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Overarching abstract 

Research suggests that working in schools can be psychologically demanding. Links have 

been made between the resilience of school staff and positive outcomes for children and 

young people. Existing literature focuses predominantly on understanding the role of 

resilience in overcoming stress and burnout among teachers. 

Chapter 1. This chapter describes a systematic literature review (SLR). This used meta-

ethnography to explore teachers’ lived experiences of resilience. Four main conclusions 

were drawn from this work. First, teachers perceive resilience to be both a personal 

outcome and a process of developing resources that enable challenges to be overcome. 

Second, a sense of purpose, self-efficacy and hope are perceived by teachers to be 

important resources to develop as part of the resilience process. Third, teachers who 

consider themselves to be resilient feel that they are aware of the challenges and resources 

available to them in their work and believe themselves to be agentic in using and further 

developing resources. Last, resources for resilience are often considered to be developed 

through relational connection. These conclusions, in particular the perceived importance 

of relational connection in the resilience process, informed the empirical study. 

Chapter 2. This chapter provides rationale for methodological and ethical decisions made 

throughout the research process and relating particularly to the empirical project, as 

described in Chapter 3. The context for the chosen topic area is discussed, with links to 

the SLR outlined in Chapter 1. The philosophical underpinning and rationale for the 

chosen methodology, methods and analysis are discussed. Finally, ethical considerations 

throughout the research are explored.  

Chapter 3. This chapter describes an empirical study focused on three research aims that 
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were investigated using a qualitative methodology. The first aim was to gain a richer 

understanding of lived experiences of resilience amongst all school staff, including 

teachers and support staff. Second, to gain further understanding of how school staff 

make connections and support each other to develop resilience and enable them to thrive 

within their professional roles. Third, to develop insight into the role of the Educational 

Psychologist in supporting and developing relational resilience amongst school staff. 

 Two themes were developed through an Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis of seven, appreciatively framed, semi-structured interviews that offered insights 

into this staff group’s experiences of the phenomena under investigation. First, 

participants’ experiences of resilience as a process of moving from surviving to thriving. 

Second, the perceived importance of the specific setting and professional relationships 

both within and beyond the school for staff’s experiences of resilience. These specific 

relationships enabled a sense of belonging, development of shared values, and 

opportunities to learn and develop among the participants. Themes were discussed 

through the lens of relational cultural theory, considering Buzzanell’s theory of 

communicative resilience to better understand how relational connections for resilience 

are formed. Implications for the role of Educational Psychologists are also discussed. 

Chapter 4.  The final chapter takes the form of a reflective synthesis of professional and 

academic learning acquired throughout the research process including discussion of 

implications of the research. Parallels are drawn between academic research and 

educational psychology practice, focusing specifically on the need for reflexivity in both 

roles. The importance of relationships in developing reflexive practice is discussed, with 

examples drawn from both professional and research practice. It is concluded that the 

skills developed throughout the research process have influenced my insight and practice 

as an Educational Psychologist. 
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Chapter 1: Exploring teachers’ perceptions and experiences of 

resilience: a systematic literature review. 

 

This chapter has been prepared for submission to Educational Psychology in Practice. 

 

Abstract 

Research suggests that working in schools can be psychologically demanding, 

potentially affecting the retention of teaching staff worldwide. Existing research 

has identified resources that enable teachers to overcome challenges and support 

teacher resilience. Links have been made between the resilience of teachers and 

their experiences of job satisfaction and stress. Connections have also been made 

between teacher resilience and positive outcomes for children and young people.  

A systematic review was carried out using meta-ethnography to explore teachers’ 

lived experiences of resilience. Four conclusions were drawn from this work. First, 

teachers perceive resilience to be both a personal outcome and a process of 

developing resources that enable challenges to be overcome. Second, a sense of 

purpose, self-efficacy and hope are perceived to be important resources to develop 

as part of the resilience process. Third, teachers who consider themselves to be 

resilient are aware of the challenges and resources available to them in their work 

and are agentic in using and further developing resources. Last, it is perceived by 

teachers in this review that resources for resilience are often developed through 

relational connection.  

Conclusions from this systematic review offer understandings that may be used to 

support high quality teacher retention, teacher resilience and subsequent positive 

outcomes for children and young people. Further avenues for research specifically 

exploring the relational aspects of the development of resilience amongst school 

staff are also discussed. 
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Introduction 

The retention of teaching staff who have the resources to experience their roles positively 

has evolved as a research interest over the last four decades (Day et al., 2006; Kyriacou, 

1987; Perryman & Calvert, 2020).  Internationally, researchers and governments have 

attempted to understand why people aspire to teach but subsequently leave the profession 

(Department for Education, 2018; Mann et al., 2020; Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD), 2005;, Worth & Van den Brande, 2019).  

Retention of teachers is often used as a measure of teacher resilience (Day et al., 

2006; Duffield, 2019). Teacher retention data varies between countries (Weldon, 2018); 

nonetheless, a worldwide shortage of teachers and difficulties with retention is widely 

accepted (Nguyen et al., 2019; OECD, 2005). It is acknowledged that teaching is a varied 

and complex role, requiring many different skills (Day & Gu, 2013), though this may not 

be reflected in the status the role holds within some societies (Dolton et al., 2018), 

perhaps affecting teacher retention (Ovenden-Hope, 2022).  

The culture of education has been the subject of scrutiny, including the culture of 

performativity that pervades both the teaching profession and the way learning 

communities develop. This has a direct impact on the way society views the learning of 

children and young people (CYP) and the purpose of education (Locke, 2015; Troman et 

al., 2007). An individualist agenda, as a part of the neoliberal culture prevalent in Western 

countries, focuses on the performance of individual CYP, teaching staff and schools, 

encouraging competition rather than collaboration and perhaps exacerbating stress 

amongst school staff (Angus, 2015; Gibbs, 2018; Perryman & Calvert, 2020). The recent 

global pandemic has created yet more pressure on schools and teaching staff to develop 

new resources and apply them in an uncertain context (Wuest & Subramaniam, 2021). 
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Spicksley et al. (2021) suggest that this situation has highlighted a correlation between 

teachers’ perceived identity and their capacity to respond to challenge. The way 

individuals respond to challenge is part of the psychological construct of resilience 

(Luthar et al., 2000; Yates et al., 2015). 

To reframe the challenges noted above, within teaching and wider society, the 

concept of resilience has emerged and grown in popularity, both in academic research and 

public consciousness (Beltman et al., 2011; Greenfield, 2015; Kangas-Dick & 

O’Shaughnessy, 2020). Resilience has been considered from a variety of perspectives, 

most with the intention of supporting individuals and communities to identify strengths 

and resources to enable them to overcome challenges (Beltman, 2021; Day & Gu, 2013). 

From the perspective of educational psychology, it is important to explore the challenges 

that affect schools and the resources available to them to support the development of 

teachers’ practice and ultimately benefit CYP (Beltman et al., 2016; Birch et al., 2015; 

Gibbs & Miller, 2014). Educational Psychologists (EPs) critically apply psychological 

theory to benefit CYP (Health and Care Professions Council, 2015), so it is important to 

consider the development of psychological understandings of resilience. 

Early research exploring resilience in education considered the development of 

individual children following significant adversity (Luthar et al., 2000; Masten et al., 

1990).  

Psychological theories of resilience suggest that the nature of challenges we 

experience is less important than the protective factors we use when overcoming 

challenges (Vella & Pai, 2019; Yates et al., 2015). Early research focused on 

environmental risk or protective factors for overcoming adversities (Garmezy & Masten, 

1986). Later, resilience research explored how personality traits contributed to individuals 
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overcoming adversity, including the notion that resilient behaviours could be learnt 

(Ebersöhn & Loots, 2017).  

Further research has considered the nature of challenges to be important to 

understanding protective factors and theories of resilience as dynamic process emerged 

(Luthar et al., 2000). In this way, resilience can be considered ecologically, exploring the 

relationship between personal and contextual factors (Bronfenbrenner, 1976).  

The concept of resilience has since been applied to teaching staff with research 

suggesting that resilience amongst teachers is associated with lower attrition - the rate of 

teachers leaving the profession (Beltman et al., 2011), lower work-related stress 

(Kyriacou, 2011), higher perceived wellbeing (Brouskeli et al., 2018), increased job 

satisfaction (Day & Gu, 2009), increased engagement with work (Rothmann & 

Hamukang’andu, 2013) and better academic and wellbeing outcomes for CYP (Roffey, 

2012). To date, much of the research into teacher resilience has focused on its potential to 

redress challenges associated with the profession, rather than consider the possible 

advantages of resilience as a concept that can acknowledge challenge while also 

encouraging positive development. 

A relational aspect to resilience has also been explored to support early career 

teachers (ECTs) (Le Cornu, 2013; Peters & Pearce, 2012).  Both individual and 

contextual factors may appear as challenges or protections at different times, illustrating 

the dynamic nature of a resilience process (Greenfield, 2015; Greenfield, 2016; Mansfield 

et al., 2014). Understanding resilience as a process has led to perceptions of resilience 

beyond overcoming adversity, where individuals and groups learn skills to allow them to 

approach challenges positively (Beltman et al., 2011).  

Resilience as a process to support thriving rather than merely surviving is echoed 

in further psychological theory. Within positive psychology the concept of thriving, 
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described as flourishing by Seligman (2012), is of more benefit to the individual than as a 

relational concept (Keyes & Lopez, 2002; Luthar et al., 2014).  

Viewing resilience as a process through the lens of positive psychology raises a 

question about the necessity of research into teacher resilience. Positive psychology posits 

that adverse experiences are not necessary to begin the process of flourishing, whereas 

resilience research often presupposes that challenge has been experienced (Luthar et al., 

2014). Challenges continue to be present in the experiences of teaching staff and schools 

(Day & Gu, 2013; Gibbs, 2018; Perryman & Calvert, 2020) and it could be argued that 

promoting flourishing instead of resilience amongst teaching professionals would avoid 

potential negativity associated with discussions of challenges.  

However, Schwarz (2018) argues that decontextualising the experiences of 

individuals and communities by considering resilience as a self-contained resource may 

not be helpful when trying to support complex situations where it is important to explore 

both the challenges and protective factors present at local, national and international 

levels.  

This research explores the lived experience of teachers and therefore remains open 

to understandings of resilience involving both challenge and success. 

Beltman et al. (2011) advocate research to refine conceptualisations of teacher 

resilience. It is important that teachers’ voices are part of the theoretical conceptualisation 

of resilience, and research over the previous decade has gone some way to address this. 

Therefore, this systematic literature review (SLR) takes a critical stance (Guba & Lincoln, 

1994; O'Mahoney & Vincent, 2014) to further understand how resilience is experienced 

by school staff. 

This research is warranted within the field of applied educational psychology as 

EPs move beyond a deficit model of practice to support celebrations of strengths as well 
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as understand adversities present within school and family culture (Toland & Carrigan, 

2011). EPs are tasked with understanding and supporting school communities (Sharrocks, 

2014). Developing an understanding of how staff experience resilience may enable EPs to 

support and develop teachers’ resilience effectively and empathetically, thereby playing a 

role in supporting teacher retention.  

 

Method 

This review explores the subjective experiences of individuals, aiming to produce new 

interpretations that transcend the findings of individual studies (France et al., 2019). As 

the aim of this research was to synthesise multiple studies that explore teachers’ lived 

experiences of resilience, meta-ethnography was chosen. Meta-ethnography was designed 

specifically to analyse qualitative studies, moving beyond a description of each paper’s 

findings and allowing a degree of generalisability to be applied to ethnographic work 

(Noblit & Hare, 1988). In encouraging the meta-ethnographer to become familiar with 

each individual study initially it is possible to remain close to the words and experiences 

of participants and the interpretations made by the researchers who wrote each paper. The 

later phases encourage interpretation and analysis of meaning between papers, while 

continuing to offer the opportunity to return to individual papers to remain close to the 

ethnographic intent of the method (Atkins et al., 2008). In this way, meta-ethnography 

was determined to be sympathetic to the aims of this research. Table 1 details meta-

ethnography phases as described by Noblit and Hare (1988). 
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Table 1: The seven stages of meta-ethnography (Noblit & Hare, 1988) 

  

Phase Description 

1 Getting started 

2 Deciding what is relevant to the initial 

interest 

3 Reading the papers 

4 Determining how the papers are related 

5 Translating the studies into one another 

6 Synthesising translations 

7 Expressing the synthesis 

Note:  These steps, or ‘phases’ do not have to be linear, but rather they can overlap as 
the process unfolds. 
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Phase 1: Getting started 

The review questions are developed from the introduction to the study. 

(1) How do teachers conceptualise resilience?  

(2) What resources are important to teachers’ experiences of resilience?  

(3) What do teachers’ understandings of resilience bring to their working lives? 

Phase 2: Deciding what is relevant to my initial interest 

I undertook the searching process in accordance with an intentional searching strategy 

(Noblit & Hare, 1988) including substantive searches to place the area of interest in 

context but maintaining a focus for meta-ethnography. The searching process is detailed 

below, including the specific search terms used (Table 2), the databases searched (Table 

3), and inclusion/exclusion criteria (Table 4). 

