationship helped me to 

develop my ontological position as well as my understanding of the term 

effectiveness. Mrs A’s development had become the element of the PBL which was 

significant and the emergence of this understanding offered me a deeper insight into 

my desire for personalisation.  

This understanding helped to develop a new critical awareness of my practice and I 

began to see the contradictory nature of my actions. For instance, I was attempting to 

implement a personalisation agenda in school but in conducting the PBL I had 

missed the one person who I was asking to change. I had assumed a ‘collectivist’ 

approach and thus neglected the importance of individual agency (Archer, 1995) 

because I lacked the foresight to see the complexity that would unfold from this work. 

Elmore (2016, p531) states that when we ask teachers to implement something ‘we 

are asking them to learn, think, and form their identities in different ways. We are, in 

short, asking them to be different people’. My understanding of this notion emerged 

through this collaboration with significant ramifications.  I entered into the PBL 

focused on driving cultural change by implementing a quick fix solution. Although I 

wasn’t fully aware of the epistemic fallacy (Bhaskar, 1998) I had committed, I had 

become aware of the limitations of my decisions and in particular my ignorance of 

identity challenge to Mrs A.  
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Whilst this was a positive lesson in my wider development it caused a significant 

methodological challenge for me at the time. The positivist methodology I had 

undertaken was based on a closed system ontology and neglected to account for 

Mrs A’s experiences. I needed to address this weakness and my experience of Mrs 

A’s development guided me towards a more interpretative approach.  
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11. Episode 2 Conclusions: Understanding my emerging 
 leadership practice 

My agency and motivation are important features in my development because the 

successes I achieved through my PE curriculum developments set the foundations 

from which I began to develop my leadership practice with Mrs A.  

The teacher agency (Biesta & Tedder, 2007) model I draw from throughout this 

period focuses on personal agency in much the same manner in which SDT provides 

an individualistic focus on motivation. As I alluded earlier, it is no coincidence that I 

develop this position at this time because the PBL experience became 

transformational for my ontological understanding. As I set out on the PBL I had a 

fixed, yet naïve understanding of effectiveness and I employed an approach which 

focused on changing structure. However, as our PPS collaboration unfolded, I 

developed a much deeper understanding of Mrs A’s experience. By the time the PBL 

concluded I found myself in the midst of three thought processes that were driving 

me towards individualism. I realised: 

1. the personalised PE curriculum development I had implemented was 

achieving success, 

2. the quantitative PBL results and methodology I employed were ineffective as 

they missed the richness of the experience, and 

3. the impact the PBL collaboration had on Mrs A appeared to be 

transformational. 

What is of significance in relation to these thought processes was that despite my 

ontological development I was still impeded by a lack of clarity over my world view. In 

effect, all I was about to do was shift from one side of the structure-agency argument, 

to the other. What I was yet to realise was that my simplistic understanding of 

effectiveness was in fact part of a larger misunderstanding of the interplay between 

structure and agency. Unfortunately, this misunderstanding was about to lead me 

into another methodological approach that would require a further transformation in 

the design of this research. Nonetheless, I was unaware of these misconceptions at 

this time, and I proceeded down an individualistic route that led me towards SDT, 

teacher agency and more specifically IPA.  
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Whilst I can now present a more critical perspective to this development, at the time I 

was thriving. I felt a sense of volition about my work and this enhanced my motivation 

for action. Indeed, it was at around this Episode where I began to see the positive 

impact of my PE curriculum development, and I became consciously aware of how 

emotionally important my job had become for me.  

Cognitive Evaluation Theory (CET), is a sub-theory of SDT which ‘specifies factors in 

social contexts that produce variability in intrinsic motivation’ (Ryan and Deci, 2000, 

p58). From a CET perspective, the authors argue that feelings of competence 

enhance intrinsic motivation and such feelings can be conduced through 

interpersonal events and structures such as communications and rewards. The 

following positive feedback excerpts I received from my senior colleague (PF, 205-

206) and Mrs A (CR, 328-330, although retrospective, are an example of many of the 

positive communications I received at the time which served to enhance my intrinsic 

motivation: 

“the kids were engaged and you started to expect standards, and the 

progress of the kids was paramount to you”  

and: 

“I think the kids see you as quite inspiring to them… I think they see 

you as being a grown-up version of them (laughter)… and they think 

you know what I can be someone as well…. He’s a good bloke and I 

can be like that as well”. 

CET further specifies that feelings of competence will only enhance intrinsic 

motivation if they are accompanied by a sense of autonomy. From this perspective, 

the leadership from my significant other at the time can be seen as crucial. Not only 

did I perceive my competence as causally efficacious, I also believed my ability to act 

was self-determined. The phenomenon of intrinsic motivation was first acknowledged 

by White (1959) who discovered many organisms engage in playful behaviours in the 

absence of reinforcement or reward. Ryan and Deci (2000, p56) define intrinsic 

motivation as the ‘doing of an activity for its inherent satisfaction’ adding intrinsically 

motivated individuals are ‘moved to act for fun or challenge rather than because of 

external prods, pressures or rewards’. I felt challenged in my role, particularly 
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concerning curriculum development and many of my interactions with our school 

community were certainly full of curiosity and fun. CET argues that intrinsic 

motivation will only occur for activities that hold intrinsic interest for an individual. In 

this respect, the social conditions of school and the structures of EBD education 

enabled this feeling of interest because I could relate to them due to my iterational 

histories.  

However, whilst I was thriving in my role it was clear Mrs A was feeling isolated. What 

is interesting in relation to our future collaboration was Mr B was of the opinion that 

my curriculum developments seemed to be “having an impact on other staff because 

they were picking up positives from [my] teaching…”. Yet, in contrast Mrs A stated 

that she felt that “everybody seemed to just be busy doing their own thing” and 

“nobody had started looking at how maybe we could teach those kids in a different 

way”. Despite the methodological weaknesses it is clear that in undertaking the PBL, 

we did address Mrs A’s concerns. From a leadership perspective, one way in which 

these concerns were addressed can be understood is through the theory of change 

agents.  

Beckhard (1969, p101) describes change agents as ‘people, either inside or outside 

the organisation, who are providing technical, specialist or consulting assistance in 

the management of a change effort’. Although this theory takes a minor role in 

relation to the focus that is drawn from SDT and teacher agency it is certainly 

representative of the early leadership role I undertook with Mrs A. The PBL was 

conceived because I was focused on the change of the social behaviours of our 

school community, which I deemed to be rooted in a culture of control and 

conformity. Havelock & Havelock (1973) argue the actions of the change agent can 

be defined by undertaking one or more of four roles (p60): 

1. The Catalyst 

2. The Solution giver 

3. The Process helper 

4. The Resource linker 

In the first instance, my interactions in recruiting Mrs A are an example of me working 

in a catalyst capacity. Havelock & Havelock argue that people do not normally want 

change (she was an exception in this case) and catalysts act by sharing their 
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dissatisfaction with the status quo and get the process of change started. These 

discussions became a shared critical dialogue and this dialogue set the foundations 

for our relationship. We discussed Robinson’s arguments of education 

standardisation and we reflected on the conformist and controlling culture we 

observed in school. Havelock and Havelock state (p62) ‘people who want to bring 

about change have definite ideas about what the change should be’ and in this 

context my vision for change was for a drive for personalisation, born from the 

influence of Robinson. Kahn (1974, p496) states ‘to change an organisation means 

changing the pattern of recurring behaviour’. Rather than changing our school 

organisation (this was not a focus at this time although this position changed) what I 

was interested in was changing our professional practice and our related behaviours 

and understanding.   

As I described earlier, I was intent on changing this culture but my attempts would be 

undermined because of my simplistic and naïve understanding of effectiveness. 

Nonetheless, having connected with my colleague and established our common 

ground of discontent our discussions developed a different focus. I presented my 

ideas for change and as such I began to embody the role of the ‘solution giver’. From 

Havelock and Havelock’s perspective (p62), I had solutions that I wanted others to 

adopt and in this instance it was the PBL intervention. The PBL as I saw it, was going 

to transform our school’s teaching and learning culture and this is an example of my 

naïve cause and effect understanding in action. From a change agent perspective, I 

was at this stage focusing on the process of change through a task. This is an 

important marker because as I have already stated I move from this position to 

towards individualism.  

As the PBL progressed, I developed my role to that of a ‘resource linker’. Havelock 

and Havelock define this role as an individual who ‘helps clients find and make the 

best use of resources inside and outside their own system’ (1973, p62). In this case, 

this is where I arranged for Mrs A to attend a number of courses which she stated 

were a “big confidence thing”. I also provided her with a range of research and 

journal articles through which she could better understand the nature of Robinson’s 

standardisation argument, as well as relevant EBD and PBL practices. The product 

of this collaboration was that Mrs A grew in confidence and as I will discuss in 

Episode 3, she also began to act in a change agent capacity herself.  
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12. Episode 3: Adopting IPA, developing the Teaching and 
 Learning Group and my promotion to SLT  

Signpost: This episode discusses the formation of the Teaching and Learning group, 

my subsequent promotion to the senior leadership team (SLT), and my early 

attempts at implementing change. The switch from positivism to interpretivism also 

signifies a growing congruence between my thoughts and actions. However, I 

continue to be undermined by my lack of understanding of the interplay between 

structure and agency.  

In undertaking the PBL, my journey for ‘identity and meaning’ as Formenti (2015, 

p11) alludes, had taken a significant turn. In the process, Mrs A and I had answered 

her questions of: ‘Who am I for you?’ and ‘Who are you for me?’ She became a 

significant other for me, and I began to develop into a leader for her.   

By this stage I was also aware that she had a significant story to tell in relation to our 

collaboration and both of our developments. Around this time, I became aware of IPA 

as a research method by reading a volume of the Emotional and Behavioural 

Difficulties journal that my school subscribes to. Having undergone a transformative 

ontological experience through the PBL, I developed an understanding that IPA could 

be used as an approach to help me understand this shared journey. What is of 

interest in this development, is the shift from a systemsworld focus through the PBL, 

to a personal lifeworld focus through the use of IPA. Given the influence I drew from 

Robinson and my desire to implement a personalisation agenda in school, it is 

perhaps unsurprising that such an individualistic methodological approach would 

become so appealing. It was also around this time that I was introduced to the 

theories of SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985) and teacher agency (Biesta & Tedder, 2007). 

Again, the individualistic focus of both of these theories is representative of my desire 

for personalisation.  

In adopting IPA as a methodology and undertaking interviews with my two significant 

others, I opened a door through which I hoped I could better understand their 

experiences. One experience which came to the fore as being transformational for 

Mrs A, was the development of the Teaching and Learning Group.  
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12.1. The Teaching and Learning Group (TLG) 

Priestley, et al. (2015) describe teachers’ classrooms as cages that trap thinking, 

rather than a source of experience through which to enrich the school community. It 

was this type of understanding which underpinned the emergence of the TLG. Mrs A 

stated that our work on the PBL was “one of the best times I had” (CR, 131) and we 

wanted to share this passion and the change that we had created in ourselves. We 

wanted to cultivate an environment where we could help others develop their own 

agency and develop a sense of self-determination. Mrs A described the impact of the 

process as follows (CR, 219-221): 

“I would say it [our PBL and related PPS] challenged me as a teacher 

but also made me think a bit about me as a person too. Erm… as a 

teacher that things can be done differently and that children they can 

learn in a different way…” 

I find it symbolic that Mrs A refers to her development both in a professional context: 

“it challegend my role as a teacher”; and from a personal perspective: “made me 

think about me as a person too”. This duality of emergence, mirrors the type of 

development that I felt that I had undergone as well. I interpret this duality as another 

indicator of the importance of relatedness and effective relationships. Indeed, Mrs A 

states that relationships have to have “that personal element” (CR, 206) and by 

personal she means “trust and that bit of transparency” (CR, 207). What also 

appears to be important to Mrs A in relationships is conversation as the following 

excerpt exemplifies (CR, 240-244):  

“me and you had a conversation and you mentioned about a teaching 

and learning…you talked about setting up a group to help move the 

school forward and I thought that was good… It was just spot on. 

Everything about it; people were bringing things to the table, sharing 

ideas, everybody was just pushing forward for the same thing and it 

wasn’t where it was like right you need to go and do this now, it was 

just like let’s all just talk about education, let’s just talk about what is 

out there” 
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As Mrs A describes here, the TLG was very informal. We used to meet each Tuesday 

after school for an hour in the ICT room. There was no formal agenda - Mrs A would 

discuss her experiences and I would bring a range of supporting research articles. 

For obvious reasons, our first few meetings introduced Robinson’s ideas and the 

concept of PBL. There was a general open door policy and after a few weeks we 

found a small group of 6-8 support staff and teachers who would regularly attend.  

Although Mrs A stated that I started the group she also played an important role in its 

development. She states she developed (CR, 262-263): 

“quite a bit of respect in the school [through the PBL intervention] so I 

think I was kind of able to go like “oh just come along” [to the T&L 

group] to some in the school who weren’t quite so sure and this was 

great and they did” 

The “respect” she feels she developed and subsequent ability to invite others is a 

good indicator of her sense of agency and confidence at this time. When compared 

to her pre PBL comments where she (CR, 19) “would question how to sort of teach” it 

certainly indicates a significant shift in her motivation. From a change agent 

perspective this is an important development for Mrs A as she is adopting the role of 

‘resource linker’ by being that individual who ‘helps bring people together’ (Havelock 

& Havelock, 1973, p62). By bringing colleagues to the teaching and learning group 

she is taking on change roles which I have previously undertaken and thus we can 

assume that this is an indication that Mrs A may be becoming a change agent 

herself. We can look directly at Mrs A’s perceptions of her development in this 

passage (CR, 250-259): 

[My question:] How did the teaching and learning group impact on your 

motivation?  