 

Table 2: Search terms, including Boolean Operators 

Search terms with Boolean Operators capitalised 

 teach* OR "school staff" OR "school employee*" OR "teaching staff" OR 

"teach* assistant*" OR "teach* aide*" OR “support staff” 

AND resilien* 

AND perception* OR experience* OR view* OR opinion* OR perspective* OR 

conceptualisation* 
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Table 3: Databases searched 

Database Warrant 

EBSCO 

Including: British Education 

Index, Education Abstracts, 

Educational Administration 

Abstracts, ERIC, Teacher 

Reference Center 

 

Education focus 

OVID 

Including: PsycInfo, 

PsycArticles 

Medical focus but studies 

identified that were not 

duplicated in other databases 

 

Scopus Multi-disciplinary 

 

Web of Science Multi-disciplinary 
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Table 4: PICOT Table - inclusion and exclusion criteria (Richardson et al., 1995) 

 

  

 Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria Warrant 
 

Population School staff who are 
currently employed in 
direct work with CYP 

Ex-school staff 
Leadership staff 
Trainees 

Similarity of career 
experience 
Expectations of role 
Considerations of 
power 
 

Intervention/ 
Outcome 

Qualitative, empirical 
study focusing on 
school staff’s 
conceptualisations 
and experiences of 
resilience. 
 

Studies focusing on 
resilience in children 
and young people 

Relevance to research 
questions 

Context Compulsory 
education settings 
‘Western’ world 

Studies following an 
abnormal 
event/natural disaster 
Studies following an 
intervention designed 
to promote resilience 
 

Similarity of cultural 
context 
Interested in an 
experience not 
overshadowed by an 
adverse experience 

Journal 
Type 

Published, peer-
reviewed journals 

Unpublished theses Quality and 
accessibility 
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Figure 1 and Table 5 show the searching process and its outcomes.  

 

Figure 1: PRISMA flow diagram detailing the screening process (PRISMA, 2015) 
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Table 5: Papers included in review 

Authors Date Title Source 

Doney 2013 Fostering resilience: A 
necessary skill for teacher 
retention  
 

Journal of Science Teacher 
Education 

Drew & 
Sosnowski 
 

2019 Emerging theory of teacher 
resilience: a situational 
analysis 
 

English Teaching: Practice 
and Critique 

Ellison & 
Mays-Woods 
 

2019 In the face of adversity: four 
physical educator's 
experiences of resilience in 
high-poverty schools 
 

Physical Education and Sport 
Pedagogy 

Gu & Day 2013 Challenges to teacher 
resilience: conditions count 
 

British Educational Research 
Journal 

Johnson, 
Down, Le 
Cornu, Peters, 
Sullivan, 
Pearce & 
Hunter 
 

2014 Promoting early career 
teacher resilience: a 
framework for understanding 
and acting 
 

Teachers and Teaching: 
Theory and Practice 

Mansfield, 
Beltman & 
Price 
 

2014 ‘I'm coming back again!' The 
resilience process of early 
career teachers 
 

Teachers and Teaching: 
Theory and Practice 
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Phase 3: Reading the papers  

Appraising the quality of the papers 

 My understanding of a critical paradigm is to take a critical view of claims to objectivity 

(O'Mahoney & Vincent, 2014). In line with the epistemological stance of meta-

ethnography (Noblit & Hare, 1988), this paper takes a critical view of the way research 

may be evaluated from a positivist viewpoint. Nevertheless, it seems important for the 

theoretical background, aims and methodology of research to be appraised when it is 

included in a synthesis (Murphy et al., 1998). It is appreciated that my evaluation will be 

different to other interpretations. It is also understood that using an evaluative tool 

involves complicity with an accepted construct of research quality (Walsh & Downe, 

2006).   

Within this paper, a combination of two evaluative tools was used; those of Long 

and Godfrey (2004) and Walsh and Downe (2006). Both are sympathetic to the research 

paradigm, having been designed for use with qualitative papers. Combining tools offered 

a wider scope for evaluation. 

A common theme within the papers is a lack of detail provided regarding the 

analysis method. Atkins et al. (2008), suggest that although failing to report the approach 

to analysis does not necessarily mean that a valid method was not followed, a lack of 

thick description may lead to less reliance on the study during synthesis. Therefore, 

Mansfield et al. (2014) may contribute more prominently within the synthesis as this 

study detailed the analysis process. Considering the studies using a typology developed 

by Sandelowski and Barroso (2003) enabled greater confidence in appraising the 

consistency of methodological approaches. 

Groundwater-Smith and Mockler (2007) propose that ethicality can suggest 

quality in qualitative papers, therefore it is perhaps concerning that few of the papers 
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explicitly consider ethical issues such as informed consent of participants. It is perhaps 

due to the length of published articles that such information is not evident. As noted by 

Atkins et al. (2008), limited reporting does not necessarily equate with poorly conducted 

research. 

Table 6 details each paper along with a brief evaluative comment. The full evaluative 

process can be found in Appendix 1.  
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Table 6: Quality evaluation 

Authors Doney Drew & 
Sosnowski 

Ellison & Mays-
Woods 

Gu & Day Johnson, Down, 
Le Cornu, Peters, 
Sullivan, Pearce & 
Hunter 

Mansfield, 
Beltman & Price 

Year 2013 2019 2019 2013 2014 2014 

Title Fostering 
resilience: A 
necessary skill for 
teacher retention 

Emerging theory 
of teacher 
resilience: a 
situational analysis 

In the face of 
adversity: four 
physical educator's 
experiences of 
resilience in high-
poverty schools 

Challenges to 
teacher resilience: 
conditions count 

Promoting early 
career teacher 
resilience: a 
framework for 
understanding and 
acting 

‘I'm coming back 
again!' The 
resilience process 
of early career 
teachers (ECTs) 

Quality 
Evaluation 
Comment 

Vignettes of 
participants give 
insight into their 
experiences. 
Theoretical 
warrant is given. 
Triangulation 
between several 
methods of data 
collection. 
 

Clear warrant for 
not espousing a 
single theoretical 
position. 
Is the data 
collection window 
enough to 
represent a 
'process' of 
resilience? 

Vignettes of 
participants give 
insight into their 
experiences. 
Detailed rationale 
and data for setting 
and sample choice. 

Vignettes of 
participants give 
insight into their 
experiences. 
Questions about 
sample selection - 
very small and 
purposively 
chosen. Are these 
'reliable' voices for 
lived experience? 

Researchers' own 
theoretical 
framework is put 
forward, with 
reference to theory 
and data that has 
influenced it. This 
new theory 
strongly informs 
the method, 
discussions and 
conclusions. 
Triangulation 
between several 
methods of data 
collection. 
Reflexivity 
explicit. 

Analysis process 
detailed. 
Clear detail of 
participant 
responses – 
enables 
understanding of 
first and second 
order constructs. 
Single point of 
data collection. 
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Findings 

Phase 4: Determining how the papers are related 

Initially first and second order constructs (defined as the words of research participants, and 

as the interpretations of the researchers, respectively by Schütz (1962) in Atkins et al. (2008)) 

were identified. Accessing first order constructs is problematic as quotes given within the 

papers were chosen and paraphrased by researchers.  

The language of each paper was retained when establishing themes. This ensured that 

the initial process of determining how the papers were related retained integrity to the 

individual papers (Noblit & Hare, 1988). As there were similarities in the constructs 

described by the papers a reciprocal translation (Noblit & Hare, 1988) was determined to be 

most appropriate for this meta-ethnography. 

The results of this iterative process are available in Appendix 2. First and second 

order constructs were separated to explore Research Question 1, due to the importance of 

lived experience to this question. 

Phase 5: Translating the studies into one another 

Following key concept identification, studies were translated into one another through a 

process of re-reading the papers and annotating. The reciprocal translations were then 

translated into third order constructs, defined as ‘the synthesis of first and second order 

constructs into a new model or theory about a phenomenon’ (Atkins et al., 2008, p.5) This is 

detailed in Table 7 and informed the subsequent synthesis of translations detailed in phase 6.  

As many of the latterly published studies referenced earlier works included in this 

review, I decided to compare each study in chronological order (France et al., 2019). 
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 Table 7: Detailing the translation of concepts towards third order constructs. 

  

Research Question 1 – How do teachers conceptualise resilience ? 
 

Concepts 
Participants’/researchers’ interpretations 

3rd Order Constructs 
My interpretations 

 
 

 Traits associated with resilience: 
- Hardiness 
- Motivation or Persistence 
- Personal Awareness or Control 
- Positive Attitude 
- Reflective 
- Adaptable 
- Organised 

 
 Resilience as a process is linked to the development of: 

- Relationships and Support Systems 
- Problem-Solving Strategies 
- Professional Skills 
- Personal Skills 
- Importance of Ongoing Learning 

 

Overcoming challenge is important to developing resilience – small, everyday 
challenges or larger adverse experiences. The nature of the challenge does not 
appear to have a significant effect on resilience, more important is the interaction 
between the challenge and the resources available and used to overcome it 
(resilience theory). 
 

 
Capacity for resilience may be at the individual, relational or 
organisational level, although most teachers seem to conceptualise it at 
an individual level. 
 
Resilience is conceptualised by teachers as the process of developing the 
capacity to engage positively with challenge. 
 
Teachers consider the development of resilience to be a process but they 
also recognise personality traits in themselves that are perceived as 
being more static, perhaps the result of resources they have already 
developed through previous resilience processes (within or outside 
teaching). 
 
Resilience can be surviving – retention in role, belief in an ability to 
adapt to challenges and successes, understanding that things will not 
stay the same forever, hoping for positive change and awareness of the 
resources one can draw on to support this. 
 
Resilience can also be thriving – feeling positive, agentic and supported 
(through resources) to make decisions to allow for positive 
transformation. 
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Research Question 2 – What resources are important to teachers’ experiences of resilience? 
 

Concepts 
Participants’/researchers’ initial interpretations 

3rd Order Constructs 
My interpretations 

 
 

 Purpose 
 Self-efficacy beliefs 
 Hope 
 Relationships – supportive and two-way: 

- With CYP 
- With family/friends 
- With colleagues 
- With school leaders 

 
A dynamic relational support system is the most frequently used protective 
factor. 
 
School leaders are instrumental in creating resilient cultures. 
 
School cultures that encourage resilience are those that acknowledge the complex 
nature of the role and encourage relational support. 
 
Relationships can encompass both professional and social support, they may be 
developed in and out of school. 
 
Reflection on one’s own values is important to the resilience process. 

 
Teachers’ sense of vocation, understanding why they are in the 
profession. Those teachers who experience coherence between their own 
and colleagues’ values and actions experience more resilience. 
Opportunities for reflection, learning and change (with others) is 
important to the resilience process. 
 
Teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs are important for professional learning, 
developing supportive relationships and maintaining a work-life balance, 
all of which support the resilience process. Culture and relationships are 
key to encouraging self-efficacy beliefs, particularly in times of stress. 
 
Teachers who are hopeful for positive change in the future (linked to 
their values for themselves and their profession) are more likely to 
experience resilience. 
 
These concepts cannot be considered individually, the context and 
culture of the school (and by extension the quality of relationships 
between colleagues) have a bearing on an individual’s ability to develop 
these characteristics as part of a resilience building process. 
 
Teachers in schools with supportive organisational cultures, or who 
work with other teachers who share their values reportedly experience 
higher resilience when they feel their connection to individual resources 
waning and when relational or organisational resources are available to 
support a process of building resilience. 
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Research Question 3 – What do teachers’ understandings of resilience bring to their working lives? 
 

Concepts 
Participants’/researchers’ initial interpretations 

3rd Order Constructs 
My interpretations 

 Awareness 
 Agency 

 
Resilience brings an awareness of the complexities of the role of the teacher and 
a personal awareness of one’s own needs and how to meet them. Agency – ability 
to act on resources available and be better able to do their jobs. 
 
 
 

Resilience brings an awareness of the resources available and the agency 
to utilise them. 
 
Resilience also brings an awareness of the dynamic nature of challenges 
and resources and a determination to continue with the resilience process 
to find yet more resources to overcome the inevitable future challenges. 
 
Developing resilience may also be synonymous with the development of 
‘thriving’; this includes having the agency to make decisions that result 
in positive change for both individuals and systems – this seems to be 
familiar to teachers who have developed more awareness of resources. 
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Discussion 

Phase 6: Synthesising translations & Phase 7: Expressing the synthesis 

To answer the research questions, I chose to synthesise a line of argument; this is an 

interpretation of the group of studies that is more than the individual studies can imply 

(Atkins et al., 2008; Britten et al., 2002). Implications of this new interpretation are 

considered with reference to teachers and those who support them. 

The line of argument is expressed through a model (Figure 2). An individual teacher’s 

perception of resilience is portrayed by the spiral, suggesting that different challenges and 

resources are useful to the development of resilience at different times. As resilience 

develops, so does agency and an awareness of the process, challenges and resources 

available. The resilience process sits within the context of relationships within and beyond 

work; the individual and their relational context cannot be separated.  
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Research Question 1: How do teachers conceptualise resilience? 