“I felt more motivated. In terms of, there was more people to share. It 

was all about discussions for me. It was all about talking about it. It 

was about getting excited about things that you could try out and get 

thinking about… its exciting and I liked that. It motivated me. I felt 

related to you and some of the other staff who came to be involved 

afterwards. We were part of something to move the school forward and 
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it was exciting again. It was kind of like getting back to learning again 

and you were being inspired if you know what I mean?” 

Mrs A begins with “I felt more motivated” and the collaborative language she uses 

throughout (people, share, discussions, talking, related, part of something) gives 

another indication that relatedness (particularly through conversation which she 

references twice) is key to her motivation. Indeed, she explicitly states “I felt related 

to you” and when taken in the context of motivation this could be used as evidence to 

argue that SDT offers an an approach through which leaders may better understand 

the impact of their practice. It is also intersting that she uses the terms “mov[ing] the 

school forward” and “being inspired” in answer to this question too as both are also 

relatable to the practice of leadership.  

The TLG developed over the coming months and the small group of staff who came 

built a relatedness between one another and what we were trying to achieve as Mrs 

A describes here: 

“I think they probably had more confidence in what we were talking 

about. Especially some of the more inexperienced ones, as they were 

a bit like what I was [when we first started] and it [teaching in a 

different way] just sort of grabbed them before they became caught up 

in the control kind of culture we had.” 

It was around this time (2017) that a vacancy on the senior leadership team became 

advertised and I was presented with an opportunity to put these changes into effect.  

12.2. Promotion to the Senior Leadership Team (SLT) 

By this stage I had been in post for six years and I felt I was ready for a more senior 

position. Although there was no formal job description, I wanted to continue to 

develop my leadership practice in the field of teaching and learning. Figure 25 offers 

an insight into why I thought I was ready for the promotion (n.b. my formal application 

was lost in the previously mentioned hard drive issue). 
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Figure 25: Photograph of draft SLT letter from 2017 

 

I got the job and through discussions with my senior colleague it was decided that I 

would begin to lead on teaching and learning across the school. I was excited to 

have this platform, as moving beyond the teaching and learning group, I felt I needed 

a position of power through which I could implement whole school change. 

Interestingly, in the following excerpt Mrs A appears to suggest that I had already 

started regardless of my promotion (CR, 126-130):  

“Well you took over, well it felt you just started to with the teaching and 

learning... we started working on the PBL not long after we started to 

chat quite a bit… maybe a few months and I think you got promoted to 

the senior leadership team around about then too” 

Although the timeline as she describes is slightly unclear, what is clear is that Mrs A 

had the impression that I had already “took over” in relation to teaching and learning. 

Her impression was likely to be a product of our close collaboration on the PBL as 

well as the development of the TLG. I would surmise that other staff who had not had 
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this close contact may see this situation differently. Regardless, I felt my promotion 

would provide the platform from which I could share my experiences and in effect 

replicate and scale-up the type of support that I provided for Mrs A. Whist this naively 

appeared a simple enough task at the time, Mrs A had her reservations (CR 245-

247): 

[my question:] “Do you think everyone shared the same values and 

what was the dynamic of the [T&L] group?” 

“Yes, I think for that group it was [about shared values and improving 

culture] and I think this is the question that was sort of mentioned a few 

times. How you roll that out to others who aren’t interested in change, 

how you get someone to get to come to meetings or groups like this 

when they’re not interested, to work that out and solve it I’d give them 

next month’s wages (laughter).” 

With Mrs A’s comments here we are entering into complex and subjective terrain. 

Mrs A and I had formed an opinion that we needed to change the culture of our 

school. From my perspective this change centred on collaborative working and the 

personalisation of the curriculum. From Mrs A’s perspective she wanted “to be a part 

of something that [was] going to make a difference [and] part of something that [she] 

believe in, with other people who believe in it too”. Through the TLG we had 

developed a small group of colleagues who appeared to be of a similar disposition. 

Although I’m sure we all had our own interpretations and motivations for being part of 

the group, our presence indicated that we all wanted to be a part of something 

different. However, it seems likely other staff may have wanted change of some sort 

too, whilst others may have wanted a continuation of the status quo. This critical 

discussion is only intent on exploring my interpretations and those of my significant 

others from a leadership perspective. 

 

12.3. Introducing Mr B 

Mr B and I had always had a positive relationship but in my promotion to SLT he 

became a ‘significant other’ for me by providing an opportunity to put into practice 
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what I was learning. The following is a short introductory statement about Mr B which 

he has approved. 

Mr B had taught at the school since September 2002 shortly after the school’s 

transition from a previous site. Mr B had taught in a mainstream setting but the bulk 

of his experience lies in the special education sector and in particular SEMH. Mr B 

was promoted to a senior teacher role and then became a Deputy Head Teacher 

around 2010. He then became Acting Head Teacher around 2018 but no longer 

works at the school.  

In my opinion Mr B was the leader of the school who held us together through some 

very challenging episodes. In Mr B, I saw a person who was, in his own words in 

need of somewhere “to go” and I found myself growing into a person who might give 

him that place to go as I develop from a teacher who “just took over” into a member 

of the leadership team. Mr B and I formed a partnership where he had a lot of 

knowledge and experience with which to manage the challenging situations we were 

still experiencing and I hoped I could contribute helpful knowledge in the form of 

research and critical thought. I felt he opened up that leadership pathway from which 

my career developed, and he gave me a platform from which I could begin to enact 

change to our culture and structures more systemically.  

As I identified earlier the need for change can be a subjective notion in much the 

same manner as the term effectiveness. However, Mr B had been at the school for a 

number of years, and he also thought the isolated practice that Mrs A perceived was 

long engrained in the culture of the school. In this excerpt, he is referring to the 

leadership practice in a time prior to my employment (PF, 119-121): 

[My question:] How did that leadership style make them feel? 

Dis…. Fractional [dysfunctional]. I don’t think it was a good feeling. It 

was very; I’m here for myself and as long as I’m ok in my little unit or 

area then I’m ok… It’s just I come in and do this and move on…” 

Mr B progressed to discuss a more recent period in the school’s history where he 

continued to feel that he (PF182-183) “never had anywhere as a deputy head to go 

to… to pass on or receive any support….”. The ten years these comments cover 
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indicates that the general feeling of isolation was deep in the school’s genes. 

Something interesting about these excerpts is that the first relates to a period where 

Mr B was a teacher, and the second to when he was in a senior leadership capacity 

under the direction of another head teacher. In both periods, Mr B gives a sense of 

frustration, appearing to direct this towards the head teacher at the time: “it doesn’t 

really matter what the boss thinks” (first head teacher) and “[I] never really had 

anywhere to go as a deputy head” (new head teacher) perhaps suggesting there was 

either a strain in these relationships or a clash of leadership styles.  

 

12.4. Trying to implement change 

Despite Mrs A’s earlier concerns and Mr B’s here, I entered into my leadership 

position with a sense of confidence and optimism. I believed I could scale up the 

developments I had already embedded and improve the quality of teaching and 

learning. However, in order to do this, I needed to understand what was happening 

behind the closed doors of our classrooms. As such, I held discrete conversations 

with teaching staff and explained how I had worked with Mrs A and how I wanted to 

collaborate with them in a similar way. I discussed how I wanted to develop coaching 

instead of formal observation, and I wanted to develop an ‘open door’ culture where 

we were all free to learn from each other.  

From these discussions, I received a number of positive replies from members of the 

TLG but unfortunately, very little else. As a newly promoted member of SLT, and one 

who was intent on driving change, this was quite a difficult obstacle to overcome. 

Part of my job role involved performance managing a number of these teaching staff 

and at the time this involved traditional termly lesson observations. It had been my 

experience to that point that these observations had little to do with improving the 

quality of teaching, and a lot more to do with system accountability. I wanted to move 

away from this accountability regime and move towards a culture of coaching. An 

example of the proforma that we used originally can be seen in Figure 26. 
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Figure 26: Standard performance management proforma used to manage teaching staff performance 

 

My experience of working with Mrs A and my understanding of SDT had taught me 

that developing relatedness was a key part of fostering the conditions conducive for 

internalising an individual’s PLOC. It was my understanding that the more motivated 

staff were, the more likely they were to contribute to a more positive school culture. 

However, it was quite difficult to initiate change and develop this relatedness without 

the willingness of staff to engage. As Nelson, et al. (2009) argue, most school 

systems are imbued with an institutional inertia which undermines change. Equally 

for some, I imagine that the implications of my changes may also have been an 

unnerving experience. I was someone who was implementing change in school, and 

I had been promoted on this basis – it was likely that I could be perceived as a threat. 
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As Cook, et al. (2012) describe, change is difficult and many teachers and schools 

appear to develop mechanisms that protect the staus quo. The difficulty I had was 

that I didn’t believe that maintaining the status quo was good enough, but I equally 

believed that imposing change upon staff (as opposed to building a consensus) was 

not the way forward either. From my perspective, the lesson observations were too 

far apart to be a part of any developmental process and the fact that they were 

mandatory, curtailed any sense of autonomy over their content. The problem that I 

had was that in order to grow the culture I wanted, I needed staff to want to be a part 

of it. Having found this difficult, I was left with the question: do I continue with the 

status quo which I didn’t want, or (and I didn’t want this either) do I implement my 

vision regardless? The problem with this dilemma was that both options undermined 

what I wanted the most – autonomy for staff.  

In the end, I opted for both methods. Firstly, I began to work with a small number of 

willing staff on various projects with the view that the results could be shared in an 

attempt to develop relatedness amongst others. Alongside these projects and in the 

absence of the right conditions and willingness to engage, I continued the termly 

observations with other staff and put my desire to develop a culture of teacher led 

coaching to one side. Although I was disappointed with this outcome, I gained 

valuable experience and in time I realised the naivety of my scaling-up assumptions.  
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13. Episode 3 Conclusions: Adopting IPA, developing the 
 Teaching and Learning Group and my promotion to SLT 

In many regards the key notion at play in Episode 3 is power and it is worth reflecting 

on this key leadership ingredient. At the time, my focus was on building follower 

recruitment in order to enact change as I saw it. Bennett (2001, p53) describes the 

acting out of such relationships within organisations as an ‘endless sequence of 

exchanges between parties’. He describes each individual as having ‘resources to 

exchange’ which have different values that are a determined by, and arise from, the 

culture and structure within which they reside. What each individual can draw upon in 

these exchanges causes some to seem more powerful than others and in this way 

power can also be seen as a resource. Hales (1993) identifies the following four 

kinds of power resource: 

1. Physical resource power: the individual’s coercive power - something 

symptomatic of our school’s EBD culture: pupils are naughty and need to be 

taught right from wrong. It may be equally true that some staff who were 

reluctant to engage in my coaching intervention experienced my approach as 

laden with physical power.  

2. Economic resource power: the ability to provide or withold resources of need 

such as the manner in which Mr B gave me autonomy over curricuum 

development in PE.  

3. Knowledge power, taking two forms: administrative knowledge - the operation 

of the school and technical knowledge - the core work of the organisation. In 

this respect I can be seen to hold knowledge power in that I set the daily 

timetable and I have developed teaching and learning knowledge by 

undertaking this EdD. 

4. Normative power: access to scarce values, desired ideas, often resting upon 

personal relationships and broader reputation. The relatedness between Mrs 

A and me is an example. Normative power can be seen to reside in individuals 

more than positions of power.  

The understanding of each of these power resources helps one understand and use 

such power in a legitimate manner. Bennet explains that: 
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• normative power is largely seen as legitimate, resulting in a relatedness to the 

associated act;  

• physical power as non-legitimate leading to ‘alienative compliance’ and a 

search for a retaliation; and  

• economic and knowledge power results in a more calculated response.  

Bennet describes power as a frequently ignored aspect of the school effectiveness 

debate. Moreover, he adds that not only is the type of power significant, the manner 

in which it is deployed also carries significant import for its legitimacy. He argues that 

power can be overtly or covertly deployed, with the latter further separated into direct 

(immediate action) or provisional (threat or promise). For leaders like myself, power 

can thus be seen as an important and highly complex aspect of the process of 

leadership.  

One area where this notion of power can be discussed is in our school’s early EBD 

culture. The language of ‘behavioural difficulties’ resonates with Mr B’s description 

(PF, 5-13) that this culture involved “managing very difficult behaviours” of “Kids 

[who] were very, very, errr aggressive [and] strong willed” through “enforced 

discipline”. It was my experience that physical power, together with an overly 

simplistic understanding of our pupils’ needs (knowledge power); and an extrinsically 

based behaviour system that undermined motivation, played a large role in the high 

number of restraints recorded in 2012/13. As Bennet argues, overtly employed 

physical power is likely to lead to alienative compliance and this is representative of 

the type of behaviours I saw from our pupils during a Friday afternoon sanction. 

However, this is highly complex and emotive territory that will invoke a range of 

opinions requiring further investigation beyond the scope of this research.  

Another relatable variable to discuss is Bennet’s notion of structures being dynamic 

entities with causal powers. For example, the physical structure of schools separated 

into faculty classrooms, deliberately constructs the way pupils and teachers work in 

isolation. Using this as an example, structures can also be seen to exert some 

degree of autonomy which Bennet refers to as ‘discretion’. For instance, the 

discretion for teachers who are positioned in their classrooms, isolated from their 

communities, to close their doors. In this example, the physical structure of the 

building affords the teacher a higher degree of discretion and thus power. After all, if 
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we wanted our staff to be collaborative, why position them in separate rooms and 

why have doors? Bennet identifies that how an individual uses this power depends 

on their interpretation of the situation. This is an interesting point in relation to our 

school culture because Mrs A was feeling isolated in her classroom and wanted to be 

a part of a more collaborative structure, whilst it is possible other staff were content 

with the status quo. As such, power can be thought of as highly subjective and in 

need of personal consideration.  

Another related area of note in relation to power, is the PBL. The relationship 

between Mrs A and me lacked any performativity pressure that a senior position may 

have brought, and these conditions underpinned a different dynamic to our 

exchanges. Priestley, et al. (2015) claim performativity pressures have the potential 

to diminish the agency we were trying to foster. Put simply, we were like minded 

individuals who had shared values and a common desire to move our school forward. 

Mrs A reflects this when she said: 

“It was like what my idea is [her educational philosophy], what my 

vision is, is the same as somebody else’s [me] and that’s quite 

reassuring… especially when you’re working in isolation…. I kind of felt 

we had a connection on stuff and kind of related in our thinking if that 

makes sense?” 

Relatedness, as a basic psychological need (Deci & Ryan, 1985), was the bedrock of 

what we did together. It provided a connection that helped us talk openly and work 

effectively together. Mrs A talks of having a “reassuring” feeling through our shared 

vision and this need for relatedness can be seen to be fulfilled through her feeling 

that “we had a connection on stuff”. In this instance, the meeting of this need for 

relatedness can be seen as an underlying basis for normative power and legitimacy. 

Bennett describes normative power as resting in individuals and representative of the 

feeling of shared values and ideas bearing resemblance to Habermas’ lifeworld 

focus. He adds that it can be observed when colleagues are able to persuade their 

peers ‘to do something as a personal favour’. Whilst favours were not necessarily 

part of our everyday actions our discussions did help both of us to feel, as Mrs A 

describes, as a person whom we ‘respect’, ‘relate’ and hold in ‘value’ - this is a notion 

that has helped shape my practice as a leader.  
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Personal values are important to me and as Sergiovanni (2000) describes, they are 

an integral part of the lifeworld of schools. Bennet describes normative power 

resources as ‘legitimate’ leading to value-based commitment to tasks; i.e. staff carry 

them out because they have a cognitive or emotional attachment to the task. Mrs A 

and I built a lot of normative power in our work together because of our emotional 

attachment to our collaboration and this can be observed in the shift she makes from 

feeling isolated to feeling connected.  

What was of equal importance in our relationship was the parity of power. Bennett 

(2001) argues that where disparity is great there is a substantial threat of creating 

compliance rather than self-determined action. However, the process of our 

collaboration and my mentoring role, was designed to create equality not disparity, 

and the product of this process can be seen in her talk of relatedness. Moreover, it 

was this type of experience which eventually underpinned my desire for individualism 

and created the shift in my ontological understanding as I moved from empiricism to 

Interpretivism. Our discussions gave me a personal insight into Mrs A’s development, 

and this started my desire to focus on leadership as a process of personal 

development through the use of SDT and teacher agency.  

As my power developed through promotion this presented a challenge to my desire 

to implement change. One of the major difficulties I was finding was building the 

opportunity and creating the right climate to enter other teachers’ classrooms. Whilst 

Mrs A was supportive of the opportunity, it appeared my offer was received differently 

by other staff. These receptions likely stemmed from various personal and structural 

issues. Although I sought not to overly dwell on my feelings of being rebuffed, I 

became conscious that my leadership position may have brought forth a constraining 

power influence. As Bennett argues (2001, p57), power is ‘a crucial variable which 

needs to be incorporated into our analysis of [the] structures and cultures’ of an 

organisation. The further removed I became from the classroom, the more difficult it 

became to develop a link between my leadership desires and the practicalities of 

classroom teachers.  

Whilst change is an important aspect of school development, Bennett (p46) argues 

that schools ‘need to be kept in a reasonably stable condition’ and asserts part of the 

role of leadership is to ‘reduce the impact of turbulence’. In many ways, it could be 
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argued that through my approach to change (i.e. my attempt to develop coaching), I 

was acting to increase internal ‘turbulence’ for some, rather than creating a stable but 

dynamic environment.  

However, my intent was to develop the type of normative power and legitimate 

exchanges that Mrs A and I had created. I wanted colleagues to relate to my use of 

power as legitimate, but whilst Bennett argues that this legitimisation is likely to 

produce positive forms of compliance, I didn’t want compliance. I wanted colleagues 

to internalise their PLOC and develop a sense of self-determination.  

In this case, I think there is argument over terminology that is significant on the basis 

compliance underpins an externalised regulatory style (Ryan & Deci, 2000). I was 

trying to move our school away from a structure of compliance epitomised by termly 

observations. I wanted staff to feel supported in their position because they were self-

determined and they could relate to the type of culture I was trying to create. 

However, the problem I encountered was that I had not accounted for the potential 

conflict or lack of engagement that could be caused through teachers using their 

agency and motivation to disagree with me and make different choices to the ones I 

valued. Again, this is an example of my naivety and lack of experience. It seems 

paradoxical now that I was trying to develop self-determined staff, build relatedness 

and foster a climate of autonomy, but I had neglected to account for the multitude of 

opinions and actions this would evoke.  

At the time I lacked the knowledge to be able to evaluate these differences and I 

lacked the experience through which I could still create a collective approach. As I 

enter Episode 4, I develop an awareness of critical realism and the fallible nature of 

knowledge which helps bring clarity to my understanding.  

 

 

 



135 
 

14. Episode 4: A Critical Realist Approach 

Signpost: This episode discusses my introduction to Bhaskar’s (1998) critical 

realism, Archer’s (2003) theory of the internal conversation and related reflexive 

modes and the impact this has on my research and self-awareness. My exposure to 

these ideas provides the most defining influence through which I develop the current 

congruence I have between my ontological position, research and leadership 

practice.   

Episode 3 involved a number of positive developments for my career. I developed the 

TLG and I secured a position on SLT with a mandate to improve the quality of 

teaching and learning. From a research perspective, I had interviewed my two 

colleagues and I had analysed their transcripts using IPA. I then started on the 

process of creating another draft of this thesis based on this approach.  

As I described in Episode 3, one of the difficulties I was beginning to encounter was 

developing a collective efficacy in relation to the changes I wanted to grow. I had 

developed a lot of normative power through my work with Mrs A and the TLG, but I 

was finding it difficult to scale up these practices. It was at this juncture that I was 

introduced to Bhaskar’s critical realism through the reading of a thesis given to me by 

my supervisor. I was finding it difficult to rethink my thesis because I had never used 

an interpretive methodologies before. However, as I read through their literature 

review I became intrigued by their description of critical realism. Although I had 

shifted to IPA in the recent past, I still found discussing my ontological rationale 

behind this choice problematic, because I didn’t have a clear world view. This reading 

then led onto further research which drew me towards Archer’s related social critical 

theory (2003). Although this understanding took time to distill (around two years), it 

had a profound impact on my actions from this point forward because these ideas 

triggered a significant leap in my ontological development. This impact centred on my 

awareness of three key issues: 

1. My actions thus far had been shaped by what Archer (2003) determines as 

my reflexive mode,  

2. I had adopted what Archer refers to as an overly ‘individualist’ (Archer, 1995) 

position in my use of IPA, and 
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3. My limited understanding of effectiveness and methodological ‘mistakes’ was 

related to a wider lack of world view. 

 

14.1. My Reflexive Mode 

Having spent considerable time researching into critical realism I began to put my 

reading in context of my experience. These experiences were telling me that 

personal meaning was an important factor in my leadership practice and this focus 

brought my attention to Archer’s 2003 book: Structure, Agency and the Internal 

Conversation.  

What drew my initial attention was Archer’s comment that as individuals we 

deliberate our lives through our ‘internal conversation’. Although this seems 

remarkably simple and obvious, it was not something that I had reflected on much 

until this point. Archer argues that through this conversation, individuals reflect upon 

their social situation in light of their concerns and projects and formulate actions in 

respect of their orientation. What I found particularly interesting was that Archer 

identifies the following four types of reflexive mode which she argues represent an 

individual’s basic orientation towards society:  

• Communicative reflexives – share their thoughts with others and seek 

validation, 

• Autonomous reflexives – have a lone internal dialogue from which they act, 

• Meta-reflexives – are values driven, think about their thinking and are drawn 

into self-interrogation, and  

• Fractured reflexive – create disorientation through thinking leading to inaction. 

Whilst I found her theory quite difficult to read at times, I found myself drawn to her 

four modes and how remarkably reflective they were of the characteristics of some of 

my colleagues and myself. Archer states that practitioners of each of these modes 

adopt generically different stances towards society and its constraints and 

enablements which represent their ‘overall pattern of response to the totality of 

structural powers’ (p343). She adds that the ability to produce a stance is 

symptomatic of being an ‘active agent’ whilst conversely, the process of becoming an 
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active agent is the result of an individual’s internal conversation and subsequent 

exercising of personal powers.  

As I read, I began to reflect on my own actions and how they stemmed from the 

internal conversations that I had. I was also clear in that I recognised a lot of my 

actions stemmed from my autonomous reflexive mode. She states that one’s 

reflexive mode is the default position through which they ‘align their personal 

concerns with [their] context’ (p349). She also argues this alignment varies directly 

with a person’s reflexive mode and the conclusions they draw in relation to their life 

projects and their orientation towards their encounters with enabling and constraining 

factors. She adds that it is the combination of these ‘two deliberative outcomes, 

which represents acquiring a stance towards society’ (p349).  

I took some time to deliberate my autonomous reflexive mode and how this had 

shaped my orientations towards educational systems and actions in school. Archer 

(2003, p252) describes autonomous reflexives as individuals who ‘know what they 

want in society and formulate clear projects to achieve it, they are responsible for 

activating the causal powers of constraints and enablements’. Autonomous reflexives 

are driven by outcomes, and I became aware that this was an underpinning factor in 

many of my decisions and conclusions to date (see Table 9 below). 
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Table 9: My autonomous reflexive characteristics in context 
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What interested me at the time was that this awareness brought a recognition that 

many of my early actions were drawn from the logico-scientific mode of thought 

(Bruner, 1990): i.e. my desire for the quick fix leading to the PBL, and my desire to 

‘implement’ or ‘drive’ change. My use of terminology is key here because it 

represents my fractured world view at the time. I wanted to develop a culture of 

coaching and build normative power through what I deemed to be a lifeworld 

approach. However, from the outset I neglected to take account of the personal 

desires of staff involved because I was focused on ‘implementing’ and ‘driving’ 

systems, rather than listening and creating mutuality. This was an important 

development in my understanding as it helped me to recognise that despite my 

lifeworld intentions, my actions were not always in congruence. From a leadership 

perspective, I knew this was something that I needed to address.    

Despite this acknowledgement, being an autonomous reflective had served me well 

in some instances - particularly where I have been driven by an outcome i.e. 

developing the PE curriculum. However, the innate process of lone-dialogue leading 

to action generated many challenges as well. One of these challenges was that I 

observed a problem and then sought an evidence based solution to fix it. I required 

no confirmatory conversations with others because autonomous reflexives think and 

act for themselves (Archer, 2003). Whist this process can lead to decisive decision 

making, without a bank of critical theory or meta-reflexive process to draw upon this 

can also lead to challenges to professional codes and ethical practices (Goodman, 

2016). For instance, I became aware that my conclusions the PBL could be used as 

a whole school approach to address the cultural issues I saw in school, was an 

example of this flaw in action.  

Understanding my reflexive mode helped me to develop an awareness of three areas 

I needed to focus on: 

1. I needed to develop a well-rounded bank of critical theory, 

2. We each have our own reflexive mode and understanding the mode of others 

would help me to develop and awareness of how to lead them, and 

3. As an autonomous reflexive I needed to develop my meta-reflexive and 

communicative practice in my evolution as a leader.  
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14.2. Becoming critical of IPA 

Having critiqued critical realism on pages 32-37 I will be concise in my description in 

this section. In developing an awareness of critical realism and Archer’s social critical 

theory, I began to fill a significant gap in my understanding. This gap related to the 

interplay between structure and agency and this lack of understanding led to the 

methodological mistakes I made in developing the PBL, as well as the 

misapprehensions I held in my attempts to engage staff in culture change. This gap 

also underpinned my simplistic understanding of the term effectiveness.   

I entered into this research with a logico-scientific mode of thought because I made 

the assumption that the practice of teaching was a science that held implicit 

conditions for success i.e. the PBL would lead to a quantifiable outcome. Through my 

work with Mrs A I shifted towards interpretivism because I began to see teaching as 

more of an art and thus more related to social science and Bruner’s (2004) narrative 

mode of thought. At the time this shift, although problematic, felt to be in congruence 

with my experiences.  

However, the issue that was beyond my understanding at this time was 

Cruickshank’s (2011, p8) argument that the:  

‘ontological assumptions in the social sciences pertain to the 

structure–agency problem, i.e. the problem of defining social reality in 

terms of structures, agents or some form of structure–agency 

interplay’.  

Becoming aware of critical realism first of all helped me to become aware of this 

interplay at an ontological level and secondly, helped me to understand my actions 

more critically. For instance, Bhaskar (1998) is critical of my original structuralist 

position because of the deterministic assumptions I made (i.e. I assumed the PBL 

would produce a determined outcome); and Bhaskar is equally critical of the following 

individualist IPA methodology I employ because as he argues it fails to account for 

social context (i.e. teachers are interconnected with the structures of their 

environment and this must be taken into account). Consequently, and this is the main 

aspect of my learning within this episode, Bhaskar argues that the task for research 
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is to link structure and agency and this is where he argues his stratified open system 

takes effect (see Figure 1).  

The difficulty this now presented me with was that in becoming critical of IPA, I was 

faced with another potential methodological shift - having undertaken months of 

analysis this was a difficult proposition. However, on a positive note, I had found 

‘EDU8995 Research in Practice’ a problematic module in 2014, and I felt that 

developing my awareness of critical realism had finally helped me begin the process 

of piecing my experiences together. I took a number of months off to reflect on my 

position. 

 

14.3. Finding a narrative way forward 

Having had time to reflect I made the decision to move forward with a narrative 

methodology based on two thought processes. 