 Despite the shift in academic thinking towards defining resilience as a social process of 

engaging with one another and learning to overcome challenge (Yates et al., 2015), 

participants often defined resilience as pertaining to the individual, for example ‘I think if I 

were not resilient this year would have done me in for sure’ (Doney, 2013, p.662). It is 

possible that teachers who have experience of individualistic societies find it challenging to 

discuss resilience in a relational context, despite this appearing to be important to the 

development of resilience (Schwarz, 2018). Theories of resilience originally suggested that 

resilience pertained to an individual’s ability to draw on social resources to support 

themselves during adversity (Luthar  2006). Teachers within these studies appear to have 

Purpose 

Self-Efficacy  

Hope 

Resilience 
Awareness 

Agency 

Relational 

Connections 

Figure 2: Teacher understandings of resilience – the resilience spiral 



 

26 
 

been asked about their conceptualisation of resilience individually, without introducing the 

idea of resilience as a relational construct. Participants within Doney (2013) and Johnson et 

al. (2014) created individual resilience maps and included social resources within these 

figures, primarily to demonstrate how others had supported them, rather than suggesting that 

social resources can be both given and received. 

Trait theory (Allport, 1937; Cattell, 1950; Eysenck, 1966) appears to influence 

teachers’ individualistic definition of resilience. In the quote above, resilience is depicted as a 

static way of being: ‘[I]f I were not resilient’ (Doney, 2013, p.662). Participants used 

personality characteristics such as ‘hardiness’ (Doney, 2013) and having a ‘positive attitude’ 

(Ellison & Mays-Woods, 2019; Mansfield et al., 2014) to describe resilient teachers. 

Frequently, teachers described the development of these traits, within and outside their 

teaching careers (Doney, 2013; Gu & Day, 2013; Johnson et al., 2014; Mansfield et al., 

2014). However, some participants suggest that certain traits are more fixed within a person, 

leading them to be more prone to resilience than others (Doney, 2013; Gu & Day, 2013). 

Doney (2013) discredits a view of resilience as an innate personality trait whilst Ellison and 

Mays-Woods (2019) discuss the possibility that a trait theory of resilience could sit alongside 

resilience as a social process. The lack of exploration of trait theories of resilience in other 

papers perhaps suggests a discord between academic and everyday conceptualisations of 

resilience. 

Teachers also considered resilience to be an iterative process of developing resources 

to support one’s ability to manage challenge (Doney, 2013; Drew & Sosnowski, 2019; Gu & 

Day, 2013; Johnson et al., 2014; Mansfield et al., 2014). One teacher described their 

experience by saying ‘had I had this interview nine years ago it would have been totally 

different, but now, I’ve experienced these things, you know, I became a better teacher 
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myself’ (Ellison & Mays-Woods, 2019, p.68) suggesting that developing an awareness of 

resources are what enables this teacher to manage challenges.  

Some participants conceptualised resilience as a process of survival, the development 

of resources to counteract the negative effects of stress (Doney, 2013; Mansfield et al., 2014), 

enabling them to return to the classroom each year, ‘Is it just opposite of burning out? Is it 

just coming back every year? [If so], for now, I guess I’m pretty resilient’ (Drew & 

Sosnowski, 2019, p.497). However, some participants perceived the goal of resilience as 

transcending survival, allowing for a capacity to ‘thrive’ (Drew & Sosnowski, 2019, p.492). 

This has been interpreted as the capacity to engage positively with the inevitable challenges 

of the teaching role, including believing oneself to be agentic in making decisions to allow 

for positive change (Carver, 1998). The perceived outcomes of developing resilience are 

discussed further during consideration of Research Question 3.  

Several papers present models detailing how teachers conceptualise and experience 

resilience (Doney, 2013; Drew & Sosnowski, 2019; Johnson et al., 2014; Mansfield et al., 

2014). The varied presentations of these models suggest that the difficulties of graphically 

representing dynamic constructs should not be underestimated (Rogoff, 2003). It is 

problematic to represent the iterative nature of a resilience process through a linear model, 

but also challenging to represent progress in the development of resilience within an 

ecological model. Teachers appear to feel strongly about the iterative nature of developing 

resources to support resilience. The iterative process of the development of confidence in 

one’s identity and self-efficacy beliefs is exemplified by a participant describing early years 

of teaching as a ‘rollercoaster ride’ (Mansfield et al., 2014, p.557). This provides warrant for 

consideration of the resources teachers believe to be important to developing resilience. 
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Research Question 2: What resources are important to teachers’ experiences of 

resilience?  

It is noted that teachers appear to define resilience in individual terms. However, in 

recounting their experiences of developing resilience, their perception of the process of 

developing resources is social. Although Ellison & Mays-Woods (2019) conclude that 

resilient personality traits are responsible for individual differences in the way teachers 

approach challenges and may impact an individual’s degree of engagement with a process of 

developing resilience, participants stressed the importance of relationships and wider cultural 

systems in supporting or challenging an individual’s resilience. Theories of resilience have 

now evolved in many research areas to include an understanding of resilience within broader 

social and cultural systems (Van Breda, 2018; Yates et al., 2015). This progress is deemed 

critical by Schwarz (2018) who warns that psychological theories that attempt to remain 

apolitical risk ignoring potential power differentials and privileging existing cultural 

assumptions.  

Teachers exist within many different cultural and social systems both at work and 

beyond the school gates; it is difficult to detach individual challenges and resources from 

wider systems. Bandura (2006) notes ‘people create social systems, and these systems, in 

turn, organize and influence people’s lives’ (p.164). If resilience is considered as a process of 

interaction between challenges and resources, these challenges and resources are present 

throughout all systems within their lives. Understanding relationships is therefore crucial to 

exploring teachers’ experiences of resilience. Interpretations regarding the dynamic nature of 

relationships alongside the development of resilience are woven into the subsequent 

discussion of resources. 

Three resources are identified as important to teachers’ experiences of developing 

resilience: sense of purpose, self-efficacy and hope.  
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Sense of purpose. This is defined as a connection to why an individual works as a teacher. Gu 

and Day (2013) consider that a ‘desire to make a difference to the lives of children’ 

encourages many teachers to remain in teaching and aspire to increase the quality of their 

work, driven by an ‘ethic of care’ (p.35). Johnson et al. (2014) also consider it important that 

ECTs ‘understand the importance of their own ethical and moral purposes’ (p.541) and 

participants in Mansfield et al. (2014) considered that a sense of knowing they were where 

they were ‘supposed to be’ (p.557) was important to the development of resilience.  

Teachers reported that their purpose is to improve holistically the lives of CYP, 

detailed by one participant as ‘building confidence and independence’ (Gu & Day, 2013, 

p.31), by another as helping CYP to ‘change their mindset’ (Ellison & Mays-Woods, 2019, 

p.66) and by a further participant as helping them ‘learn to cooperate with others’ (Ellison & 

Mays-Woods, 2019, p.67). None of these purposes relate directly to supporting achievement 

in academic subjects, perhaps adding a sense of discord for some teachers when this is the 

focus of external scrutiny (Gill & Gergen, 2020). However, student success, as measured by 

external agencies may also contribute to teachers’ sense of efficacy (Minett, 2015). This may 

be indicative of the way external scrutiny is positioned by individuals or school cultures. 

Findings suggest that a sense of purpose may be difficult to maintain alone, teachers 

perceive that positive relationships within a professional community are necessary for this 

resource to be fully utilised. Drew and Sosnowski (2019) consider the importance of 

vocation, suggesting that ‘teachers who connect consistently with why they entered the 

profession and why they should persist embed deep roots in the profession and in their school 

communities, which helps them sustain the storms’ (p.497). Studies also emphasise the 

importance of school leaders in creating cultures that foster a shared sense of purpose (Ellison 

& Mays-Woods, 2019; Gu & Day, 2013; Johnson et al., 2014). The instrumental role of 

school leaders in developing positive cultures is well-documented (Day & Gu, 2013; Day et 
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al., 2020; Peterson & Deal, 1998), especially in high poverty areas (Ellison & Mays-Woods, 

2019; Gu & Day, 2013). High poverty areas have a higher turnover of teaching staff 

(Ingersoll, 2004; Simon & Johnson, 2015) and it may be a higher priority for school leaders 

to continually reinforce a shared narrative of purpose than in schools where staff turnover is 

lower (Masumoto & Brown-Welty, 2009). 

This review suggests that teachers may feel that their sense of purpose is eroded when 

it does not align with the values espoused by powerful agencies either within or beyond the 

school (Gu & Day, 2013; Johnson et al., 2014). This may have an adverse effect upon the 

development of resilience. This conclusion is closely linked to self-efficacy. 

Self-efficacy.  Teachers considered opportunities for reflection, learning and for change as a 

result, both individually and with others, to be important to the resilience process (Ellison & 

Mays-Woods, 2019; Johnson et al., 2014; Mansfield et al., 2014). These opportunities 

promote self-efficacy beliefs.  

Self-efficacy beliefs, the ‘strength of people's convictions in their own effectiveness’ 

(Bandura, 1977, p.193) are a component of social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986). 

Perceived self-efficacy relates to whether an individual will try to cope with challenges 

presented to them, exemplified by this participant as ‘OK, I can make it even better’ (Gu & 

Day, 2013, p.32), suggesting that recognition of previous successes can lead to further 

achievement. This cements the close link between self-efficacy beliefs and resilience and 

gives weight to the assertion by Drew and Sosnowski (2019) that it is a precursor to other 

factors influencing resilience.  

Further studies within this review place self-efficacy beliefs more firmly within the 

resilience process as a sense of ability to solve problems (Doney, 2013; Drew & Sosnowski, 

2019; Mansfield et al., 2014) or a sense of control over work tasks (Doney, 2013; Drew & 

Sosnowski, 2019; Ellison & Mays-Woods, 2019; Gu & Day, 2013; Johnson et al., 2014; 
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Mansfield et al., 2014) which could enable a balance between work and home lives (Doney, 

2013; Drew & Sosnowski, 2019).  

A lack of self-efficacy was often presented as a negative experience by participants, 

for example ‘if I could just teach the kids and do wonderful things for them without all the 

other stuff that comes…the negative things that people put on you, that would be good’ 

(Mansfield et al., 2014, p.559). Greater self-efficacy beliefs may therefore enable teachers to 

feel they have more autonomy at work; they may also enable teachers to feel able to solve 

existing problems (Doney, 2013; Ellison & Mays-Woods, 2019). 

As evidenced by its roots in social cognitive theory, self-efficacy beliefs are unlikely 

to be able to be developed or maintained without support from others (Shen, 2009). A 

reciprocal arrangement is identified as it is difficult for a teacher to build supportive 

relationships with others if they do not experience the belief that they can do so, but it is also 

difficult for them to develop self-efficacious beliefs without the support of others. It is 

therefore unsurprising that teachers who experience high resilience often work in schools 

where importance is placed on a culture of collegiality and where challenges are seen as 

opportunities for growth (Ellison & Mays-Woods, 2019; Johnson et al., 2014). This is 

corroborated by research into schools as communities of practice (Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 

2004) and professional learning communities (Philpott & Oates, 2017), where teachers feel 

empowered to build reflective, relational networks and find ways to overcome challenges 

collaboratively. EPs have been involved in efforts to promote this culture through facilitating 

group supervision and collaborative problem solving (Greenfield, 2016; Wright, 2015).  

Support from school leadership is perceived by teachers to be an important 

contributor to the development of a relational school culture, for example ‘leaders who are 

humanistic take a personal interest in teachers’ well-being, actively participate in their 

development and nurture positive relationships among the school community’ (Drew & 
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Sosnowski, 2019, p.503). The implication of this is that school leaders who wish to create 

resilience within their staff should promote positive relationships amongst the whole school 

community (Childs et al., 2013; Day, 2014; Peterson & Deal, 1998). However, not all 

teachers feel that leadership practices are necessary to support collegiality, particularly in 

close teams that share a well-defined sense of purpose (Drew & Sosnowski, 2019; Hodkinson 

& Hodkinson, 2003). Indeed, it is possible that a forced culture of collegiality, or difficulties 

due to power dynamics between staff may make this difficult to embed as a top-down culture 

change. Mansfield et al. (2014) note the importance of colleagues and family members who 

work in other schools to support collaborative problem solving and the development of 

resilience, a view corroborated by further research, particularly with ECTs (Kutsyuruba et al., 

2019; Le Cornu, 2013). 

This review suggests that self-efficacy beliefs are perceived by teachers to be 

particularly important in the development of resilience for ECTs, for example: ‘sometimes I 

feel overwhelmed on a daily basis … not overwhelmed in terms of I can’t cope, but 

overwhelmed, sort of throw my hands up in the air and go “what can I do?”’ (Mansfield et 

al., 2014, p.556-557). This may be because ECTs are less likely to have experienced a range 

of challenges within their teaching career and may be tempted to leave the profession if they 

believe they are unable to find solutions (Mansfield et al., 2014). A similar argument can be 

put forward for more experienced teachers who encounter high levels of stress. Whether the 

stressors originate from work or another aspect of life (Gu & Day, 2013; Mansfield et al., 

2014), teachers in these studies think it is important that they have opportunities to reflect and 

plan solutions that they believe are possible, either independently or with others, ‘My 

motivation has never wavered, but my effectiveness has… My confidence… is low at the 

moment… need a personal confidence boost from somewhere’ (experienced teacher) (Gu & 

Day, 2013, p.34).  
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A sense of possibility links self-efficacy beliefs to hope (Sezgin & Erdogan, 2015). 

Hope.  Hope, as defined within hope theory, differs from self-efficacy beliefs in that it does 

not necessarily place onus on the individual to be proactive in working towards a goal 

(Snyder  2002). A sense of hope was experienced by participants as a sustaining factor 

(Mansfield et al., 2014), linking the teachers’ sense of purpose in their role to optimism for 

the future. These hopes included that their roles as teachers may become easier (Drew & 

Sosnowski, 2019), that they would be more effective teachers (Mansfield et al., 2014), and 

that life would be better for themselves and CYP (Drew & Sosnowski, 2019; Ellison & 

Mays-Woods, 2019).  

Associated with both self-efficacy beliefs and a sense of hope is the ability to reframe 

challenges as learning opportunities. Drew and Sosnowski (2019) suggest that the ‘ability to 

reframe helps teachers retain their power instead of giving it away to the situation’ (p.502). 

This corroborates with models suggesting that the resilience process occurs at the intersection 

between challenges and resources (Doney, 2013; Drew & Sosnowski, 2019, Mansfield et al., 

2016).  

It is suggested that the ability to reframe challenges can be influenced by factors 

beyond work. Participants noted the importance of their identities outside school, believing 

that these identities may support or challenge the ability to reframe (Doney, 2013; Mansfield 

et al., 2014). Wider research has suggested that teachers’ personal faith may support 

resilience by providing an alternative way to view situations (Phillips, 2021). Teachers 

describe relational connections with individuals and the wider system of school culture as 

dynamic, changing based on the nature of challenges and resources (Doney, 2013). The 

experiences of participants in these studies suggest that it is difficult to reframe challenges as 

opportunities without support from others.Drew and Sosnowski (2019) refer to this as 

‘windows to others’ perspectives’ (p.500). 
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It could be argued that the resources discussed above are developed through relational 

connections with individuals and the contexts that surround them (Hartling, 2008). Teachers 

who felt able to create and maintain dynamic relational support systems, both in and out of 

school, experienced a process of developing resilience more explicitly and positively. This 

corroborates with the assertion that relational resilience is a transformative process, leading 

beyond bouncing back to the state prior to experiencing challenge, to a point where new 

learning is established that can be further developed as the resilience process continues 

(Jordan, 1992; Le Cornu, 2013). 

To thrive, this review suggests that teachers experience mutually empowering 

relationships, within which they can accept support themselves and give support to others 

(Jordan, 1992). Findings from this review suggest that mutually empowering connections 

may be first formed with CYP as teachers experience the benefits of developing supportive 

relationships towards CYP, often experiencing surprise at the support CYP offer teachers in 

return (Drew & Sosnowski, 2019; Ellison & Mays-Woods, 2019; Gu & Day, 2013). As 

teachers become more experienced and develop mutually supportive relationships with 

colleagues, their perceptions of resources to support resilience are increased (Drew & 

Sosnowski, 2019; Gu & Day, 2013; Johnson et al., 2014; Mansfield et al., 2014). However, 

teachers suggest that in times of stress support from others becomes more important, perhaps 

suggesting that the need to survive overtakes the ability to thrive in stressful circumstances 

(Doney, 2013; Gu & Day, 2013). 

The role of EPs is not explicitly considered in the papers reviewed. However, it is 

concluded that a relational school culture promotes the development of resilience through 

mutually supportive relationships between all members of a school community. EPs are well-

placed to promote relational approaches (Beltman et al., 2016; Gill & Gergen, 2020; 

Greenfield, 2016; Wright, 2015). EPs have also been referred to as ‘agents of hope’ (Cox & 
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Lumsdon, 2020, p.17), enabling an acknowledgement of the challenges faced by the 

profession while encouraging the reframing of challenges as opportunities to effect positive 

change. EPs, therefore, have a role to play in encouraging a relational view of resilience when 

working systemically with school leaders and individually with school staff.  

 

Research Question 3: What do teachers’ understandings of resilience bring to their 

working lives? 

When participants explained what a sense of resilience brings to them, they focused on 

agency, an awareness that they can learn, adapt and make changes in line with their values 

(Bandura, 2006). This is acknowledged whether resilience is understood as surviving each 

challenge and returning to the classroom each year, or as developing resources that enable 

more positive responses to challenge and a transformational approach to their work. 

A sense of agency perhaps coincides with teachers’ conceptualisation of resilience as 

an individual state; however, this review suggests that a sense of individual agency is most 

likely to be achieved when the relational system around the individual allows for the 

development of resources (Biesta et al., 2017). Therefore, individual and relational views of 

resilience complement each other. The review suggests that resilience brings an awareness of 

both challenges and resources available through the systems surrounding an individual, as 

well as the agency to use those resources when necessary. A sense of agency grows with each 

experience of overcoming a challenge, symbolised by the spiral in Figure 2 (p.30) (Castro et 

al., 2010).  

When considering resilience as a process, teachers spoke of an agentic determination 

to overcome inevitable future challenges by developing further resources (Doney, 2013; 

Drew & Sosnowski, 2019; Mansfield et al., 2014). This is consistent with the development of 

resilience as survival, maintaining an equilibrium throughout ongoing challenge (Gu & Day, 
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2013). It is equally relevant to the concept of resilience as thriving, having agency to make 

decisions that result in positive change. This understanding seems to be familiar to teachers 

who have developed more awareness of the challenges and resources available to them; they 

could be said to be further up the resilience spiral. It is likely that teachers in this position 

experience transformative resilience (Ungar & Perry, 2012) through mutually empowering, 

growth-fostering connections (Jordan, 1992; Le Cornu, 2013). As the culture and community 

become more resilient, the individual becomes more resilient within it: ‘in Pat’s words, “the 

school is now getting somewhere”. Her upward commitment trajectory paralleled this’ (Gu & 

Day, 2013, p.32). Research suggests that the more resources for resilience are available to an 

individual, the more positive the impact on teacher wellbeing (Brouskeli et al., 2018; 

Kutsyuruba et al., 2019) and outcomes for CYP (Gibbs & Miller, 2014; Roffey, 2012). 

Developing resources that ultimately result in agency often coincides with an ongoing 

commitment to teach (Gu & Day, 2013; Leijen et al., 2021). However, as teachers perceive 

their resilience increasing and become able to make changes that positively impact their 

wellbeing, the decisions they make may not impact positively on teacher retention. Mansfield 

et al. (2014) consider the decisions made by some teachers to reduce their hours or find a role 

in a related field. There is little exploration of whether teachers who choose to leave the 

profession could still be regarded as resilient, though there is a belief that a level of resilience 

is necessary for quality teacher retention, ‘I think it’s worse if you are not resilient and you do 

[stay]’ (Drew and Sosnowski, 2019, p.497). 
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Limitations and implications 

Resilience at an individual level was given weight throughout the papers reviewed. Despite 

this, it appears that developing resilience through a relational process of developing resources 

to support challenging experiences is key to teacher experiences of resilience. This is linked 

to ideas of thriving and transformative resilience, rather than surviving and maintaining a 

status quo. 

The roles of teachers, school leaders and EPs have been considered within this 

interpretation of a transformative and relational resilience process. As relational connections 

in schools have been shown to be important to the teachers’ experiences of a resilience 

building process, further research could explore the nature of relational resilience amongst 

wider school staff. It is also important to recognise wider contextual and political issues and 

policies can influence resilience at different levels (community, school and individual). 

Wider issues have the potential to increase possibilities for transformative resilience or 

reduce resilience amongst school staff to surviving. 

One limitation of understanding resilience through the lens of relational resilience 

(Jordan 1992) alone is that it does not engage with a definition of resilience as an individual 

quality, which is a key part of teachers’ conceptualisation of resilience. The impact of this 

may be that teachers are unaware of the impact of relationships on the development of their 

resilience, with the result that they may not afford it high priority when considering ways to 

improve the quality of their life and work. 

The deeper insight into teachers’ constructs and experiences of resilience provided by 

this review could be used to support high quality teacher retention, teacher wellbeing and 

subsequent positive outcomes for CYP. 
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Conclusion 

This review explored three questions to gain insight into teachers’ understandings of 

resilience.  

The first question considered teacher conceptualisations of resilience, finding that 

teachers perceive individual resilience as both personality traits and as a process of 

developing these traits alongside resources that enable challenges to be overcome. 

The second question considered the nature of resources teachers experience as part of 

the process of building resilience, concluding that a sense of purpose, self-efficacy and hope 

are important to the development of resilience. These resources are perceived to be most 

successfully developed within a school culture of relational connection (where an 

individual’s values and resources are perceived to align with those of systems around them) 

but can also be developed outside a supportive school culture if other relational connections 

exist. Therefore, relational resilience is identified as an important theory when considering a 

resilience process in teachers. 

The final research question considered the impact of resilience on teachers’ working 

lives. Teachers who consider themselves to be resilient speak of an awareness of both 

challenges and resources within their work. To develop transformative resilience, an ability to 

positively engage with inevitable challenges and work towards improvements, a sense of 

agency is a necessary outcome of the resilience process. This means that teachers believe that 

they can actively use the resources available to them and continually develop new resources, 

both as an individual and through mutually empathic, growth-fostering relationships. EPs are 

potentially well-placed to support teachers’ resilience as they use psychological 

understanding to help others to build trusting relationships and problem solve in collaboration 

with teaching staff (Kangas-Dick & O’Shaughnessy, 2020). 
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Chapter 2: Research methodology and ethics: a critique 

 

Introduction 

This chapter considers the development of my thinking between the Systematic 

Literature Review (SLR) and empirical study. I begin by outlining the conceptual framework 

that informed my research before considering the ontological, epistemological and 

methodological assumptions of my empirical work. The method employed in the empirical 

study is critiqued, with emphasis placed on the choice of data analysis and ethical 

considerations. Finally, the process of evaluating the quality of the work is discussed. 

 

Conceptual framework and context for the research 

Throughout my career as a teacher and as a Trainee Educational Psychologist (TEP) I 

have been interested in the wellbeing of adults in schools. It is well documented that adults 

who experience higher levels of wellbeing are better able to support the wellbeing of children 

and young people (CYP) (Roffey, 2012; Siegel, 2015; Weare & Gray, 2003). Higher levels of 

wellbeing in CYP have been found to impact engagement with school as well as academic 

progress and attainment (Gutman & Vorhaus, 2012). These are key aims of educational 

psychology (Cameron, 2006; Gibbs & Miller, 2014). 

As I read about wellbeing, however, I realised that definitions vary widely and that 

the definition I encountered most frequently in research, proposed by the World Health 

Organization (2007), did not resonate with my own perception of teacher wellbeing as it is 

aligned closely with personal health outcomes. My own perception of wellbeing was more 

holistic, engaging with the idea that individuals and groups have resources that enable them 

to feel good about themselves and thrive in their endeavours. Further reading led me to the 
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concept of resilience, often described as a component part of wellbeing (Mguni et al., 2012) 

which I thought enabled a more dynamic awareness of challenges and resources, both by 

individuals and groups of school staff. 

Personal experience as a teacher enabled me to appreciate first-hand the importance of 

relationships with other school staff to celebrate successes, share understandings of 

challenges and work together when problem solving. As a teacher, I reflected that I felt best 

able to promote positive outcomes for CYP when I felt able to overcome the challenges 

within the role; either with the support of other school staff or when I was able to support 

others. My own sense of resilience also enabled me to model resilient behaviours directly for 

CYP.  

My SLR drew on critical understandings of resilience (Schwarz, 2018; Van Breda, 

2018; Vella & Pai, 2019) which encouraged me to think about the resources that enable 

school staff to overcome challenges and thrive in their roles, as well as consider the 

challenges themselves. I therefore became curious about what resources may underpin the 

resilience of all school staff. 

Further experience as a TEP enabled me to consider the resilience and relationships 

between adults who support CYP, both through observation and direct work to support school 

staff. Drawing on Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1976), particularly within my 

role as an insider-outsider (Khoshkhoo, 2016), I have reflected on the role of different 

systems surrounding school staff and how they may interact to influence resilience within an 

individual or a school culture. Changes to the education system in England have been 

particularly influenced by increasingly neoliberal political thinking, Special Educational 

Needs support and curriculum change, and an age of austerity (Acton & Glasgow, 2015; 

Hammersley-Fletcher, 2014; Sugarman, 2015). These national events have had an impact on 

the working conditions, budgets and expectations within schools, leading to a recruitment and 
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retention crisis, including current strikes within the school workforce (Connolly et al., 2018; 

Hilton, 2017; National Education Union, 2023). Now, more than ever, it is important to 

understand what helps school staff to continue successfully in their roles, as the national 

factors outlined above may make it more difficult for school staff to promote and support 

their own resilience and CYP wellbeing (Acton & Glasgow, 2015; Hanley et al., 2020). 