Firstly, I took time to reflect on Bhaskar’s (1998) and Archer’s (1995) criticisms of 

individualist methodologies, and I re-read the transcripts and my related group 

findings. From these findings I found that whilst I mostly agree with their criticisms 

(i.e. there is an opportunity to neglect the impact of structure), the generative 

structural and agential superordinate themes I developed suggest their argument is 

not absolute (see repeated Table 6 below). When undertaking IPA I was unaware of 

this potential flaw but regardless, I had developed superordinate themes that indicate 

that culture and structure, as well as agency, were key themes that I interpreted were 

important aspects of my participants’ stories. Given that I had not designed these 

interviews to pertain to the structure-agency argument, and yet they emerged, 

suggests there is an argument that such methodologies may offer a route to 

understand this interplay. 
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Table 6: Summary of Superordinate and Group Themes (numbers illustrate the frequency of theme 
arising from the analysis process) 

 

The second thought process related to my personal development. The original shift 

from PBL to IPA pertained to the development of Mrs A. She seemed to have 

undergone a transformation and with my link to this in a leadership capacity there 

appeared to be an important story to tell. Having taken some time out to consider my 

position, I equally became aware that I had also undergone a significant personal 

transformation. I had developed an understanding of my reflexive mode and more 

importantly an awareness of my development as a leader and the challenges that I 

still needed to overcome. As an autonomous reflexive I knew I was driven by two 

challenges in particular: 

1. I still had a passion to improve the culture of our school by developing 

personalisation and creating a mutuality between our lifeworld and 

systemsworld, and 

2. I was conscious that one of my traits as a leader was my dominant internal 

conversation. I often think and act in isolation. I knew I needed to develop my 

communicative and meta-reflective practice if I was to be successful in my first 

challenge.  

In answer to these two challenges this research was re-focused into the project of 

reflexive action that it is now. Whilst I continue to draw from my colleagues’ stories, it 

is my voice that has become the dominant discourse because it is my story that I 
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want to communicate and reflect upon (as I have thus far) in order to develop my 

leadership practice.  
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15. Episode 4 Conclusion: The impact of Critical Realism 

My introduction to critical realism was the most significant episode in my journey to 

date, putting the foundations in place for the emergence of my current understanding 

of leadership. However, as is often the case with learning, this re-authoring process 

was far from linear.  

Prior to my promotion to SLT, I was sure that changing the culture in our school could 

be achieved through a systemsworld process and this was the basis for the PBL. 

However, in this collaboration I uncovered the complexity of Mrs A’s experience and 

the fallibility of this understanding. From a research perspective, this led to the first 

re-authoring of this thesis as I sought to interpret our experience and develop some 

knowledge for action (Wallace & Wray, 2011). Despite this shift in research focus, it 

took some time for this experience to shape my actions as a leader, and as an 

autonomous reflexive I continued to pursue a systemsworld approach. For instance, 

having experienced the impact of my agency and also having helped Mrs A to 

achieve her agency; it continued to seem plausible that this process could be scaled 

up. However, despite my seemingly well-founded efforts, I found this process difficult. 

Whilst this brought challenge, my awareness of critical realism together with the 

space and time I took, gave me the opportunity to absorb the notion of complexity 

and personal agency. In doing so, I realised the path to the effective school had 

seemed so simple before I tried to realise it.  

The introduction of critical realism helped to bring some understanding of causative 

interplay to this experience and this was crucial for my development. Although this 

process took some time, I began to think more coherently about my leadership 

approach and through Archer’s social critical theory (1995), I began to recognise the 

constraining impact my reflexive mode and incoherent world view had on my earlier 

actions. From a research perspective, this understanding brought another re-

structure. However, in assuming critical realism as the basis of my world view, I had 

seemed to have found a position which offered a better reflection of my 

understanding of knowledge. For instance, I could reflect on my experience with Mrs 

A and recognise that this had taught me the importance of understanding the reality 

of the individual. I also began to recognise Mrs A’s communicative reflexive traits. I 

was starting to understand that she, as Archer (2003) alludes, was in need of a place 

to discuss and have her opinions and thoughts for action validated. Evidence for this 
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trait can be seen in Table 2 (repeated below) where in her interview she makes 

reference to ‘relatedness/ relationships’ on 16 occasions and ‘discuss/ talk/ 

conversation/ connect’ on 46 occasions.  

Table 2: Frequency of specific terms in text of Classroom Teacher's transcript 

 

Through developing my awareness of reflexive modes, I have developed a deeper 

understanding of Mrs A’s needs, and this has helped me shape my interactions with 

her. For example, because I know she has a desire for relatedness and to “share and 

be more conversational” (CR, 371) I try to ensure our work together (i.e. CPD) is in 

small groups and there are opportunities for her to talk.  

However, whilst my awareness of reflexive modes has brought a helpful realisation to 

my relationship with Mrs A, it has also deepened my understanding of the 

complexities involved in dealing with others. We each have our own reality (Larkin, et 

al., 2006) and understanding each of these in a school community is complex. Each 

internal conversation can be related to an action through a reflexive mode and each 

of these needs to be understood in the context of others, as well as how they are 

constrained or enabled by the generative structures of school, wider education and 

over-arching philosophies.  

However, the most critical learning arising from this world view continues to be the 

importance I attach to the process of reflexive action. By taking time and space to 

reflect upon and better understand myself and the relationships I have developed 
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with my colleagues in the context of wider structures, I have created the opportunity 

from which I have construct my world view and begun to develop and share my 

practice knowledge. West & Reid (2015, p5) argue the creation of such space is not 

just important for the development of narrative competence but also for the ‘health 

and dynamism of all people in whole cultures’. From my perspective, the multiple 

changes to this research have been both complex and at times tiring to implement. 

However, by creating the space to reflect I have developed a deeper understanding 

of my journey which has helped to bring meaning to my leadership.  

The acknowledgment of these features, has driven me to continue to deliberate upon 

what I have learned, and continue to learn, in order to use this knowledge to develop 

my leadership approach. Episode 5 narrates my promotion to the Acting Deputy 

Head Teacher and the challenges that ensued.  
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16. Episode 5: Leading and developing a climate shaping 
 approach 

Signpost: In this episode I am promoted to Acting Deputy Head Teacher. I discuss 

my leadership practice through a range of examples in context of my awareness of 

structure: agency interplay. 

By this stage Mr B had been promoted to Acting Head Teacher and the opportunity 

arose to become the Acting Deputy Head Teacher. I applied for the role (see 

Appendix E) and was successful. 

Through my emerging awareness of critical realism, I had developed a more 

nuanced approach to my leadership practice. I was developing a deeper 

understanding of the interplay between structure and agency, but I continued to draw 

heavily on the individualistic theories of SDT and teacher agency. I did this because 

my experiences of working with staff, both where I achieved success (with Mrs A) 

and where I found challenge (entering the classroom of others), had taught me that 

the key to developing mutuality between the lifeworld and systemsworld of our 

school, was about creating the right individual climate for each person to feel 

supported and self-determined in their actions. For Mrs A, this was about developing 

relatedness and providing opportunities for her to engage in what I deemed as her 

dominant communicative reflexive mode – for others, this looked different.  

However, the individuality of this approach created complexity, and this brought an 

obvious challenge to creating mutuality – we all have our own values and 

interpretations and in order for an individual to feel self-determined they must feel 

their need for autonomy is being met (Deci & Ryan, 2000). However, one of the 

challenges I faced in relation to this mutuality, particularly in light of my new position, 

was the pressure induced by a looming Ofsted inspection.  

At the time I saw Ofsted as a bi-product of what I understood to be the constraining 

structural property of education’s logico-scientific basis. From a lifeworld-

systemsworld perspective I saw them as a significant constraining feature that was 

impeding my desire to develop mutuality and place values and personal experience 

at the heart of our school’s culture. In a practical sense, I was grappling with the 

system’s desire for control and my own desire for personal meaning. Having 
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emerged from two ontological repositionings I was confident this time that my desire 

for mutuality was underpinned by a more cohesive world view. However, I was 

finding this conceptualisation difficult to implement and expand because of this type 

of structural pressure. 

Nonetheless, the following excerpt (Figure 27) from my application (see Appendix E) 

gives a good indication of what I was striving to put into place in school: 

Figure 27: Excerpt from Acting Deputy Head Teacher application 

 

I have highlighted areas in bold and orange to draw attention to two particular areas 

which reflect my desire to foster a lifeworld approach.   

Firstly, highlighted in bold are key terms which represent my desire to develop a 

collective culture around the beliefs and values of staff. These include - sharing, 

shared, personalised, building, collaborative, support, understanding and influence.  

Secondly, highlighted in orange are sections where I am presenting my ideas for 

change. The first of these involves ‘building a shared vision’ which reflects my desire 

to develop collective efficacy, build relatedness and thus ‘motivate staff’. The use of 

motivation in this context also offers an indication of the influence I draw from SDT. 

The second section involves ‘understanding and developing people’ and this offers 

another indication of my desire to work closely with individuals in order to understand 

their experiences so that I can help develop their practice. However, through some of 
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the language used in this section, particularly ‘my performance management of staff 

including observation’, it is clear that I have not yet found a way to embed the 

coaching culture that I was keen to grow.  

It was on this basis that I began to integrate the theories of SDT and teacher agency 

into staff performance management in a more collective way in an effort to develop a 

dialogue from which I could build relatedness. On reflection, this is probably where I 

begin in earnest to put my personal ‘climate shaping’ leadership practice into action 

for staff outside of my work with Mrs A and the teaching and learning team through 

whom I had undertaken small scale interventions. I adapted our standard 

performance management document (see Appendix F) and I asked staff to complete 

sections in relation to their needs for competence, relatedness and autonomy. We 

then discussed these in light of their professional and in some cases personal 

histories. An example of this can be seen below in Figure 28.  

Figure 28: Excerpt from adapted performance management document 
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As part of these discussions, I also drew from my knowledge of Biesta & Tedder’s 

(2007) teacher agency model and framed our dialogue so we could develop a 

collective understanding of their practical-evaluative experiences and personal 

projective goals, as well as my vision for school development. Through this process I 

was attempting to build an understanding of each staff member’s world, develop their 

relatedness to me as a leader, and also increase our normative power to form a 

basis for future exchanges. I also wanted to use their understanding to help shape 

my own vision because I was aware of the pitfalls of my reflexive mode. For the most 

part, staff appeared to engage in these discussions positively and I began to gain a 

more critical understanding of each individual’s needs, which in turn helped me to re-

evaluate my vision.  

For example, in a conversation with one member of staff it was highlighted that whilst 

curriculum personalisation seemed to be progressing well in a teaching and learning 

context, why had this not been developed to include the social, emotional and mental 

health needs of our pupils? Following this conversation, an intervention was put in 

place to assess and track pupils’ mental health through Strength and Difficulties 

Questionnaire (Goodman, 1997) screening. Having used SDQ’s as part of the PBL I 

thought they would help provide the type of normative data that could give us a better 

understanding of our pupils needs. Staff would score pupils and thus we could 

determine which pupils needed more support and in what areas (see Figure 29 

below).  

Figure 29: Excerpt from my 2017/18 teaching and learning report (see Appendix G) 

 

Although this was fairly rudimentary, as a school we had never collected and 

analysed such data in this way before and it helped us target our interventions in a 

more bespoke way. As with the personalisation of the curriculum, the rationale was 



151 
 

that by improving our knowledge of each individual we could provide more nuanced 

interventions through which we could better meet need.  

I was also keen to implement this personalisation agenda with staff too. As part of 

this I ran a number of whole-school CPD sessions which involved looking at the 

effective traits of teachers. The intention of this CPD was to revolutionise the way in 

which we assessed the quality of teaching and personalise the way in which we 

supported staff through CPD. I wanted to involve staff in this development in order to 

build their relatedness to the process of assessment and performance management. 

In short, this was the first phase through which I planned to change from a culture of 

performance management observation and towards a culture of personalised 

coaching. As part of this CPD and in conjunction with all teaching staff, we developed 

the ‘Effective Trait descriptors’ for assessing and developing the quality of staff’s 

performance. Figure 30 below illustrates a caption of this developed grade descriptor.  
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Figure 30: Caption showing a section of the school's 'Effective Trait Grade Descriptors'  



153 
 

Staff were then split into small groups and tasked over two 90 minute sessions to 

begin developing four stage progressive descriptions for each these traits (i.e. what 

would a 9-10 score look like for relationships). Another senior leader and I then 

compiled these descriptors into a framework and this was then critiqued by teachers 

before a final version (Figure 30) was agreed. Teaching staff were then asked to use 

this framework to self-assess their ability so that we as leaders could gain a better 

understanding of their personal need. This information would then be used to 

develop a personalised CPD package. An example of the self-assessment document 

staff completed is shown in Figure 31.  

Figure 31: Teacher Trait Self-Assessment document 

 

I then compiled this data into a spreadsheet to provide teaching and learning leaders 

with an overview of staff need. This was then used to develop more targeted whole 

school, group and individual CPD which had the wider intent of developing our whole 

school culture. For example, ‘planning’ emerged as a whole school area of need, so 

the leadership team delivered a series of related workshops. ‘Professional 

development’ also emerged as an area of need for individual staff and personalised 

support was put in place to develop this area too.  

An important aspect of the teacher self-assessment process and related 

individualised CPD was to invalidate the process of isolation by opening individual 

teachers up to their need for support. Of course, individuals were expected as a 
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professional duty to take part, and thus autonomy is restricted, but individuals were 

equally free to be as honest (or not as the case may be) as they deem appropriate.  

In order to provide an external critique of these self-assessments scores, senior staff 

also complete similar assessments of staff in order to provide a base for comparison. 

These comparisons were then used to help senior staff build an understanding of the 

individual teacher’s self-perception and more importantly provide an insight into how 

well we believe we understand our teachers. For example, there were occasions 

where teachers had scored themselves highly in relation to their professional 

development in contrast to my opinion. The questions in these instances were - does 

the individual have an inflated understanding of their ability? Or, did I have a limited 

understanding of the teacher? Or, was this simply a reflection of individual 

difference? In some cases, I wondered whether my lower score may have arisen 

because I had not afforded the teacher the right conditions in order for them to bring 

their competence to bear.  