 

Ontology and epistemology 

Ontology refers to researchers’ assumptions about the form and nature of reality 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Epistemology is the study of the nature and forms of knowledge, 

specifically how knowledge can be acquired and communicated (Scotland, 2012). 

This research adopts a critical realist ontology whereby “reality is assumed to exist 

but to be only imperfectly apprehendable because of… the fundamentally intractable nature 

of phenomena” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p.110). Epistemologically, this research adopts a 

phenomenological stance. Husserl, often regarded as the father of phenomenology and 

building on the work of Kant, suggests that there are two kinds of reality: noumenon 

expressed as being in reality itself (a positivist approach); and phenomenon, the appearance 

of reality in consciousness (Husserl, 2012; Kant, 1953). Phenomenology posits that, as it 

assumed that individuals cannot separate reality from the values, experiences, feelings and 

meaning that comes from their context, human sciences should concentrate on exploring 

phenomena (Mcphail, 1995). 

Phenomenology as a branch of psychology and philosophy has evolved throughout 

the last century. Originally phenomenology was intended to find the essential meaning of 

constructs, beyond scientific explanation, by bracketing one’s own preconceptions (Husserl, 

2012; Lindseth & Norberg, 2004). Phenomenological inquiry has since acquired a more 
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contextual position, as Heidegger (2008) considered the importance and integral nature of the 

individual’s context and interpretations in the quest to make meaning, connecting 

phenomenology closely to hermeneutics (Oxley, 2016).  

In order to conduct research into the lived experiences of research participants, 

interpretation or multiple hermeneutics (Smith et al., 2022) are necessary. This research 

explores lived experience which combines the immediacy of an experience with a more 

lasting meaning attributed to it through interpretation and retelling, all of which is influenced 

by the contexts of the experiencer/re-teller and listeners/interpreters (Frechette et al., 2020). 

Therefore, this research positions language as central to meaning making, in line with the 

tenets of philosophical hermeneutics: “Language is the universal medium in which 

understanding occurs. Understanding occurs in interpreting.” (Gadamer, 2004, p.390). 

Ontological and epistemological assumptions inform a researcher’s chosen 

methodology (Grix, 2002). 

 

Methodology 

Qualitative research facilitates meaning-making within research by obtaining thick 

descriptions of individuals’ experiences (Smith et al., 2022; Willig, 2013). By adopting a 

qualitative methodology for the empirical study, informed by the principles of both 

phenomenology and hermeneutics, and using semi-structured interviews, three research aims 

are addressed. These explored school staff perceptions and experiences of relational 

resilience individually, with colleagues and with wider members of the school community, 

including the role of EPs in supporting the development of relationships for resilience. 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Smith et al., 2022) informed the study’s 

methodology, method and data analysis. 



 

43 
 

 

This research utilises an illuminative case study design (Meyer, 2001). This 

methodology is suitable for gaining a deeper understanding of a phenomenon within a 

specific context (Yin, 1992), in this instance, how school staff in a single setting experience 

relational resilience. Illuminative case studies can include both rich descriptions of 

phenomena, as well as interpretations and syntheses of these descriptions (Yin, 1992), this is 

important to the applied educational psychology element of the research.  

 

Method 

Participating school staff were identified using predominantly purposeful sampling 

(Robson, 2011). Pragmatically, for the study to be viable to complete as a single researcher, 

while also meeting the aims outlined above, a single school needed to meet strict criteria in 

terms of size and number of staff members willing to participate. Pietkiewicz and Smith 

(2014) suggest 6-8 participants is ample for small-scale, doctoral research; to meet the 

research aims, the required participant sample needed to include staff working in a variety of 

roles across the organisation. This research involved 7 participants, the whole staff body of 

one school. 

I used semi-structured interviews to explore school staff perceptions and experiences 

of resilience. The interviews also explored school staff experiences of working with others, 

considering occasions when others supported them as well as times when they supported 

others. Prior to interviewing participants, I conducted a pilot interview with an individual 

outside the participating school’s staff. This enabled me to refine the interview guide and my 

interviewing technique. 
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I considered focus groups as an alternative to individual interviews following the 

emergence of their use within IPA (Love et al., 2020). I determined that focus groups may 

support rich discussion amongst school staff whereby multiple voices could contribute to 

building their relational experiences. However, I decided to conduct individual interviews for 

the several reasons. One element of this decision was due to practical arrangements to ensure 

as many school staff could participate as possible. Focus groups would have been conducted 

outside school hours excluding many support staff from participating. Interviews were also 

chosen as I considered that school staff may feel more able to be honest about their 

experiences. In a focus group, particularly one that included members of the school’s senior 

leadership team, staff may be less likely to contradict others in the group or discuss 

challenges within their role and relationships that support them (Finch & Lewis, 2003), this 

could result in thinner data. Additionally, although IPA has recently been used to analyse data 

from focus groups (Love et al., 2020), individual interviews are more commonly associated 

with this method of data analysis as they ensure a focus on each individual participant’s lived 

experience, which may be more difficult to explore in a group setting (Smith et al., 2022). 

A funnelling technique was used to design the interview guide whereby the interview 

began broadly to build a rapport and enable the participants to outline their contextual 

position before progressively narrowing to specific questions related to the research aims 

(Smith et al., 2022). This technique encourages participants to feel more confident and 

comfortable when discussing sensitive issues, as well as enabling rich data to be gathered 

(Duncombe & Jessop, 2002). Although it is acknowledged that a contextual, hermeneutic 

approach builds the construct of lived experience through conversation between interviewer 

and interviewee, I was mindful that to understand the participants’ lived experience, their 

narrative should take the lead. Therefore, prompts were considered in advance and added to 

the interview guide to be used only when necessary. In addition, during interviews it was 
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important not to make assumptions or ask leading questions. An open opportunity to add 

further reflections or experiences was offered to all participants at the end of the interview to 

further ensure that their narrative was prioritised. The interview guide can be found in 

Appendix 3. 

 

Data analysis 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Smith, 2004) was chosen as the 

analysis method for the empirical project. Other methods of analysis were considered as the 

research was developed. 

Discourse analysis (Willig, 2003) was initially considered due to my interest in 

participants’ constructions of resilience and relationships. However, I concluded that the 

focus of discourse analysis on specific language used was not as relevant to my research 

question which aimed to explore meaning as constructed through language. Traditional 

discursive analysis could also be at odds with my ontological and epistemological 

assumptions as, through analysing only how speakers use language, it could be perceived as 

reductionist. Additionally, discourse analysis tends to be used to analyse naturally occurring 

conversations, a semi-structured interview between researcher and participant does not meet 

these criteria.  

Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1999) was also considered, as one aim of this 

research is to add to theoretical understanding of a phenomenon. This approach aims to 

develop theory from data, which would be difficult to achieve given the small scale of the 

current project (Pidgeon & Henwood, 1997). It is also suggested that grounded theory 

practitioners should be able to view their data free from assumptions based on related 
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literature. As I have completed an SLR in a related field, this would be difficult to achieve 

within the current project.  

Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was considered 

alongside IPA as there are many similarities between the two approaches, particularly within 

small-scale research projects (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Smith et al., 2022). RTA can be used 

flexibly across the spectrum of ontological, epistemological and theoretical positions and is 

particularly useful when identifying patterns within and between groups (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). RTA would have been a valid method through which to analyse the data gathered 

within this research and it is possible that had I carried out RTA, the end product would look 

similar to that presented as a result of IPA (Braun & Clarke, 2021). However, as my 

underpinning philosophical assumptions align with those prescribed by IPA; my research 

question explores the lived experiences of a relatively homogenous group (staff who have 

chosen to work at the same primary school); and I am interested in both the unique 

experiences of the individual participants as well as exploring patterns of meaning across all 

participants, IPA was ultimately chosen as the analysis method. 

 IPA draws primarily on phenomenological and hermeneutic theory, but also engages 

with ideas from narrative, discursive and critical psychology approaches (Smith et al., 2022). 

IPA can provide a detailed examination of the lived experience of participants both as 

individuals and within a group context. As the primary aim for this research was to explore 

how staff within one school experience the phenomenon of relational resilience and how they 

make sense of it in terms of the impact these experiences have on their lives and work, an 

IPA approach has been identified as a valid method of data analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021). 

In addition to interpreting individual accounts, a focus of IPA is to consider themes shared 

between participants (Smith, 2004) further consolidating its suitability within the proposed 

case study of a single school’s staff. 
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Ethical considerations 

Ethical practice is central to my work as a TEP and as a researcher. This project was 

approved by the Newcastle University Ethics Committee. Health and Care Professions 

Council (HCPC, 2018) and British Psychological Society (BPS) ethical guidelines were 

followed throughout the research process (BPS, 2018, 2021)  

The specific issues considered in detail here are particularly relevant to this project as, 

due to the small sample size, there is a higher risk of individuals being identifiable. 

Therefore, it was especially important that participants were informed and could have trust in 

the details of their participation and potential use of the data they provided.  

Power  

I was aware of potential power dynamics between myself and participants and 

reflected on ways to redress any imbalance. This relates specifically to the principles of 

respect and integrity within the Code of Conduct (BPS, 2018). First, the focus school was not 

one in which I had carried out casework as a TEP. Although some school staff knew me 

within my professional role, I hoped that as I had not previously engaged with the school 

directly, this role did not affect their perceptions of me as much as in other schools who were 

more familiar with my TEP role. Second, I was keen to ensure that the language of my 

questions and the way I presented my research was approachable and accessible. To test this, 

I conducted a pilot interview prior to its use within the project. Third, I recognised that 

participants who gave consent prior to interview may have wished to withdraw during the 

interview process but may have felt uncomfortable to do so. I was keen to ensure that 

participants were comfortable in my presence and confident to answer questions or withdraw 

their involvement within an agreed timeframe. Therefore, I engaged in informal conversation 

with participants prior to interviews to establish a rapport (Duncombe & Jessop, 2002). 
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During interviews, I was mindful of verbal and non-verbal expressions of discomfort and 

checked to ensure participants were comfortable to continue.  

Transparency and informed consent 

Transparency with participants, again linked to the principles of respect and integrity 

(BPS, 2018),  was given priority and enabled informed consent to be gained to the best of my 

ability, although Duncombe and Jessop (2002) suggest that it is almost impossible for consent 

to be entirely informed as participants have no prior knowledge of the interview questions, 

the direction the discussion may take, or the interpretations made by both interviewee and 

interviewer. Prospective participants were provided with an information sheet detailing what 

their involvement would entail (Appendix 4) and written consent was gained (Appendix 5). 

All prospective participants were also offered an opportunity to discuss, clarify and ask 

questions about the nature of the research and their contribution to it. Before and after 

interviews, participants were reminded that their involvement was voluntary and that they 

could withdraw within an agreed timeframe. Participants were given a debrief with my 

contact details, and those of my supervisor, in the event that they chose to withdraw from the 

study or had further questions regarding the research process and their involvement within it 

(Appendix 6).  

 The principles of Appreciative Inquiry (AI) (Cooperrider et al., 2008) informed the 

interview guide (Appendix 3). This was deemed important as the topic of discussion could 

potentially cause distress. AI involves four distinct stages to elicit positive change: discovery, 

dream, design and destiny (Cooperrider et al., 2008). Despite AI being rooted in positive 

psychology which has a positivist epistemology at its core, AI subscribes to a principle of 

constructionism (Cooperrider et al., 2008). This principle asserts that all knowledge is 
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socially constructed and is congruent with the interpretivist and hermeneutic principles of this 

research where lived experience is constructed between the participant and interviewer. 

The interview guide focused particularly on the discovery stage as this enabled 

exploration of what is currently working for the participant. Utilising an approach rooted in 

positive psychology supported discussions that focused on what aids the relational resilience 

of school staff, rather than what may inhibit it. This does not mean that I was not open to 

school staff describing situations where they experienced challenges to their own or others’ 

relationships or resilience, as this information could be equally valuable in determining how 

school staff can be supported. However, the questions forming the interview guide were not 

designed to dwell on negative experiences. This is perhaps particularly important when 

conducting such small-scale research where individual grievances may be recognised, despite 

every effort being made to ensure anonymity for all participants.  

 Consideration of ethics did not end with the ethical approval process. An example of 

my ongoing commitment to ethics within this research was demonstrated when a participant 

was keen to discuss difficulties experienced within their role. Despite the appreciative lens to 

my questioning and follow-up questions designed to encourage positive reflection, it was 

clear that this participant felt their difficulties were important to share. This placed me in an 

ethical dilemma as I was aware that it would be difficult to report these difficulties in my 

research without compromising the appreciative approach I had espoused in the participant 

information. However, it was important that I did not invalidate this participant’s responses 

by omitting them altogether. To resolve the issue, I used reflection and questioning to reframe 

the participant’s responses into phrases that could be utilised within the research parameters I 

had agreed with all participants. I was careful to check that my phrasing was acceptable to the 

participant and conveyed the meaning they intended. I also ensured that support (in the form 

of a school staff wellbeing helpline) would be available for this participant, should they wish 
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to access it, following the interview. Through this dilemma, there was a tension between 

ensuring the experiences of the participant were accurately represented and a requirement to 

adhere to the parameters I had set with both the participants and through the ethical approval 

process.  

Anonymity for participants was ensured through adherence to the Data Management 

Plan. The school’s name and participant’s identities were not shared with any individuals and 

individuals were pseudonymised at the point of transcription, along with any data identifying 

the location, specific roles or activities of participants. I am confident that the school and its 

staff will be unidentifiable in the dissemination of this research; although ensuring this means 

that potentially enlightening comparisons between staff roles cannot be made in this research 

as this would compromise the anonymity of individuals. 

Ensuring anonymity between participants was more difficult to maintain. Although 

every effort was made to remove identifying information from participant quotes, it is 

possible that individual participants who know their colleagues well may recognise ways of 

phrasing experiences that they could attribute to an individual. Participants were briefed on 

this possibility prior to giving their consent. It is hoped that in conducting the research using 

principles of AI, any comments that could be identifiable will be received positively, rather 

than causing contention between staff members. 

Quality Evaluation 

Following the completion of both SLR and empirical research, I chose to evaluate my 

work using the same combination of quality evaluation tools I used to assess the papers 

within the SLR (Long & Godfrey, 2004; Sandelowski & Barroso, 2003; Walsh & Downe, 

2006). Combining evaluative tools enabled reflection on the theoretical and conceptual 

framework underpinning the studies, the methodology, and the commitment to ethicality 

demonstrated within the work. Evaluating the quality of the SLR papers and my own work 
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enabled me to develop familiarity with the papers and recognise the potential limitations of 

working within journal wordcounts. I recognise that many of the methodological and ethical 

considerations of my own work are contained within this chapter, rather than the empirical 

report. 

The evaluation tools written by Long and Godfrey (2004) and Walsh and Downe 

(2006) were both designed for use with qualitative papers. Asking the same questions of each 

of the papers, including my own work, has contributed to my reflexivity, enabling greater 

criticality regarding the assumptions and claims made by each paper. Walsh and Downe 

(2006) was produced following a review of evaluation methods within qualitative research, 

suggesting that its development is situated within a shared construct of ‘quality research’.  

The Sandelowski and Barroso (2003) typology enabled me to reflect upon both the espoused 

and actual methodology and purpose of each paper. The outcome of this part of the process 

was not recorded as it is not in keeping with a subjective understanding of research ‘quality’ 

to place emphasis on a quasi-numeric, single word judgement of each paper. 

Conclusion 

Throughout this chapter the conceptual framework informing this research has been 

discussed with links to wider literature and my own SLR. The philosophical assumptions 

present within this research have been explained and subsequent rationale has been provided 

for the methodological and ethical decisions made to support the empirical research project. 
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Chapter 3: Exploring perceptions of relational resilience amongst one 

school’s staff 

 

This chapter has been prepared for submission to the British Educational Research Journal. 

Abstract 

This empirical study focuses on three research aims that were investigated using a 

qualitative methodology. The first aim was to gain a richer understanding of lived 

experiences of resilience amongst school staff, including teachers and support staff. 

Second, to gain further understanding of how school staff make connections and 

support each other to develop resilience and enable them to thrive within their 

professional roles. Third, to develop insight into the role of the Educational 

Psychologist in supporting and developing relational resilience amongst school staff. 

 Two themes were developed through an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of 

seven, appreciatively framed, semi-structured interviews that offered insights into this 

staff group’s experiences of the phenomena under investigation. First, participants’ 

experiences of resilience as a process of moving from surviving to thriving. Second, the 

importance of the specific setting and professional relationships both within and 

beyond the school for staff’s experiences of resilience. These specific relationships 

enabled a sense of belonging, development of shared values, and opportunities to learn 

and develop. Themes are discussed through the lens of Relational Cultural Theory, 

considering Buzzanell’s Theory of Communicative Resilience to better understand how 

relational connections for resilience are formed and implications for EP practice are 

considered. 
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Introduction 

Retention of school staff 

Retention of successful, content school staff has been shown to have a positive impact 

on children and young people’s (CYP) academic achievement and wellbeing (Glazzard & 

Rose, 2020; Roffey, 2012; Sharples et al., 2016). Therefore, retaining teachers and other 

school staff is of interest to government, school leaders and others interested in supporting 

education (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2005; Sammons et 

al., 2007; Tes, 2023).  

The topic is particularly relevant in the UK where there is a growing awareness of the 

pressures put on school staff due to workload (National Education Union, 2021), uncertainty 

regarding the aims of education (Gibbs, 2018), and regulatory bodies such as Ofsted (Luff, 

2021). Recently, these concerns have formed part of a national conversation as teachers 

across the UK have undertaken strike action, demanding an increase in pay to mitigate the 

recruitment and retention crisis (National Education Union, 2023). The news that a 

headteacher reportedly took her own life following an Ofsted inspection (Jeffreys et al. for 

BBC News, 2023) further highlights the growing media narrative regarding the impact that 

external pressures can potentially have on the school workforce. 

Resilience 

 An alternative to a focus on the pressures and stresses of working in education and 

the difficulties of retaining school staff is to focus on what can be done to improve working 

conditions. Job satisfaction, thriving and resilience are now explored at a national level, often 

incorporated into the broader term wellbeing (Day et al., 2006; National Education Union, 

2021; Tes, 2023). Mguni et al. (2012) considered the relationship between resilience and 

wellbeing. Wellbeing was identified as an evaluation made by an individual of important 
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factors in their life at a single point in time, where resilience was identified as a dynamic 

process of building experiences and resources that enable challenges to be overcome. Mguni 

et al. (2012) suggest that high measures of wellbeing often correlate with high measures of 

resilience; this could be described as thriving (Brouskeli et al., 2018). However, it was also 

concluded that it is possible to experience high wellbeing and low resilience, and vice versa. 

Mguni et al. (2012) concluded that individuals experiencing low levels of wellbeing and high 

resilience could be described as “dissatisfied but tough” (p.6), perhaps a similar experience to 

the teachers who feel they are ‘surviving’ (Doney, 2013). As Schwarz (2018) suggests that it 

is unhelpful to consider resilience as a self-contained concept and participants in Doney 

(2013) perceived resilience to be both static and a process of resource development; this 

study acknowledges the links between resilience and wellbeing. Research investigating 

aspects of wellbeing is therefore considered alongside studies specifically exploring 

resilience. 

A growing body of research suggests that understanding resilience could shed light on 

potential ways to retain more successful and happier school staff (Day, 2008; Kutsyuruba et 

al., 2019). Defining and conceptualising resilience has varied in research over the last two 

decades. It is sometimes described as a personal trait or ability that allows individuals to 

bounce back from challenging events; this perception is focused on resilience as an outcome 

of survival (Garmezy & Masten, 1986; Pretsch et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2010). More 

recently, developments in theories of resilience suggest that the way individuals develop 

responses to adversity is more important than the adverse event or outcome of the adversity 

itself (Van Breda, 2018). This has influenced a conceptualisation of resilience as a dynamic 

process (Luthar et al., 2000), considering how the development of an individual’s beliefs, 

relationships and the context in which they exist, enable them to adapt to different situations 

(Greenfield, 2015; Mansfield et al., 2014; Masten, 2018).  
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Previous studies considering different aspects of school staff wellbeing have included 

the experiences of school staff other than teachers (Davison & Duffy, 2017; Sharrocks, 

2014). However, resilience research often focuses on teachers alone, (Beltman et al., 2011; 

Mansfield et al., 2016). There are several possible reasons for this, including difficulty in 

recruiting school staff beyond teachers to participate in research, support staff feeling 

disempowered to participate in research, researchers failing to note the importance of non-

teacher roles in schools, or researchers considering that the power of their research may be 

compromised if it included a more heterogenous population.    

Given the relational nature of more recent theories and models of resilience it is 

appropriate to include support staff within resilience research (Greenfield, 2015; Gu, 2014; 

Mansfield et al., 2014).  Research has long reported that many roles in schools can be 

demanding, both emotionally and intellectually (Hargreaves, 1998; Kyriacou, 2000; 

Mackenzie, 2011). Blatchford et al. (2012) concluded that not only are working conditions 

and development opportunities important in maintaining support staff’s job satisfaction, but 

that support staff can positively impact the workload and job satisfaction of teachers. These 

findings, which are suggestive of the importance of relationships between school staff for job 

satisfaction and staff retention, give further warrant for this study’s focus on all school staff.  

Blatchford et al. (2009) define support staff as individuals whose role explicitly 

requires them to carry out work with CYP but do not hold qualified teacher status. In this 

study, support staff are defined as all staff who are not teachers. As this research was carried 

out in a small school, it became clear that all staff, including custodial, governance and office 

staff, engaged in interactions with CYP, giving warrant for a definition that is broader than 

that of Blatchford et al. (2009). 
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Current study 

This study follows an unpublished Systematic Literature Review (SLR) that explored 

the lived experience of resilience amongst teachers. The review found that teachers in these 

studies view resilience both as an outcome and as a process, as well as identifying resources 

that these teachers believe contribute to the development of their own resilience. Findings 

also suggest that central to the development of the resources identified is the nature of 

relationships between teachers, their colleagues, leaders, family, friends and the CYP they 

work with. The review suggests that teachers in these studies conceptualise resilience at an 

individual level, but that it is developed and experienced within a relational context.  

Understanding resilience as a process at the intersection of the personal and 

contextual has allowed theories of resilience to be considered alongside relational cultural 

theory (Miller, 1988), developing a theory of relational resilience (Jordan, 1992). Relational 

resilience describes the impossibility of separating the self from relationships with others and 

the surrounding culture when considering the development of resilience (Jordan, 1992). The 

theory of relational resilience posits that while common conceptions of resilience stress the 

importance of unidirectional relationships (individuals requiring support from others to 

develop resources to overcome challenges), it is the reciprocal nature of relationships that is 

important (Jordan, 2017). Through mutually empowering and empathic relationships, 

resilience can develop beyond the ability to overcome adversity and return to the status quo, 

enabling a transformative, growth-fostering dialogue where both parties nurture their capacity 

for resilience and thrive as a result (Gu, 2014; Jordan, 1992; Le Cornu, 2013). Given the 

apparent importance of relationships to the development of job satisfaction and outcomes for 

children within school-based professions (Blatchford et al., 2009), understanding the nature 

of these relational connections between adults is an area identified for further research. 
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This empirical study explores experiences of relational resilience within a single 

school staff body. This has not been considered in previous research and is relevant as more 

than half of school staff in England are not teaching professionals (Department for Education 

(DfE), 2021), suggesting that relational connections experienced by teaching staff are not 

solely with other teachers. Educational Psychologists (EPs) can support reflection within 

communities of school staff (Sharrocks, 2014). Developing an understanding of how all staff 

within a school work with each other and their wider community to develop their resilience 

may enable EPs to further support the development of resilience amongst school staff bodies.  

Three main aims for this project have been identified: 

(1) To gain a richer understanding of lived experiences of relational resilience amongst 

staff, including teachers and support staff, in a primary school. 

(2) To gain further understanding of how school staff make connections and support each 

other to develop resilience and enable them to thrive within their professional roles. 

(3) To develop insight into the role of the Educational Psychologist in supporting and 

developing relational resilience amongst school staff. 

 

 

Method 

 

To explore these aims, a qualitative study design, utilising an illuminative case study 

method was employed (Adelman et al., 1976). This was underpinned by a critical realist 

epistemology (O'Mahoney & Vincent, 2014). The study was granted ethical approval through 

Newcastle University’s ethics review process and ethical guidance from the British 

Psychological Society (BPS, 2018 and 2021) and Health and Care Professions Council 

(HCPC, 2018) was followed. 
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A school was identified through purposive sampling to ensure that participants would 

represent a wide variety of roles in a single school. Seven participants, the entire staff body of 

a single primary school, were interviewed. Informed consent was gained from all 

participants; relevant information can be found in Appendices 4, 5 and 6. This included 

representation of roles typically found in primary schools (Table 8). Many of the participants 

held more than one role which may have influenced their responses to the interview 

questions. Six of the seven participants were female. This is representative of the current 

gender profile in primary school staff nationally (DfE, 2021).  

It was not considered to be ethical to report further biographical information about 

participants, for example the number of years each had been in post or the specific job roles 

of each participant, as this would have compromised the participants’ anonymity. 
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Table 8: Job roles of participants 

Participant roles 

Administrator 

Business Manager 

Caretaker 

Class Teacher 

Cleaner 

Governor 

Headteacher 

Midday Supervisor 

Special Educational Needs Coordinator 

Teaching Assistant 

Wraparound Care Worker 

 

  

Each participant engaged with a single, semi-structured interview designed to explore 

school staff perceptions of resilience. Questions were written using the principles of 

Appreciative Inquiry (Cooperrider, 1986) to maintain a focus on what staff believe supports 

resilience for them, rather than what contributes to difficulties, although participants were not 

prevented from speaking about challenge if they wished to do so; the interview guide can be 

found in Appendix 3. This enabled consistency with reflections that viewing resilience 

simplistically through the lens of positive psychology may not allow for a rich understanding 

of complex situations (Schwarz, 2018). The positive focus for questioning was ethically 

important given the school’s small size. Although every effort was made to anonymise 
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participants through the use of pseudonyms, due to the possibility of participants recognising 

their colleague’s words, it was important to support the maintenance of interpersonal 

relationships. The interviews also explored school staff experiences of working with others, 

considering occasions when others supported them as well as times when they supported 

others. Interviews lasted between 30 minutes and one hour and were conducted during the 

school day. 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith 

et al., 2022) was used to analyse interview data. IPA is well-established as a method for 

exploring the lived experiences of individuals and is philosophically coherent with a critical 

realist stance (Oxley, 2016). Each interview was transcribed by the researcher before being 

analysed individually, drawing out Personal Experiential Statements and Themes (PESs and 

PETs) verbatim (Appendix 7 gives an example of this process). These were subsequently 

combined with the experiences of other participants and further interpretations to extrapolate 

Group Experiential Themes (GET) (Appendix 8). These GETs are discussed in greater detail 

and with reference to wider literature. An example of the analysis process is shown in Table 9 

and Figure 3. 