An important aspect of these self-assessments and related comparisons is the 

opportunity they provide for critical discussion about the key aspects of teaching. For 

example, professional development is a trait which is highly personal and one 

through which a teacher’s need for autonomy can be met (i.e. choosing CPD which 

meets personal desires and values), and relatedness can be developed (i.e. the 

leader can help to provide or support these opportunities in the context of school 

development). Moreover, what is of particular interest in relation to this research is 

that these discussions can also provide staff with a little space and time from which 

they can develop their reflexive practice. For instance, iterational histories (Biesta & 

Tedder, 2007)can be discussed and these can often provide an insight into how 

individuals interpret events and construct meaning. This understanding can then be 

used to help an individual develop their awareness of their reflexive mode and how 

this shapes their internal conversation and actions. From a leadership perspective 

this understanding can also be used to inform practice so that an environment 

conducive to agency and self-determination can be developed.   

Prior to this collaborative process, performance management was always something 

that happened to someone rather than something that they were a part of. The intent 

of this work was to change that, so staff could feel part of a process that they could 
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relate to, and leaders could develop a better understanding of staff need from which 

they could climate shape.  
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17. Episode 5 Conclusions: My climate shaping leadership 
 approach 

 

We used to have a saying in our school that: “every action has a consequence” and 

this depicted our early controlling EBD culture and related rewards and sanctions 

behaviour system. By this stage we had gradually moved away from that ‘one-size 

fits all’ approach and we were heading towards a culture of personalisation. My 

experience of this journey had taught me that this saying should be more like: “every 

action should be framed within its emergent context and the consequences of that 

action should reflect this emergence”. It is worth reflecting on this developing 

understanding because it reflects my growth as a leader.  

 

The understanding of consequence relating to coexisting factors parallels the 

developing understanding of contingency leadership theory in the 1980’s. 

Contingency theories assume the effects of one variable on leadership are 

contingent on other variables (Horner, 1997). Through this understanding leadership 

began to be viewed less about traits and more about the possibility of leadership 

being dependant on context (Saal & Knight, 1988). This is an interesting point 

because it echoes my desire to draw our school practices from personal values. 

Conceptualising leadership in this way attaches an importance to the individual’s 

reality and highlights a key value that underpins my leadership practice: context 

matters. However, there are many challenges that flow from taking this stance with 

the main being that it can be an easy assumption to hide behind.  

 

From my stance, this is where critical realism is key. Critical realism describes reality 

as a stratified open system where unobservable generative structures interact in 

contingent ways to produce observable events (Bhaskar, 1997). Bhaskar adds that 

the nature of an open system presents a reality of vast interconnected knowledge 

which is fallible and open to reinterpretation. Thus, it can be argued that reality is so 

complex that knowledge is bound up in context. As West and Reid (2015) describe, 

changes in structures of the brain in relation to the teaching of phonics to children 

may be considered as evidence of cause and effect but they may equally be due to 

the complex reactions of the teacher and their relationship with their pupils. Gronn 

(2003) argues a similar point in the context of leadership suggesting the complex 

nature of schools makes identifying causative factors particularly difficult. 



157 
 

Unfortunately, the thrust of education is driving schools towards standardisation 

(Robinson, 2010), the commodification of education (Leat, 2014) and increased 

performativity pressures (Niesche, 2012). These pressures can be seen from the 

perspective of my leadership in Figure 32 below. 

 

Figure 32: Adapted critical realist stratified reality schematic showing my leadership experience in 
context of educational mechanisms 

 
 

The main point of Figure 32 is to represent my experiences and desires in what I 

deem to be the constraining generative influence of unobservable structures that I 

discussed throughout the introduction. In referring back to the discussion about 

Ofsted, there were times where I wanted to develop further personalisation and 

reform but I was wary of a pending inspection and the implications this may have for 

my development. For example, I wanted to develop our whole school points 

behaviour system for a personalised rewards system that mirrored the traits of an 

effective teacher approach in Figures 30 & 31. Pupils would work towards their own 
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targets and would be supported weekly through personalised interventions, instead 

of being rewarded or sanctioned. At the time I felt constrained from developing this 

concept because of a looming Ofsted – I knew it would take time to develop and an 

external snapshot’ in an early phase could prove problematic. This is an example in 

practice of why context matters.  

 

In my example here, Ofsted was a constraining feature because I perceived their 

agenda was in conflict with my own - this impeded my autonomy and changed my 

actions. How many other teachers feel similarly constrained and how are these 

experiences being taken into account and used? As Robinson (2010) argues in his 

TED talk, there is an obvious ‘need to raise standards’ but not ‘if the route to it 

marginalises what you think is important’. Much of this discourse can be related to 

Archer’s (1995) morphogenetic/ morphostatic model which is shown below in Figure 

33.  

 

Figure 33: Archer's Morphogenetic model 

 

This model provides the temporal context through which individuals shape and are 

shaped by the structures of the open-system within which they reside. For example 

Ofsted is an educational structure in place that ‘inspects and regulates services that 

care for children and young people’ (GOV.UK, 2021). Over time, teachers like myself 

become conditioned to the structures of education, including the Ofsted framework. 

Through a process of interaction, we develop awareness and experience of these 

features and in time these structures (i.e. frameworks) are said to be reproduced or 

elaborated, depending on prior interactions. Although I would prefer more radical 

reform which would see Ofsted become a supportive structure rather than an 

inspectorate (elaboration), we can see this process play out through framework 

revisions (i.e. reproduction through the latest Education Inspection Framework of 

2019).  
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From the perspective of this research, Archer’s model is important because it is my 

belief that the purpose of research is to bring about worthwhile educational change 

(Elliot, 1990). Part of this research should include the experiences of teachers (like 

my research here) because we are implicit in realising educational change. Whilst it 

may be true that my experience here is particular and may not necessarily generalise 

to the profession as a whole, it may also be suggested that current educational 

structures and underlying philosophical positions may be to the contrary, too 

cumbersome and restraining to allow such individual stories to signify. If knowledge 

is complex and fallible as Bhaskar (1998) describes, surely this presents an 

argument that such critical and humanistic approaches to understanding should be 

welcomed rather than ‘tolerated’, ‘marginalised’ or ‘cherry picked’ as Hunter (2001) 

describes. 

 

To that end, Reid and West (2011) argue that the need to interpret the social location 

of our experiences and our individual interpretation of these experiences (as is the 

case here), is becoming increasingly important. More specifically and highly relevant 

to this research, they (p175) describe the need for interpretive approaches which are 

‘a reflexive project of self – a perpetual working and reworking of identity’ and argue 

such work is gathering influence in a number of professional communities including 

psychotherapy, education and health care. They add (p182), such narrative 

approaches can be seen as ‘part of a wider epistemological and methodological 

movement that, genuinely, seeks to value people and their stories as well as the 

importance of dialogue in professional interactions’.  

 

I have come to understand that this is particularly important in education, because as 

my story shows, teachers and schools as ‘communities of practice’ are never static 

(Drath and Palus, 1994) and school leaders are under pressure to manage constant 

educational policy reforms (Niesche, 2012). Drath and Palus (p4) define communities 

of practice as ‘people united in a common enterprise who share a history and thus 

certain values, beliefs, ways of talking, and ways of doing things’. In many ways this 

reflects Habermas’ lifeworld and thus also reflects my desires for our school culture.  

However, the problem with this pursuit lies in the constraining performativity culture in 

education. As described earlier, Niesche (2012) argues this has become a structure 

from which research and practice are compelled to serve and assume the demands 



160 
 

of effectiveness discourse. Again, the issue with this discourse is that the notion of 

effectiveness is often taken for granted. From my critical realist perspective, this is 

particularly problematic because I see knowledge as fallible, bound to unobservables 

and open to reinterpretation. This challenges the ideal of such agendas which seek 

to reduce complex interactions to generalisable laws of effect. It is on this basis that 

my leadership seeks to understand personal context and shape conditions in a 

personalised way in order to develop staff agency.  

However, how can a leader develop commonality of process from such fallible and 

complex personal experience? Horner (1997) offers a possible answer (p278):  

‘In constructing views of the world people working together in an 

organisation need to develop socially understood interpretations, so 

they can be effective as a group. This is the foundation from which 

people interpret, anticipate, and plan’ 

Firstly, Horner’s use of interpretive terminology implies a need to draw understanding 

from the narrative mode of thought, and secondly; the need to develop socially 

understood interpretations, posits the role of a leader as a coordinator and 

constructor of social unity. Whilst Niesche (2014) and Thomson (2009) have called 

for an increase in such personal, interpretative research in the context of school 

leadership, what is of further interest in the context of this research is the contrast 

between Horner’s interpretative position and the previous leadership structures of my 

school.  

Mr B (PF, 1) described that early style as being “very rigid… and very strongly led” 

alluding to what Horner (1997, p274) describes as transactional leadership. Horner 

describes this as stemming from the traditional view of workers and organisations 

and ‘involves the position power of the leader to use followers for task completion’. 

As Mr B describes the leadership of this time was that you needed to ‘come in and do 

your job’ (PF, 114) and that was it.  

Alongside our numerous re-designations, changes in philosophies and wider 

development of mental health knowledge, our school and leadership practice has 

steadily moved away from this culture. Some of this development can be discussed 

through the lens of critical realism and in particular the transient nature of knowledge. 

For instance, I recall one head teacher in particular summarising our provision as “a 
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school not a youth club” to later reframe that statement to say: “actually we’re more 

like a hospital”. This anecdote provides an example of where we can start to reflect 

on the particulars of individual stories through time, in light of the wider social 

structures within which they reside. For example, EBD was such a sweeping label 

that generated images of ‘naughty boys’ that needed correcting. It could be argued 

that this simplistic understanding of pupils as having behavioural difficulties, was part 

of the reasoning behind the transactional leadership of the time. However, as our 

understanding of mental health has grown to be much more complex and nuanced in 

recent years, the leadership of our school has also developed too. It would be overly 

simplistic to say there is a direct correlation between these developments but equally 

it would be naïve to assume there is none.  

In recent years it is my experience that the growth in mental health awareness has 

necessitated a deeper understanding of personal need, and this has required a more 

insightful and nuanced approach to leadership. Whilst this is a complex terrain, 

Horner (1997) states (p279) that the key to such organisational development ‘lies in 

the evolution of the role of leadership’. Given the nature of our school’s development 

and the evolution of our school leadership, led by four head teachers, one approach 

which is of some relevance to this journey is transformational leadership. Bass 

(1985) describes this as an approach where leaders search for ways to help motivate 

followers by satisfying needs and enabling followers to better engage in their process 

of work. Horner (1997, p274) describes transformational leaders as individuals who 

can ‘initiate and cope with change’ and ‘create something new out of [something] 

old’. She adds these leaders ‘personally evolve’, ‘build strong relationships with 

others while supporting and encouraging each individual’s development’ and in the 

process ‘help followers and organisations evolve’. 

Whilst I wouldn’t necessarily describe myself as a transformational leader per sé – I 

have made the argument that leadership is highly complex and subjective and thus to 

characterise myself as one type of leader, or indeed argue that there is a ‘type’ of 

leader, would be paradoxical. However, Bass’s description contains a number of 

elements which pertain to my development. As a leader who manages teaching and 

learning, particularly throughout a period of change, I feel the accountability 

pressures this post brings. Teaching needs to be engaging and learning needs to be 

progressive if I am to be successful in my role. I have lived that experience, as 
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described earlier by Niesche (2017), of a school leader desiring straight forward 

answers to address the effectiveness challenge. However, I have grown to see the 

fourteen teaching staff I support as inherently individual, each with their own 

experiences, styles of teaching and interpretations of what ‘effective teaching’ is.  

 

Consequently, this evolution of understanding has shaped my approach to 

leadership. Whilst some of this can be related to a transformational approach, Manz 

& Sims’ (1991) term ‘Super Leadership’ provides a perspective which better reflects 

my ambition. They argue (p18) ‘the most appropriate leader is one who can lead 

others to lead themselves’. Through this view, leadership can be seen as a process 

through which individuals unlock the potential of others. This notion of leadership 

being a process targeted on improving the leadership capacities of others certainly 

reflects the values from which I act.  

 

In the strictest sense, leadership as a process is an approach not defined by the 

characteristics of the leader, but as the actions of individuals who coordinate efforts 

to move the community towards a common goal (Drath & Palus, 1994). Whilst I have 

a number of concerns about this approach in its entirety, what is of significant interest 

in the context of this research is Drath & Palus’ use of the work of Bruner (whose 

work has been influential in my development) to develop their definition. Bruner 

(2004) looks at how people make sense of the world, construct views and work 

together to construct socially understood interpretations through which communities 

develop. In the SEMH context it is my experience that this sense making process is 

as crucial as it is troubling. Our pupils are incredibly complex, and each member of 

staff has their own interpretation too - this makes the notion of effective, quick-fix 

solutions impractical. It is incredibly difficult to develop and apply generalisable, 

supportive strategies (and sometimes nor would I want to) as each pupil is different 

and the manner in which they present can change each day too. The same can be 

said of staff – each possesses their own unique set of skills, qualities and 

experiences from which they draw meaning and action.  

 

Drath and Palus (1994) argue that by the nature of this definition leadership requires 

participation from all members so that all are involved in creating meaning and acting 

upon this meaning. I refer back to the collaborative manner in which staff developed 
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the school’s performance management system (see Figures 30 & 31) as an example 

of this in practice. However, whilst I agree with the leadership as process assertion 

that all members should play an active role in leadership, it has been my experience 

that a leader or leaders, need to take an active role in coordinating these efforts.  

 

Again, my position is not one that is defined by personal leadership characteristics 

per sé, but I would describe it as a process through which I lead and develop 

members so that they can lead themselves. Drath and Palus (1994) argue that in 

these efforts people do not need to be motivated – to the contrary, it is my 

experience that they do; or at least to the extent that I see it as my role to develop 

supportive conditions through which members may begin to lead themselves. 

Similarly, Horner (1997) identifies personal motivation as a vital ingredient for leaders 

and suggests leadership is less about behaviours and more about creating an 

environment where individuals are motivated to produce, and this brings us to the 

basis of my leadership practice. I try to cultivate a climate of motivation based on 

personal need held within the context of emergent structures. To understand the 

development of this position is to re-focus on the golden thread of this research –the 

origin of my mode of reflexivity and the orientation of my stance towards educational 

structures.  

 

17.1. My latest reflections 

Archer (2003) argues the internal conversation, through which the deliberations of life 

occur, is a relatively unknown reality despite the associated experience we all have. I 

have drawn on these deliberations throughout this thesis in order to surface this 

reality and this process has helped me make sense of my experiences. This in turn 

has helped me to develop my meta-reflexive practice as well as improving my 

understanding of my leadership capabilities  

I became an SEMH teacher as a result of the refinement of my wider personal project 

and over the last ten years I have become attuned to my stance as a ‘autonomous 

reflexive’ (Archer, 2003). My reflexive mode has emerged from the dialectical 

interplay between contextual structures of school and wider society and my inner 

conversation relating to how this affects my personal project. This project is about 

being able to provide a life for my family that builds upon the upbringing that I was 
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afforded and thus in my circumstance, my autonomous reflexive mode can be seen 

here to have a role in the dynamics of social mobility. The emergence of someone’s 

reflexive mode is therefore a means through which they build their life project and in 

this there is crossover with the emergence of structural elaboration. Both can be 

seen to originate from the actions of agents. When Mrs A stated that I “have a vision 

and nothing is going to shift it” (CR, 325) she was evidencing an autonomous 

reflexive mode in practice. The emergence of this understanding has helped me to 

identify the origins of my behaviours and this awareness has contributed to my 

understanding of my capabilities as a leader.   

Much of my internal conversation, presented throughout this research is centred on 

outcome related actions. These have included my desire to become a head teacher 

and my desire to develop a lifeworld culture in school. The acknowledgement of this 

ambition has only come through the process of engaging in this type of reflexive 

deliberation and I have brought this understanding into my leadership practice. In 

conducting this research, I have opened up my inner conversations through my 

research and reached the realisation that this is who I am. This is a summary of my 

professional educational history, and this has drawn, and continues to draw, feelings 

of ‘uncomfortable repositioning’. Some of this has challenged the methodological 

aspects of this research and as such I have had to re-frame and re-write large 

sections of my original submission. Whilst this change gives me some cause for 

concern (i.e. I rely a lot on post-hoc analysis) critical realism has helped me to 

understand this process from the perspective of emergence.  

This understanding has almost become self-fulfilling in that the more I learn, the more 

this shapes my understanding and the more this evolves my aspirations and 

orientation towards educational structures. Despite the uncomfortable repositioning 

this has entailed, the process has fuelled my desire to become increasingly 

knowledgeable about my place in society and we can explore this process through 

the developmental cycle in Figure 34. 
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Figure 34: Developmental Learning Cycle of my inner project 

 

The cycle identifies my interpretation of how I have come to understand my 

development. Whilst one can see that this has overlap with the episode-based 

structure of this research, it also shows that this has been refined through 

terminology, to reflect my increasing application of the teacher agency (Biesta & 

Tedder, 2007), SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985) and morphogenetic (Archer, 2003) theories.  

One of the key triggers for this cycle was the unsettling experience of redundancy. 

Archer (2003) believes social acts are not equally fettered by the system and in turn 

they do not have the same degree of effect on the cultural and structural systems 

within which they are deployed. My redundancy played a significant role in my 

motivation and the actions by which I became employed at school and also 

undertook this research. Through redundancy, the acknowledgement of my inner 

project emerged - I wanted to build a better life for my family and this motivated me 

into the actions of joining my school and writing this thesis. Archer (2003, p6) 

describes our ‘inner project’ as ‘an end that is desired’ and a process where the 

individual plots a ‘course of action through which to accomplish it’. Redundancy 
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motivated me to develop my personal powers in order to (p355) ‘achieve significant 

governance over [my] short [life]’. Despite this transformative experience, it has taken 

a number of years for this understanding to emerge and for me to retrospectively 

apply this to my research.  

Part of this process has necessitated the development of my meta-reflexive practice. 

Archer describes meta-reflexives as individuals who propose an ‘orthogonal ideal, in 

which social integration and systemic development are reciprocally related rather 

than mutually compromised’ (p360). Whilst I question the totality of this statement – 

reciprocal relatedness and mutual compromise can surely be resulting products of 

the same relationship - this notion of social and system, or rather structure and 

agency as an interconnected phenomenon has emerged from this practice. However, 

despite this approach and despite my desire for structural elaboration, meta-

reflexivity is not my natural operating stance. I am an autonomous reflexive by nature 

and this understanding has brought challenge to my leadership practice.  

One area of this challenge lies in my inherent desire to focus on my inner project. As 

Archer (2003) argues, my stance is the modality through which I understand my 

position in relation to my project and that orients my schemes for future action. For 

example, through our PPS I became fundamentally concerned with providing the 

conditions for Mrs A’s development. However, this process was ultimately a 

subordinate theme that I undertook in order drive my inner project. I wanted to 

support Mrs A and help improve our school culture in order to serve my inner project. 

This is a difficult inner conversation to share but it is through this type of personal 

truth that we can develop the normative power through which we can lead 

legitimately. In this case, such characteristics would seem to go against the 

traditional, perceived expectation that leaders are those who possess almost heroic 

personal traits. Archer’s description of communicative reflexives as having concerns 

of ‘family and friends’ (p352) which are inseparable from their social contexts 

certainly portraits the type of image of a leader who is ‘for the many and not the few’ 

to use a recent socialist term. However, I am not that person, and I am not that type 

of leader. This reflexive process has helped me to understand: 

• my actions are inherently and autonomously linked to my reflexive mode;  
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• my mode often leads to decisive action but the effectiveness of this action can 

depend on my ‘bank of critical theory’; and 

• despite my love for our school and my passion for education my inner project 

comes first.  

As Archer states (p352), to autonomous reflexives ‘it is a subsidiary matter which 

context provides the social framework compatible with the realisation of [my] ultimate 

concerns’. In writing this, I do not remove myself from the trust we developed nor the 

agency that Mrs A gained. I also still have love for our school, but this research has 

brought the realisation that context for me is a social contract that enables the 

realisation of my wider personal project. Whilst I have identified the uncomfortable 

repositioning this has generated, I am increasingly also drawing the conclusion that 

holding this strategic stance is a trait which far from being uncomfortable to admit, is 

a quality which has served our school well. When Mrs A (CR, 331-334) states that I 

will:  

“mould into this person who does all of these things [be approachable, 

knowledgeable, considerate and have an unshakeable vision] without 

having all of the feelings you’ve had in the past… I think you will mould 

yourself into like; I’ll do this because, I want that and this needs doing 

too. Its accountability really isn’t it…” 

…I interpret that this is what she is referring to. Archer believes it is the individual 

who deliberately determines how much of themselves they invest in social order and 

the manner of my interactions with staff is one method through which I apply this 

theory. In these social interactions I try to remove the strategic, process driven stance 

that underpins my autonomous reflexivity as I perceive this is a potential block to 

developing personal relatedness with staff and the important resource of normative 

power. For example, following incidents in school my internal conversation invariably 

produces an outcome that I want to implement. However, I have worked hard to 

develop my communicative practice and open my inner thoughts to my colleagues in 

order to develop relatedness, refine my actions and build normative power. 

Relatedness is key to developing both motivation and agency, but I have found 

normative power, particularly in our SEMH context, is the basis for legitimate 

exchanges and collaboration. I have delivered a number of CPD sessions with staff 
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around Agency, our histories and more specifically Peters’ ‘Chimp Paradox’ (2012). 

An excerpt of a slide from these sessions scan be seen in Figure 35.  

Figure 35: CPD slide displaying integration of Biesta & Tedder's (2007) Teacher Agency model with 
the Chimp Paradox (Peters, 2012) 

 

Peters’ theory is based on understanding our mind in order to take control over our 

actions and I draw influence from this approach in my teaching and leadership 

practice. Archer argues the private life of the social subject can be seen to ‘hold the 

key to resolving the problem of structure and agency’ (p52). As in the case here, I 

often make a point of drawing upon my personal and professional histories, 

particularly as part of my role in delivering CPD. In sharing my iterational histories, I 

am opening myself up so that people can understand who I am for them and in the 

process build relatedness. As Formenti (2015, p11) asserts, the answers to the 

questions: “Who am I for you and who are you for me?” foster true, authentic and 

evolving relationships which I found to be the basis for effective practice in the SEMH 

setting.  

Archer refers to the process through which these social interactions and relationships 

are guided as the ‘ethics of fairness’ (p359). In context, this is the manner in which I 
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support staff and deliver CPD in relation to my wider project. In practice, this often 

means my support (as I described earlier) is generally orientated towards assisting 

the individual in the development of their autonomy. The intention of this process is to 

assist staff in becoming self-determined and self-sufficient so that I can refocus on 

my wider project. Whilst this appears procedural and somewhat emotionless in 

writing, Mrs A’s comments that I am “considerate” (CR, 330) and “a good role model” 

(CR, 228) may provide a grounded understanding of how this is experienced by 

others. However, Archer’s comment (p359) that one ‘effect of the life with an 

autonomous reflective is to throw them [individuals I am working with] back upon their 

own resources’ is certainly applicable to my leadership approach.  
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18. Episode 6: Who am I for you now? 

Signpost: This episode discusses my climate shaping leadership practice through an 

adapted model of agency development. This model integrates my understanding of 

the various theories I have been exposed to throughout my journey and represents 

my current leadership approach. I also summarise the impact of my journey.  

Sergiovanni (2000, p17) argues that when ‘social organisations are functioning 

properly the lifeworld occupies the centre position’ and it is this notion of schools as 

social organisations which still summarises my thinking at this time. I have developed 

a leadership approach based on understanding the world of the individual and 

supporting their conditions for motivation and agency in light of the generative 

structures. This is a complex, social realist approach (Archer, 1995), embedded in 

personal context and self-narrative. Key to this approach is understanding my 

experiences and how these shape my reflexive mode and related actions. By giving 

an individual a space to give voice to their experiences Formenti (2015) argues we 

can offer an ‘antidote to mainstream research’ and in doing so build resistance to the 

dominant discourse of the logico-scientific mode of thought. Through listening to my 

colleagues’ stories I have begun to understand our school from multiple perspectives. 

I believe that this approach places leaders, regardless of our mode of reflexivity and 

understanding of educational policy, in a position of normative power where we 

climate shape, rather than climate control. Our stories help us describe what and who 

we are and who we’d like to become. However, as Formenti argues (p14), stories:  

‘…are not only descriptions: they are prescriptions. As such they can 

prescribe one outcome or multiple outcomes; they can build a closed 

map or transform the map. In education, this makes a difference’.  

I argue that a ‘climate shaping’ leadership approach, which provides a space for 

individual narrative to become a prominent discourse, is one way in which this 

‘difference’ can be achieved. Like Riley & MacBeath (1998) I hold leadership to be 

bound by context which does not lend itself to ‘recipe-swapping’ (p184). However, by 

focusing on the conditions for agency and motivation, in context of the properties of 

generative structures, common components can be established. In this respect I 

have drawn on my experience of leadership in context of Mrs A and others since, and 

have adapted Biesta and Tedder’s (2007) ecological model of agency development 
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in light of this work. My adapted model (Figure 36) has also integrated my 

understanding and application of SDT as well as elements of Archer’s (2003) 

morphogenetic model.  

Figure 36: Adapted model of Agency and SDT development (changes indicated in red) 

 

To the left of the model, I have replaced the term ‘Iteration’ with ‘Resource 

Development’ to represent the temporal process through which individuals develop 

their personal resources (including power) and reflexive mode through which they 

deliberate their experience. I see these resources as being the basis through which 

an individual can connect to their environment and build a sense of common 

purpose. In addition to individual histories, I have added ‘environment history’ to 

acknowledge the importance of established cultures and structures which possess 

the potential to exercise their generative powers upon the individual (i.e. the impact 

of our culture of control on Mrs A’s practice). In my case, this process of resource 

development was key to the building of relatedness to school, subsequent agency 

development and equally to the opposing challenges I faced in early research. For 

example, my military experiences provided me with the right type of resources 

through which I could connect to the early EBD culture of school and pupils.  
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Whilst much of this resource development section relates to pre-existing resources, 

the understanding and enhancing of these resources should be seen as a combined 

effort between the individual and the leader. In this respect, Bennet’s (2001) notion of 

legitimacy is key. The understanding and generation of normative and knowledge 

power comes through a process of discussion and acknowledgment of our individual 

histories. In my experience of these discussions, respect and relatedness was gained 

and this was fundamental to the legitimacy of future exchanges undertaken.  

To the right of the model the original section ‘Projective’ remains with the addition of 

‘Individual & School Integration’. This is a reference to ensure the framing of 

individual project goals is set alongside or within the context of environmental goals. 

As an example, some of my performance management targets throughout my 

leadership development have integrated the application of this research with targets 

in the school development plan; e.g. to lead the development of teachers’ 

pedagogical understanding. I have found the integration of these personal and 

professional targets with those of the school development plan, to provide a basis for 

increased relatedness and thus a more internalised PLOC (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The 

integration of targets in this manner is now part of our performance management 

process, allowing a degree of autonomy for the individual. Whilst some staff have 

aspirations of leadership and have relatable targets, others have targets and CPD 

based on their perceived challenges and barriers to their personal projects. This is an 

example of where the ‘Teacher Trait Self-Assessment’ process (Figures 30 and 31) is 

key because each staff members’ strengths and needs can be identified, and thus 

personalised leadership support can be provided in coordination with the school 

development plan.  