 

61 
 

 

Table 9: Example of process of interpreting Personal Experiential Themes from transcripts and Personal Experiential Statements 

Interview Quotes 

Personal Experiential Statement 

‘Initially it is just trusting yourself and stepping past that fear… and not just necessarily 

on your own but with your family or your colleagues… and not just survive but succeed 

and improve things’ 

‘Building something that we all understand and will actually be accurate’ 

‘What was it that I didn’t understand? What they didn’t understand’ 

 

reflection through relationships and experience enables thriving 

Interview Quote 

 

 

Personal Experiential Statement 

 

‘I’ve managed to get it to that point and also the confidence that … I’ll be able to do it 

again’ 

 

reflection brings confidence to tackle new challenges 

Personal Experiential Theme Reflection is important to the process of resilience 
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Explanation of Figure 3 

The lower 9 boxes show selected PETs. The upper 3 boxes (with bold text) show 

selected GETs. Blue PETs informed blue GETs; yellow PETs informed yellow GETs; green 

PETs informed both blue and yellow GETs. The lines between boxes show potential links 

between PETs throughout the interpretative process. The figure is intended to demonstrate 

the multiple hermeneutics of engaging with IPA. 

  

Relationships 
support 

resilience in 
different ways 

Developing 
resilience is a 

process 

Thriving is a 
desired 

outcome of this 
process 

Relationships 
are built on 

familiarity and an 
awareness of 
shared values 

Hierarchy and 
different roles 
can support a 

culture for 
resilience 

Awareness of 
personal 

resources and 
challenges 

Confidence from 
positive 

experiences is 
important to the 

resilience 
process 

Reflection and 
ongoing learning 
are important to 
the development 

of resilience 

‘Specialness’ of 
this specific 

setting 

Resilience can 
be surviving 

Resilience can 
be thriving 

Wider 
relationships 

support 
individual 
resilience 

 

Group 
Experiential 
Themes 

Personal 
Experiential 
Themes 

Key: 
PET colour shows link to 
GET. Green PETs 
influenced all GETs in this 
extract 

Figure 3: Extract of process of interpreting Group Experiential Themes from Personal 
Experiential Themes 
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Findings, analysis and discussion 

 

Key themes discovered in this data are discussed below. One theme suggests that 

resilience is defined by this group of school staff as a personal journey from surviving 

towards thriving. This theme relates to the first aim of understanding lived experiences of 

resilience amongst school staff. A further theme explores how these participants viewed the 

‘specialness’ of their setting and the relationships within it. Both were considered to be 

important to the development of resilience. Both themes explore findings from previous 

research (Beltman et al., 2011; Greenfield, 2015) in a novel population, particularly 

considering how relational connections support the development of both individual and 

community resilience, which responds to the second aim of this research. The third research 

aim, to develop an insight into the role of EPs in supporting and developing relational 

resilience amongst school staff is considered in a discrete section later in the report. This was 

due to the limited experiences participants had of engaging with EPs and their apparent 

unfamiliarity with the role. The analysis is presented in more detail below, including 

discussion with reference to wider literature. 

Although this study’s findings relate to a specific setting, in line with the idiographic 

commitment of IPA (Smith et al., 2022, p.24), the retroductive nature of IPA can be used to 

understand these findings within a wider context. Retroductive enquiry combines elements of 

both inductive and deductive reasoning, as well as informed imagination, to offer and test 

theories about the underlying causal processes that impact how we make sense of the world 

(Greenhalgh et al., 2017). IPA achieves this by making sense of lived experiences through 

combining the meaning participants attach to the explored phenomenon with interpretations 

of wider literature and commonly held understandings of the world. The findings of this 

study are therefore considered to be theoretically transferable (Smith et al., 2022, p.45). 
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Through rich description of the participant’s experiences, alongside consideration of wider 

literature, the reader can evaluate the transferability of any findings to their own project or 

experience (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.124). 

 

Theme 1: The resilience process 

Resilience is described as an ongoing process with individuals moving from surviving 

towards thriving. 

 

When asked to define resilience, some participants described an individual ability to 

do one’s best in the face of a challenge, enabling the difficulty to be overcome. Pat suggested 

that “It means that even if you’re finding something hard you could find ways of getting 

through and making sure things get done without actually falling apart”.  

 

The notion of resilience as “getting through” challenging times is perhaps best 

described as surviving. This is most likely to support one’s own ability to continue in a role 

or with a particular task. This suggests a commitment to survival within a role that is based in 

an understanding of the role’s importance, rather than simply the decision not to give up (Gu 

& Day, 2007). Pat’s words suggest that, for them, resilience involves a commitment to 

finding a way through the challenge and that “falling apart” is preferable to actively giving 

up. It is possible that they are aware of the impact of their personal work and feel pressure to 

ensure that they are living up to expectations. This is perhaps unsurprising given the 

competitive and often individualistic culture of accountability that currently pervades the 

western world and its education systems, despite acknowledgement in research of the 

importance of cohesion between school staff to support positive outcomes for staff and 

children (Acton & Glasgow, 2015; Le Cornu, 2013). 
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Other participants defined their resilience slightly differently, suggesting that survival 

is only the beginning of the resilience process. Chris explained: 

I’m busy here, but I’m coping and I’m coping really well and I’m doing a good job and 

everything’s ticking along nicely. And it’s that kind of sense of I’m working within my 

capacity here. And I’m stretching myself a bit, but I’m not overdoing it. And the children 

are getting a good deal. Yeah, and I’m looking after myself… I suppose resilience shows 

when the going gets really tough and you kind of come out the other side and breathe that 

sigh of relief. I mean, that’s just survival, isn’t it? I don’t know if that could be classed as 

resilient? I suppose if you survive and you’re resilient you thrive after. 

Chris’s description of their work suggests that they are aware of both the challenges 

they face, and the resources they have, to overcome them (they went on to list several 

practical strategies they use to support them in their work). Their phrase “ticking along 

nicely” suggests that they do not see themselves as struggling but that an element of 

challenge, suggested by the phrase, “stretching myself a bit” is important to their definition of 

resilience. Perhaps without challenge there is no need to develop resilience. Chris’s 

description of thriving suggests that a degree of confidence and satisfaction are positive 

outcomes of resilience. Leslie’s description of resilience concurs with this interpretation: 

I think to start with resilience, initially it is just trusting yourself and just stepping past 

that fear of whether you can do everything, and not just necessarily on your own, but 

with your family or your colleagues or whatever, to be the person you need to be to get 

things done and just continue and not just survive but succeed and improve things. So the 

further you are into the role and the longer you’re established the more confidence [you 

gain]. 

Both Chris and Leslie’s descriptions reference the potential for reciprocity in the resilience 

process as they consider the support that may be necessary to enable them to develop 

resilience and the impact this may have on others (“the children are getting a good deal” -  

Chris). These experiences suggest that they are aware of the possibility for mutual growth 
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through connection with others, a key tenet of the psychological theory of relational 

resilience (Jordan, 1992). This appears to be a core construct of the way they describe 

experiences of thriving. 

Other participants espoused thriving as a desirable part of resilience, but felt that they 

could not describe themselves in this way; for example Alex commented, “In school, I 

probably never feel like that, just ‘cause of my personality” and Jude noted: 

I never feel I’m thriving. If I’m honest, I always feel like I’m chasing my tail… That’s 

just the nature of this type of job I suppose. I would struggle to find a time where I felt 

that I’m on top of it and doing really well. 

It is possible that Alex and Jude construct thriving as an individual state, related to 

their personality, rather than being developed through mutual growth as Chris and Leslie 

described. These findings echo those of the Acton and Glasgow (2015) which suggest that a 

neoliberal culture may encourage individuals to perceive self-reliance to be a necessity for 

survival, although a sense of thriving may be more attainable through a relational process of 

development. Alex described the importance of personal mindset to developing resilience, “I 

think that’s key, changing your mindset, to being resilient. Looking at it a different way. 

Trying to look at it positively”. This comment suggests that Alex has constructed resilience 

and thriving through an understanding of positive psychology, a discipline more associated 

with individual accountability and self-sufficiency (Cabanas, 2018; Seligman, 2012). 

Cabanas (2018) suggests that the role of culture and context are overlooked by positive 

psychology which suggests that happiness can be quantified and experienced similarly by all, 

through individual actions to promote one’s own wellbeing. An expectation that one should 

experience happiness in similar ways to others could induce feelings of guilt or stress as 

individuals strive to attain a sense of thriving, directly contradicting their own intention. The 
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importance Alex places on changing their own mindset is apparent. Cabanas (2018) perhaps 

explains Alex’s experiences of resilience as survival. 

Following this interpretation, it is noteworthy that Chris, whose experiences of 

thriving are shared above, mitigated their statement saying, “that [feeling of thriving] doesn’t 

happen all that often, you know”. This suggests that for this group of school staff, a sense of 

thriving is the aim of the resilience process, but it may not be perceived to be a sustainable 

personal state. 

In summary, participants considered that resilience is a desirable personal attribute to 

support themselves and others. A sense of thriving is a desirable goal of the resilience process 

that appears to be most achievable through relational connection with others, although it does 

not appear to feel sustainable to individuals in this study, perhaps due to the pressure placed 

on individuals to achieve and maintain the state personally.  

 

Theme 2: Connection supports resilience 

Specific relationships and this setting support the resilience process through connection with 

others. 

 

Developing shared values and a sense of belonging as well as opportunities to learn 

and reflect were viewed by participants as important for the development of individual and 

collective resilience. These resources were developed through relational connections often 

believed to be specific to this team and setting. Relational connections are considered through 

three sub-themes: the specialness of this team, the importance of leadership, and the 

importance of connections beyond the school. 
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Sub-theme 1: Specialness 

The ‘specialness’ of this setting and the staff within it supports the development of belonging 

and shared values through relational connection. 

 

The sense that school staff believed their setting to be different from the norm and the 

pride they took in being part of it was palpable throughout the interviews, for example in 

Alex’s comment, “It just works, I think it’s very unique” and Pat’s, “It's amazing, it's just so 

different to so many settings”. The word special was attributed to the school, its community 

and specific experiences remembered by participants. 

Despite the apparent importance of individual mindset to the development of 

resilience described by some participants in Theme 1, a sense of chance or luck that these 

specific staff members find themselves together within this school culture was notable, for 

example Leslie’s comment, “I don’t know if all schools are as lucky as us”. This thinking 

may also support retention of school staff, often used as a measure of resilience (Day, 2008; 

Duffield, 2019) as individuals may feel less inclined to leave to work elsewhere if they do not 

believe that they will find a similar staff ethos in another school (Kelchtermans, 2017; Tran & 

Smith, 2020). 

Most participants in this research hold multiple roles. These roles are often flexible, 

sometimes necessitating an individual taking on a role that is not usually assigned to them. 

Pat explained, “We do bounce here! We’re used to the fact that things change and we might 

have a different hat. I mean, some of us wear lots of hats but we even have the headteacher 

acting as a TA in the classroom!” The phenomenon of flexible roles in schools is not well-

documented in research, although Fargas-Malet and Bagley (2021) note that staff in small 

schools may have an “intense (and often unmanageable) workload” (p.18). Research tends to 

focus on the role of school leaders with teaching responsibilities, rather than the multiple 

roles of other staff.  
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Buzzanell (2010) presents a psychological theory of communicative resilience. Within 

this theory “identity anchors” are described as “a relatively enduring cluster of identity 

discourses upon which individuals and their familial, collegial, and/or community members 

rely when explaining who they are for themselves and in relation to each other” (p.4). 

Multiple roles could be construed as a challenge to establishing consistent identity anchors. 

However, these school staff choose to see their situation as special, affording more resources 

to support each other’s resilience as their shared roles enable them to establish shared values 

and understanding. It is possible that in this situation, enduring identity anchors are less 

important to these participants as the staff have instead employed other strategies to support 

the development of resilience. The notion of the importance of wearing “lots of hats” (in 

Pat’s words) perhaps suggests that staff in this school experience a high degree of self-

efficacy, a resource explored and considered to be important to the development of resilience 

by Drew and Sosnowski (2019). 