In the centre of the model, I have re-framed the ‘Practical-Evaluative’ term to 

‘Structural Conditioning & Social Interaction: Climate Shaping’, to represent the 

duality of this interaction. Archer (2003) argues the conceptualisation of conditioning 

must deal with the interplay between the two powers of structure and agents. The 

leader and the individual need to understand how structural and cultural powers 

impinge upon the individual’s ability to be active and equally how the individual uses 

their personal resources to act. Archer argues that for an individual to be constrained, 

they have to have something to constrain. They must have a project they are trying to 

act out in order for the features of society, through culture and structure, to apply 
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their generative powers. In this respect, one’s personal resources and the leader’s 

understanding of them is key. I have found that by increasing my understanding of a 

colleague’s need and the lens or mode through which they make sense of their 

experiences, I am better positioned to identify what it is that is being constrained and 

thus better able to shape the climate in order to help them to develop. Figure 37 

below illustrates an example of this in practice. 

Figure 37: PowerPoint slide from CPD relating to the development of staff understanding of their 
actions in context of structure 

 

A member of staff, who had a target of developing their leadership skills, was 

presented with a challenging incident. Having gained permission from those involved 

and ensured GDPR regulations were met, we used related CCTV footage to interpret 

their actions and understand them in relation to our school’s wider generative 

structures. As well as wanting to develop the practice of the individual I was also 

keen to understand what cultural, and thus potential leadership actions influenced the 

incident. The staff member felt constrained in their ability to choose a response 

because of perceived cultural norms. We then used the CCTV of this event, together 

with my adapted model of agency development (Figure 36), to develop related whole 

school practice knowledge.  
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This type of CPD is becoming an increasing part of my practice and this has 

considerable potential for informing and elaborating our school policies and social 

norms. Through this action, we can draw attention to the importance of 

understanding the individual’s projective goals, in context of the school’s 

development plan. Having a course of action allows the leader and individual to 

identify and understand the enabling or constraining feature, and thus gives access 

to development. Such understanding is crucial to the emergence of personalised and 

relatable CPD and one way in which this can be realised is through the ‘Effective 

Traits’ teacher development framework we have introduced in school.  

The final aspect of the adapted model which underpins much of what has been 

identified thus far, is the element of social interaction and the legitimising of leader - 

individual exchanges. Archer (2003) argues that in order for agents and structure to 

exercise their powers, agents not only have to develop a relationship with their 

projects (they have to be driven to enact them), but they also need to respond to 

influences as they arise. Key to this argument is individuals’ understanding of their 

reflexive mode and their use of this as a filtering lens through which they deliberate 

and plot their course of action. This latter point returns us to SDT theory and 

specifically from my perspective, the leader’s ability to ‘climate shape’ in order to 

meet the psychological needs for competence, autonomy and relatedness. It has 

been my experience that by adopting a personalised approach to leadership through 

my adapted teacher agency model, I am able to understand my colleagues’ capacity 

to act in relation to their personal projects and the structures of our context. In doing 

so we are then better placed to support their basic psychological needs in relation to 

wider school development and this is the basis for a climate shaping leadership 

approach. 
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19. A final birds-eye view of my journey 

This process of reflexive action has changed who I am and how I interpret the world. 

I approached this research with naïve ideas that I acted upon, and the experience 

gained from these actions led to reflections that developed new ways of thinking, 

acting and leading. Whilst these episodes aren’t as neat as represented here, the 

process of conducting this research, and connecting my actions to my development 

through reflection, has crystallised a set of values that have become integral to my 

practice as a leader. These values have become a locus of causality that helps to 

orientate my internal conversation and thus influence my action. Therefore, reflexive 

action can be seen in this context, to be an important driver for the development of 

my reflexive mode. 

 

19.1. My three leadership values 

The first of these values, drawn from SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985) and Robinson (2010), 

is individuality. From a leadership perspective, this relates to my desire to place 

personalisation at the centre of school culture. Schools are highly complex 

communities and the conformist and accountability systems they face (Ryan & 

Weinstein, 2009) cause ‘human issues’ that call for ‘human responses’ (Robinson & 

Aronica, 2015, p89). All school communities are comprised of individual pupils, 

parents and staff and all are unique. Each has their own needs and aspirations and 

the role of leadership is to create systems ‘that are sensitive to these needs’ as part 

of a wider culture that is committed to common ideas and values (Sergiovanni, 2000, 

viii). Implementing a climate shaping approach is based on the Sergiovanni’s 

argument, that the systemsworld policies and practices that underpin the culture of 

schools, should be built around the lifeworld needs and desires of their pupils, 

parents and staff.  

The second of these values is honesty. Honesty relates to my awareness of the 

fragility of personal narratives, the complexity of individual experience and the 

subjective and contested nature of meaning. Sergiovanni (2000, p1) argues culture 

provides the ‘normative glue that governs the way people interact with each other’ 

and the ‘framework for what does or does not make sense’. In order to build a 
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successful culture, Sergiovanni argues pupils, parents and staff need answers to 

questions such as: ‘What is this school about? What is important here? ‘Why do we 

function this way? and What do we believe in? Placing honesty at the heart of 

leadership involves answering these questions and creating a community where the 

need for personal relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985) is met. This means creating a 

culture in school where staff feel valued and they are provided with the right 

conditions to talk and help shape the development of the school’s lifeworld and 

systemsworld.  

The final value is the need to act with integrity. Integrity is the practice of being 

honest and demonstrating consistency and truthfulness in one’s actions (Cambridge 

Dictionary, 2022). Sergiovanni (2000, p35) argues that education should be 

concerned with ‘making a public commitment to serve ideas and people’ and ‘caring 

is the cornerstone of this commitment’. Engaging in reflexive action offers one way in 

which the commitment to serve and care can be realised. For example, a self-

reflexive leader is an individual ‘who is capable of relating to others’ (Garrerty, 2008) 

and someone who is able to be critical of their practices and examine alternatives. 

Indeed, Gunia, et al., (2012) found that slowing the pace of decision making and 

allowing for contemplation and conversation, resulted in more responsible decisions 

that were less self-interested and more ethical. Self-reflexivity involves engaging in 

the world around us, unearthing uncomfortable realisations and recognising that 

feelings of such discomfort offer opportunities to reveal new understanding and shifts 

in our thinking (Hilbert & Cunliffe, 2015).  

Leaders who adopt such approaches can develop relatedness with their peers as 

they provide an insight into our inner world and present an understanding that our 

lives are shaped collectively. It is therefore important that as leaders we are attuned 

to, and critically examine these relationships as part of our reflexive practice, 

because we cannot detach ourselves from the context within which we act. Acting 

with integrity involves using individual narrative to understand each other’s inner 

worlds in order to question and elaborate the social structures, organisational policies 

and procedures that shape our practice.  

Whilst my journey is far from complete, these values have emerged out of my 

reflexive action and the congruence that has developed between my research and 
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leadership practice. Osiemo (2012) argues that as responsible educators we need to 

emulate the values we espouse and the most prominent of these is integrity and the 

need to practice what I preach. However, I am not oblivious to counter arguments 

which may make some unwilling to engage in such revealing experiences. As I 

discussed in Episode 5, reflexive action can be a difficult process and as Hilbert & 

Cunliffe (2015) highlight, one which runs the risk of turning confident individuals into 

the ‘fractured reflexive’ described by Archer (2003). There are also the additional 

structural, accountability pressures (Niesche, 2012) which may lead some to prefer 

more straightforward approaches which ‘get the job done’ (Hilbert & Cunliffe, 2015, 

p186), regardless of how contested their effectiveness is, or should be.  

However, for those who feel compromised between the pressures of system and the 

values that they desire to emulate, reflexive practice offers an approach that ‘breaks 

frames’ and presents ‘new and contingent directions, rather than [the] inch wise 

progress in familiar terrain’ (p186). As Hilbert & Cunliffe argue, a ‘failure to practice 

what we preach is likely to exacerbate resistance to the emotional struggle reflexive 

practice can entail’. Thus, the ‘process of learning which is intrinsic to the 

development of reflexive practice and the exploration of new ideas’ is one which 

needs to be modelled and not simply encouraged. This process in respect of my 

journey is illustrated below in Figure 38. The Figure is orientated as a timeline, 

moving from left (past) to right (present) and has two lines (research and practice) 

which represent a developing congruence which I move on to discuss.  
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Figure 38: Process of developing congruence 
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19.2. Developing Congruence  

To the left of the Figure (Episode 1) there is a significant gap between my research 

and practice and this represents the dissonance between what I understood to be 

effective and what I was implementing in practice at the time. The first example of 

this relates to my exposure to Robinson’s Education Paradigm (2010). Robinson 

presented an alternative to the norms I understood, and his ideas helped me to look 

differently at the purpose of education and the intent of our school’s curriculum. It 

was from this experience that I began my personalisation agenda and the first step in 

this journey was the PBL discussed in Episode 2. This is an important marker in the 

development of my congruence because it is the point at which my desires, 

understanding and actions were at their most dissonant.  

Robinson presented an accessible and emotive narrative at a time in my 

development where I was easily swayed. I was becoming critical of some of our 

school’s practices and Robinson’s ideas, concerned with the constraining impact of 

educational systems, provided a stimulus for growth. Over time I began to integrate 

Robinson’s ideas into my own and I began to internalise the value of personal 

meaning and this became the basis of my personalisation agenda. However, 

throughout the timeframe of Episode 1, I was undermined by my dominant 

autonomous reflexive mode and underdeveloped critical awareness.  

I became consumed by Robinson’s ideas because I lacked the bank of critical theory 

necessary to understand the complexity of my experiences (Goodman, 2016). This 

deficiency undermined my ability to connect my desires to my actions and this led to 

the dissonance that was evident throughout the PBL. This disparity is best 

exemplified between the positivist research methodology I employed and the 

contradictory use of the interpretive PPS dialogue with Mrs A. On the one hand my 

methodology and reliance on quantitative data indicated a seeking for universal truth. 

This can be seen in my focus on implementing, rather than nurturing curriculum 

change. On the other hand, my work with Mrs A was personal and supportive and 

this indicates an awareness of the important role personal meaning needed to play in 

creating this change.  

The disparity between these two positions was a result of my ontological naivety, 

underdeveloped awareness of critical educational approaches (Gunter, 2001) and 
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dominant but underdeveloped reflexive mode. Nonetheless, it was through this 

dialogue and the failure of the PBL to elicit the outcomes I had assumed, that the gap 

between what I thought and how I acted began to narrow.   

The reasoning behind this narrowing was two-fold. Firstly, I began to be exposed to 

different ideas and influences such as teacher agency (Biesta & Tedder, 2007) and 

SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985). This increased the bank of theory I could draw from and 

this in turn helped to open up new ways of thinking and acting. The second reason 

was that I had begun to develop my understanding of epistemology. The shift from 

the positivist methodology of the PBL to the interpretive phenomenological approach 

I adopted was a significant marker in my development. However, the speed of this 

shift is another indicator that despite this development I continued to be readily 

susceptible to influence. This vulnerability, underdeveloped bank of critical theory 

and lack of ontological position continued to cause dissonance.  

A good example of this was discussed in Episode 3 where I attempted to implement 

a teacher coaching system. Still focused on system based, top-down change, I 

wanted to scale up what I had learned through the PBL and implement what I 

understood of teacher agency and SDT. The terms ‘implement’ and ‘scale up’ are 

key in this instance because through my reading of Elmore at this time (2016, p530-

531) I was becoming aware that the process of ‘implementing… best practices at 

scale’, ‘embodied deep and profound misconceptions about how human beings 

learn, develop, adapt, and change’. However, my desires to build a better teaching 

and learning culture and bring my readings to realisation continued to be constrained 

by the limitations of my ontological awareness.  

I attempted to change our performance management policy and move away from a 

system that relied primarily on trading rewards for the achievement of generic targets 

and towards more of a moral agreement that sought to connect staff to a commitment 

to what was right for school culture. Sergiovanni (2000, p66) argues that when moral 

connections are in place, ‘students and teachers are compelled to act by obligations 

[that] embody shared commitments and values’.  

However, in my naivety I hadn’t accounted for ‘institutional inertia’ (Nelson, et al., 

2009), nor the desire for staff to use their agency to disagree with me. My intent was 
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much as it is now - to develop moral agreements and build a community based on 

lifeworld values. However, my actions at this time were concerned with constructing 

relationships and re-codifying a system of hierarchies, roles and expectations based 

on MY perceptions of what was right for school. As Elmore (2016, p531) argues 

‘implementation is something you do when you already know what to do’. As was the 

case here, when leaders ask teachers to ‘do things they don’t know how to do, we 

are not asking them to implement something, we are asking them to learn, think and 

form their identities in different ways’.  

For some staff, it was likely that my actions (regardless of intent), created too much 

instability and it was also likely that our relationship lacked the necessary trust to 

bring this change to life (Hargreaves, 2002). Moreover, it is easy to recognise that 

whilst my desires were rooted in my emerging values, my awareness and ability to 

implement congruent actions was limited because I lacked the necessary 

understanding to build a collective approach. The influence I drew from Robinson, 

SDT and teacher agency guided me towards a personal, interpretive position (as can 

be seen in my switch to IPA) but I remained unable to link this cohesively to my 

actions. I was still intent on implementing MY understanding of change when I should 

have been creating a forum for deep engagement with the values, beliefs and 

assumptions of all involved (Benade, 2015).  

Despite this challenge, I was beginning to develop more coherence in some areas of 

my practice – one of which was the TLG. Mrs A and I had demonstrated to each 

other the value of coaching and more specifically the importance of dialogue and 

relatedness in providing the conditions for change. This work lay the foundations for 

the emergence of the TLG which became an extension of this practice. The group 

engaged with different ideas, and we used these as discussion points to elaborate 

school culture. Whilst there were many who did not engage, it is significant that the 

staff who did, were willing to embrace the coaching-performance management 

change I then attempted to implement. In some respects, this was exactly the type of 

bottom-up approach to change that Benade (2015) called for. 

What can be drawn from this period is that whilst the coherence between what I 

thought and how I acted continued to be wide in many areas, the scope for creating 

dissonance had narrowed because of my exposure to different ideas and 
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experiences that altered my thinking. These ideas were shaping my emerging values 

and these experiences were helping me to become increasingly critical of my desire 

for quick-fix solutions. Part of this development can be related to my awareness of 

two key principles:  

1. Creating and understanding meaning was important to me, and 

2. I had been ignorant of the complexity of personal experience. 

These principles set the foundations for the golden thread that runs through my 

development – establishing my ontological position. Ontology, as was my experience 

of the time, is unlikely to feature high on many school-improvement agendas. The 

pressures to raise standards compels educators to serve dominant accountability 

structures and this constrains the capacity to undertake ontological journeys such as 

mine. Educators like myself are in a constant state of compromise – should we serve 

the structures that constrain us, or should we walk an alternative, risky path that we 

feel is right for ourselves and our students?  

My introduction to Bhaskar’s critical realism (1997) and Archer’s reflexive modes 

(2003) was crucial because they provided a theoretical framework through which I 

could make sense of my experiences. I developed the capacity to position 

Robinson’s argument as part of wider, real domain generative mechanism and I 

began to connect my experiences and readings as part of an inter-play between such 

structures and my own agency. Through time, they have helped me to understand 

the nature of being compromised as an active agent and I have thus been better 

placed to navigate a path that I feel is right.  

In an Aristotelian sense, my journey has evolved to focus on my ‘awareness of the 

inherent tension between the inner “I” and the outer world’ (Hall, 2010, p9). I have 

become immersed in this inter-play and this has drawn a number of meaningful 

contributions to my ‘phronesis’ (Aristotle, 1941). Aristotle identifies phronesis as one 

of three forms of knowledge (Janfada & Beckett, 2019): 

1. ‘Techne’ defined as craft knowledge which is context dependant and 

pragmatic. Techne knowledge is concerned with training in order to improve 

performance. 
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2. ‘Episteme’ which is defined as scientific, universal and context-independent. It 

is concerned with purposefully seeking to know something.  

3. Phronesis which is defined as practical wisdom and is concerned with a 

‘reasoned and true state of capacity to act with regards to human goods’ 

(Aristotle, 1941, p1140). 

All three forms are important to understand in the context of leadership because they 

reflect different educational positions and their related pursuits. For example, Janfada 

& Beckett (2019, p336) state: 

‘In leadership studies, a substantive body of scholarship targets techne 

and episteme. Good leaders can be up-skilled, re-skilled and generally 

trained (techne). While techne is criticised as a reduction to merely 

instrumental knowledge for leaders and episteme (the acquisition of 

‘head’ knowledge) is criticised for not taking into account the 

knowledge or ignorance of followers, phronesis is acknowledged by 

scholars to be essential for a proper leadership’.  

All three similarly represent pursuits undertaken through this research: i.e. the 

purpose of the PBL was to develop a universal truth in school – I wanted to know if 

PBL could be used to transform our curriculum and thus I was focused on episteme. 

Furthermore, in the application of the PBL intervention I was specifically concerned 

with upskilling Mrs A and thus the focus here was on techne. However, as the 

research developed this knowledge focus shifted to phronesis. I became bound up in 

the lived experience of Mrs A and then myself, as I began to link my ‘inner self’ with 

the ‘outer world’ through the pursuit of my goals (Janfada & Beckett, 2019). As 

discussed in Episodes 4 and 5, becoming aware of my autonomous reflexive mode 

highlighted key flaws in my leadership practice that were a constant cause of 

dissonance. It was on this basis that I began to develop my communicative and 

meta-reflexive practice in order to become a better leader.    

A critical aspect of this pursuit was increasing my exposure to different ideas. These 

ideas helped to shape my thinking, re-inform my actions and in the process I began 

to develop what Janfada & Beckett (2019, p336) refer to as praxis – ‘the combination 

of theory and practice which is deemed fundamental for the formation of true 
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wisdom’. Whilst achieving ‘true wisdom’ would be an overly indulgent declaration, it is 

of interest that others (Branson, 2009; Branson, et al., 2016; Janfada & Beckett, 

2019), emphasise the need to reconceptualise leadership ‘as wisdom so that wisdom 

guides the actions of those who lead’ (Janfada & Beckett 2019, p337). In this 

journey, the development of my praxis has brought forth the importance of my three 

internalised values. Whilst clearly not ‘true wisdom’, these values act similarly to 

orientate my inner conversation and guide my actions. They provide the basis for the 

congruence that has developed between how I think, feel and interpret and therefore 

how I choose to act.  

The difficulty in this position is my understanding of the tension between my inner ‘I’ 

and ‘outer world’ has increased my awareness of my compromised state. Very few 

leadership courses list ‘wisdom’ or ‘values’ as pre-defined ‘subject outcomes’ 

because, like research and school leaders, they have become entities that are 

compelled to serve performativity structures. I feel compromised because in finding 

my values, I encounter the difficult proposition of being able to walk a path between 

what I feel is right and what I am mandated to do. The following section identifies four 

conclusions that help me walk this path.   
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20. Personal conclusions and possible professional implications  

Regardless of varying individual views on education and its purpose, it is safe to say 

the need to raise standards will continue to be a priority in many conceptualisations. 

Although there may be varying underlying factors inhibiting this standards drive, 

Carnine (1997) suggests a primary reason may be the gap between research and 

practice. The purpose of this research was to help fill this gap by providing a personal 

account of my leadership development in order to draw meaning that may offer 

others in leadership positions ideas about how to walk the compromised path and 

help to ellaborate these structures’. Having undertaken this journey, I have four 

realisations to share which have been critical in my development.  

 

20.1. Sharing 

The first of these is the importance of sharing our personal stories. Cook et al. (2012) 

argue that teachers are heavily influenced by their peers, by school leadership and 

by wider politically driven ideologies and policies. As one of those peers, a school 

leader and a researcher, I am in a unique and influential position. Whilst some may 

argue that my story may be too specific for others to learn or benefit from, I draw from 

Niesche (2012, p2) who argues that what is needed ‘in the field of educational 

leadership [is] more nuanced and diverse accounts [of leaders’] everyday work and 

lives’. Moreover, Nelson et al. (2009) argue that stories from educators, rather than 

traditional research, may hold sway with teachers. Of course, we continue to travel in 

contested waters because as Cook et al. (2012) assert: ‘teacher narratives can 

promote any practice, including ineffective ones’. However, as Riley & MacBeath 

(1998) argue, effectiveness is a highly contested term and one where the devil is in 

the detail (Miller, et al., 2010).  

Ultimately I have come to understand that our teaching practices, the methods we 

employ and our understanding of their effectiveness are matters for each individual. 

However, some of us are fortunate in that we work in cultures where such autonomy 

is enabled; whilst there are likely to be others who may feel their values and thus 

practices are constrained by structural mechanisms. Nonetheless, what I have found 

key to my development was finding the space and time to narrate my journey. As 
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Niesche (2009, p2) argues, if ‘there is one thing that is glaringly apparent when 

talking to heads, it is their desire for more time to think and reflect on their work 

practices to better serve their school’. In making this time, I have been able to 

understand my actions in new ways and this has helped shape my thinking and 

create different ways of working. I have developed from a naïve autonomous 

reflexive who wanted to change culture through a systemsworld approach, into a 

leader who is concerned with putting the lifeworld at the centre of our school. I have 

developed a leadership approach based on personal values because I have had the 

opportunity to reflect on my actions and better understand how effective my practice 

has been. I argue that finding such space and time to narrate and reflect may have 

similar worth to others.    

 

20.2. Reflexivity 

Reflexivity is the second finding which has been key to my development and in this 

there are two areas to reflect. Firstly, by engaging in the process of reflexive action I 

have been able to focus on my iterational experiences and this has had a significant 

impact on my self-awareness. As Biesta, et al., (2015, p627) argue ‘the achievement 

of agency is informed by past experience, including personal and professional 

biographies’. I have found by reflecting upon these I have created a way to better 

understand myself and in particular my strengths and challenges. Through this self-

knowledge I have improved my awareness of the conditions I need to create for 

myself in order to develop my agency and this has had a significant impact on the 

development of my leadership approach. On this basis I argue that it may be 

beneficial for those who undertake reflexive action to focus on their personal and 

professional histories in order to improve their self-awareness and thus be more 

aware of the conditions they need to develop agency.  

In addition, through the process of reflexive action I have developed my awareness 

of Archer’s (2003) internal conversation and more specifically her theory of reflexive 

modes. Becoming aware of my reflexive mode has helped me to understand my 

capabilities as a leader. For instance, as an autonomous reflexive I am acutely aware 

that my desire for action has the potential to underplay the complex nature of reality 

and in particular the interplay between structure and agency. However, in developing 
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awareness of my flaws I have uncovered the need to work hard on my meta and 

communicative reflexive practice. In doing so, I am becoming a more thoughtful 

practitioner and a leader who is less susceptible to quick-fix solutions and more 

considerate of personal lifeworld values. I continue to work hard to develop a 

mutuality between the systemsworld and lifeworld of my school because I believe 

personal values should be at the centre of educational culture. As part of this 

mutuality I have personalised the curriculum for our pupils and have developed a 

desire to lead by shaping the climate for staff to achieve agency. In a system where 

several decades of policies have contrived to de-professionalise teachers through 

prescriptive curricula and oppressive accountability systems (Biesta, 2010), I have 

found that by developing my meta-reflexive practice new ways of thinking and acting 

have emerged. Whilst these may be contrary to dominant systemsworld 

instrumentalities (Sergiovanni, 2000) others may find that by focusing on the process 

of reflexive action and developing an awareness of reflexive modes they may be 

better positioned to climate shape rather than climate control. 

  

20.3. Ontology 

The third finding to draw attention to is the need to develop ontological 

understanding. At the start of my journey ontology had little to do with the practical 

realities of teaching and this naivety limited my capacity to act critically. Through 

finding critical realism I was then able to link my actions and desires as a teacher to 

the surrounding structures within which they were generated. I have developed an 

awareness of the constraining and enabling influence of policy and culture and with 

this understanding I can act more reflexively as a leader. Developing ontological 

understanding offers teachers and school leaders the opportunity to create a critical 

awareness of educational structures and teacher agency and with this awareness 

new ways of thinking and acting may emerge. Such awareness may offer school 

leaders an opportunity to contest the knowledge base of the performativity culture in 

education (Niesche, 2012) and encourage diversity rather than conformity. 
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20.4. Ideas 

The final finding to highlight is the overall value of being exposed to a density of 

ideas. When combined with ontological understanding and the time and space to act 

in a reflexive way, research can provide teachers and school leaders with the 

opportunity to develop new ways to become more effective. It has been my 

experience that the combination of being informed by a range of research based 

ideas and the general process of reflexive action can hold real value in the evolution 

of a leader. By being exposed to theory and wider debate I have had the opportunity 

to explore research ideas in practice. This has provided the conditions through which 

I have developed a critical awareness of the link between the systemsworld of 

educational structures and the practical reality of my school’s lifeworld. This research 

has provided the space for me to think and the chance to narrate my journey in a way 

that is not normally afforded to leaders who follow normative systemsworld induction 

and training. When Niesche (2012, p3) argues for ‘nuanced, theoretically informed 

and rich accounts of what it is like’ for leaders doing their jobs, I have found that 

creating the space and time to research and develop reflexive practice to be key. I 

understand my strengths and challenges as well as their origins, and this continues 

to help inform my actions in a more nuanced way that befits the complex interplay 

between educational structures and agential action. Whilst we are all different, if 

policy makers wish to make school leaders the visionary custodians that Smyth 

(1989) asserts, providing the opportunity for leaders to undertake and be exposed to 

a rich density of ideas may prove useful.  

Finally, I have made significant progress in developing my reflexive practice but it 

wouldn’t be appropriate to conclude without acknowledging the need and desire to 

continue my evolution. For example, one area which is missing from this research 

and in particular my adapted model of agency and SDT development (Figure 36) is 

the notion of trust. As Costa et al. (2001, p225) state ‘trust is important for the 

functioning of organisations’ and is ‘positively related with perceived task 

performance, team satisfaction, and relationship commitment’. Costa et al. argue that 

where trust is absent ‘no one will risk moving’ resulting in decreased effectiveness. 

However, the difficulty in developing trust in education, as is the case with developing 

agency and self-determined motivation, is the central position of the systemsworld. 

Costa et al. (p224) argue that ‘where individuals feel tense, unsatisfied and less 
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commited [they] might become extremely unproductive’. Given the increasing number 

of exclusions (Education Select Committee, 2018) and low morale of teachers (Leat, 

2014, p71) trust can thus be seen as an important aspect of raising educational 

standards that warrents further investigation.   

Another related area I am currently studying is Edwards’ relational agency (2010) 

which pertains to the moral lead that some individuals can provide where they are 

trusted and respected and where their actions are in congruence with the values and 

motivation of others. Relational agency (p61) ‘involves being attuned to each other’s 

purposes and ways of working’ and thus is highly relatable to my application of SDT 

in terms of building relatedness, as well as teacher agency in terms of developing 

awareness of personal and professional histories. I hope through time I can use 

relational agency to modify my leadership practice, streamline my adapted model of 

Agency and SDT development (Figure 36) and in doing so continue my leadership 

evolution. However, I am acutely aware that in pursuing this agential leadership 

approach I remain in conflict with the dominant discourse of systemsworld agendas. 

Although this position brings unease, I nonetheless continue to be able to tread the 

path between what I determine is right and what I am mandated to do.    

I started this journey as a naïve practitioner but in undertaking this research I have 

developed a critical awareness of the complex educational landscape that continues 

to shape my actions. Whilst at times this has been challenging, it has also been 

deeply rewarding. This research has provided the opportunity to explore and share 

my journey and this has been the most critical aspect in my development. As 

Shermer (2007, p45) argues, ‘we are storytellers’ and I hope in reading my story you 

have gained an understanding of my experiences, an awareness of the important 

role research can have on the development of leadership practice but most 

importantly the need to provide leaders with the space and time to reflect and 

narrate. 
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21. Appendix A: Mrs A’s Interview 
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22. Appendix B: Mr B’s Interview 
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23. Appendix C: IPA Developing Themes 
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