Building a sense of belonging (McMillan & Chavis, 1986) through mutual empathy 

and compassion was an important aspect of developing resilience both as an individual and to 

build a collective staff resilience. Pat explained that building a sense of belonging amongst 

school staff felt more possible in a physically smaller school, “We are right next door to each 

other… We’re all just kind of all together, which makes it seem like one team more”.  

Chris described the sense of belonging they experience as, “kind of relational support 

that you get at this school. I mean that kind of common sense of purpose and that 

understanding from others”. The importance of trusting, supportive relationships has been 

explored extensively in research considering resilience within the teaching profession (for 

example, Gu, 2014). This study demonstrates the perceived importance of these relationships 

throughout a whole school staff. The closeness of this staff, both physically and through their 

sense of a common purpose and empathy for each other appears to ensure that support given 
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and received by individuals or by the team is a positive, ongoing mechanism through which 

resilience is developed. This staff group perceive the small size and context of their school 

within a small, rural community to be integral to the development of these relationships and 

resources. It is possible that in other schools staff find their own specialness that supports a 

sense of psychological belonging, community and ultimately builds resilience. 

Alex explained their perception of the specialness of this setting when comparing 

their work at this school with a previous role: 

I think we’re quite unique here as a staff… We’re all different but we all get on. It just 

works here. I think because none of us is trying to get one up on each other. There’s none 

of that going on, I don’t feel there is anyway... A bunch of staff who get on with the job. 

Alex’s comments suggest that previous experiences focused on competition between staff 

rather than developing an ethos of mutuality where staff feel they can support each other. 

Alex explained their thinking further: “in some staff in some schools people put someone 

down because actually they’re scared by them, or they want to be [scary] themselves but I 

don’t feel any of that here”. Similarly, Jude highlighted the need to judge when to share their 

individual vulnerabilities amongst colleagues: “There is a slight portrayal you have to have, 

sometimes you have to have a mask on. We always say we’re graceful swans. Nice up here 

and our legs are going like crazy”. 

These comments could be interpreted as symptomatic of an individualistic society that 

values self-reliance, often accepted as part of the cultural landscape of Western education 

(Acton & Glasgow, 2015; Gibbs, 2018). Buzzanell (2010) describes the importance of 

“legitimizing negative feelings while foregrounding positive action” to the development of 

communicative resilience (p.7). This involves holding on to challenges, perhaps including an 

awareness of the cultural and political pressures surrounding education at both national and 

individual school levels, while building and acting on a hopeful narrative to sustain a 
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community. Hope has also been identified through teachers’ experiences as a key resource for 

resilience (Drew & Sosnowski, 2019). A hopeful, relational narrative is evident in Alex’s 

words, especially those that join the staff group together and develop a sense of belonging 

and shared values, for example “bunch of staff” and “unique group”. 

In building a sense of belonging and shared values, Alex could be developing 

relational confidence, a sense that an individual has something to meaningfully contribute to 

others and trust that others will accept that contribution and grow with it (Jordan, 1992). This 

contributes prominently to the theory of relational resilience where a culture consistently 

values and encourages a state of supported vulnerability, relational awareness and mutual 

growth (Jordan, 1992).  

The construct of relational awareness describes the importance of being familiar not 

only with one’s own needs and power, but of being attuned with others and the relational 

process as well (Jordan, 1995). Jordan (1992) considers that in close relationships we can 

become attuned to another’s distress signals and intervene more quickly and effectively. 

Buzzanell (2010) suggests that “the process of building and utilizing social capital is essential 

to resilience” (p.6). It is suggested that this happens through the building and maintenance of 

communication networks, understanding who may be able to support you and who you may 

be able to support, especially during challenging times. Participants had differing views on 

how this could work in a professional context.   

Chris spoke of the importance of being able to ask for support as individuals cannot 

always expect others to notice when they are struggling; this was a positive process for them: 

I was like, “I’ve got this, this and this. I’m feeling like I’m not going to get it all done 

and I’m feeling a bit knackered” and he was like, “look, try and get it done by Monday 

and if you need a day off on Monday to do it all, I’ll give you a day off”. And actually 

after that, I knew that was a possibility. Whereas before that it wasn’t even conceivable 

that I’d go and admit defeat but [now] I knew it was okay not to be okay. 
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Charlie, conversely, felt that others noticing another individual’s stress is important for the 

development of resilience as this can be a catalyst for change without putting the individual 

in need of support in a vulnerable position. They explained, “It’s nice for people to ask about 

you”, giving an example of how a question asked by a member of staff supported a change 

that enabled them to overcome a challenge at work. 

Making decisions to offer one’s own vulnerability or ask directly for help inherently 

calls the dynamics of power between individuals into play, however. Blackmore (1989) 

suggests that all discourse includes an element of one individual holding power over another 

in what they choose to share and how they choose to portray themselves. This is in direct 

contrast to the notion of “power with” that is a central tenet of relational cultural theory 

(Jordan, 1995. p.2)  

Although participants in this study spoke of the importance of personal interactions, 

such as Sam’s comment, “I like a bit of craic, it makes everything more worthwhile”, it is 

possible that the time and workload pressures mean that opportunities to develop attunement 

are less available than within clinical, therapeutic settings where Relational Cultural Theory 

was conceived (Miller, 1988). This potential difficulty is highlighted in Chris’s comment, “I 

think that's something that I've gotta work on, it doesn't matter how busy I am, I've got to take 

the time to kind of pause and chat to people [colleagues]”. Gu (2014) concludes that ensuring 

that relationships are placed at the “heart of teachers’ worlds” (p.520) is important, espousing 

the benefits of this to ensure the quality retention of teachers and placing responsibility on 

both individual teachers and school communities to do this. Conversely studies exploring 

resilience and wellbeing in teachers suggest that feeling unable to share vulnerabilities and 

ask for help, as well as feeling pressure to support others at expense to themselves is a 

predictor of stress and burnout (Burrow et al., 2020; Johnson, 2003; Prilleltensky et al., 

2016). 
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Part of the mutual support offered between these participants is the fluid nature of 

classroom roles. Pat discussed the nature of these relationships: 

I think we’re so used to it. At first it’s weird, having your boss acting as your assistant, 

but you get used it to it… We’re sort of pretty equal in lots of ways [and that helps our 

resilience because] I’ve worked in places where the head is a very remote person because 

they sit in their office all day apart from when they’re coming round to inspect what’s 

going on. I think then, they’re so much more remote that you wouldn’t feel as easy to ask 

for help because they are kind of God-like. 

Staff appear to agree that a traditional classroom dynamic is adhered to, including a 

teacher and assistant, despite uncertainty over who will play which role; this is then decided 

in the moment, with all staff understanding the requirements of each role. Crafting normalcy 

is described by Buzzanell (2010) as an effort to ensure that a sense of the familiar is retained 

despite changes to parts of the environment. Although research tends to focus on crafting 

normalcy following crisis situations (Buzzanell & Turner, 2003) the construct can be applied 

to the challenge of taking on different roles within a classroom. Parallels can be drawn with 

the notion of “everyday resilience” (Gu, 2014, p.506) which posits that teachers face daily 

pressures and uncertainties which must be responded to in order to continue as effective 

practitioners (Day & Gu, 2013).  

Pat’s comments suggest that respect and understanding throughout the school staff are 

key to ensuring staff feel that they can ask for help. Strahan et al. (2019) suggest that visible 

leaders are most supportive as this engenders a culture of accessibility among the wider staff. 

It also suggests that a flattening of traditional hierarchical roles can support a sharing of 

power between staff members, perhaps increasing a sense of self-efficacy. Efficacy was 

considered to have an important role in the development of resilience in wider literature 

(Drew & Sosnowski, 2019; Gibbs, 2018). 
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A flattened hierarchy and more fluid job roles could be understood through 

Buzzanell’s (2010) process of putting alternative logics to work, explained as “resilient 

systems incorporat[ing] seemingly contradictory ways of doing organizational work through 

development of alternative logics or through reframing the entire situation” (p.6). In this 

situation, the traditional hierarchical role structure in schools, often seen to be a bedrock of 

order and individual progression (Blackmore, 1989) has been at least partially deconstructed, 

perhaps partly due to the physical environment, enabling systems to be developed according 

to context rather than abstract principles. This may allow staff to feel efficacious in 

developing their role within the school, recognising that they will be supported as they wear a 

wider variety of “hats”. 

In distributing leadership, the staff group are able to develop a sense of collective 

efficacy as unidirectional leadership becomes less imposing (Strahan et al., 2019). This is 

perhaps particularly relevant in small schools where sharing the administrative and 

managerial burden of identifying areas for and implementing change can empower school 

staff, rather than isolating them (Wilson & McPake, 2000). Increasing teachers’ personal 

involvement in decision-making has beneficial outcomes for both teachers and students 

(Brown, 2012; Gibbs & Miller, 2014; Tschannen-Moran & Barr, 2004). This study suggests 

that efficacy is important for all staff in this school, developing a sense of common purpose 

and shared value in their work. In summary, participants thought that the specific nature of 

the setting supported the development of empathetic relationships, a sense of belonging and 

shared values throughout all school staff. The experiences of this staff are corroborated by 

wider research with teachers, although this is the first study to include non-teaching staff in 

its scope. Staff considered their efficacy in being able to take on flexible roles as a strength of 

the community that contributes to their own sense of resilience. Much of Buzzanell’s Theory 

of Communicative Resilience is coherent with how this is achieved through the development 
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of relational connections, although some elements of the theory appear to be of less relevance 

to these participants. This may be partly due to the nature of everyday challenges experienced 

by these participants, in contrast to the major challenges explored by Buzzanell (2010, 2018) 

and Buzzanell and Turner (2003). 

 

Sub-theme 2: Importance of leadership 

The importance of leadership in the development of a staff culture of belonging, shared 

values and learning experiences. 

 

Despite the flexibility of roles and associated efficacy beliefs of this staff, the 

development of a culture where all staff feel valued for their contributions and able to 

develop within their roles is perceived by these staff members to come from leadership first. 

The role of school leaders in developing the resilience of early career teachers (Mansfield & 

Gu, 2019; Peters & Pearce, 2012) and amongst headteachers themselves (Day, 2014; 

Glazzard & Stones, 2021) is better understood than for other staff groups, although several 

studies of teachers across career stages consider the importance of leadership within the 

participants’ own sense of resilience (Beltman, 2021; Beltman et al., 2011; Day & Gu, 2013).  

The headteacher’s personal commitment to valuing all roles was felt by school staff, 

who described how leadership beliefs contributed to their feelings of belonging; Sam 

commented: 

That’s one thing with [the headteacher], they do make you feel like you fit in [it’s 

important because] everybody earns a living somehow and as long as you’re earning a 

living, it doesn’t matter how. You can be down here or you can be up here, no one is 

better [than anyone else]. 
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The culture of understanding and valuing all roles appears to stimulate a commitment 

among staff to further professional development. Leslie observed that the headteacher: 

…had an appreciation of what was required [of my role]. They really are all about 

supporting the team… from the minute I walked in it was all about developing and 

making sure I was confident and giving me the space to just take ownership of the role. I 

feel that they had confidence in me and they trusted me from the very start. 

Leslie’s comments suggest that the culture established by the headteacher enables 

individuals to feel that they belong, are confident in their roles and feel able take on further 

responsibilities, knowing they will be supported. Their comment also suggests that they have 

a sense of efficacy in their own professional development, in keeping with the suggestion of 

distributed leadership above. Leithwood et al. (2008) suggests that power available in schools 

is limitless, there is no loss of power held by leadership as the power of others in school 

increases, leaders who share power are not weakened by empowering staff to be efficacious 

and influential. Staff who feel empowered to develop themselves and their roles are perhaps 

more likely to describe themselves as resilient.  Blackmore (1989) considers this to be a 

feminist, relational leadership style, empowering rather than having power over others; a 

conclusion that concurs with Jordan’s (217) notion of ‘power with’, the understanding that all 

individuals contribute to the growth of others. To develop connections for growth, Relational 

Cultural Theory posits that mutual empathy must be developed through a commitment to 

understanding and valuing the experiences of others (Jordan, 2017).  

Tran and Smith (2020) note the importance of leaders’ attunement to the changing 

needs of their colleagues across their career. Although Tran and Smith (2020) aimed to 

support secondary teachers, this study suggests that empathy from leaders can support a sense 

of shared understanding and a commitment to ongoing professional development amongst 

wider school staff. The understanding that school leaders have a significant role to play in 
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modelling and encouraging a culture of empathy and ongoing learning within the school staff 

appears to promote a sense of resilience that is more in line with participants’ experiences of 

thriving.  

It could be argued that an approach that supports and encourages individuals’ 

professional development, incorporating an understanding that this may result in individual 

members of staff choosing to develop their careers away from the school does not constitute 

resilience for the community. However, in line with the personal understanding of resilience 

espoused by members of this school staff, it is suggested that encouraging their development 

not only offers further resources within their current roles but also contributes to the 

resilience of school staff in other settings, if staff choose to work elsewhere. This may lead to 

further potential for learning from each other as resources for resilience, including a 

commitment to mutual empathy and growth, are transferred with staff to new workplaces. 

Participants suggested that when school leaders demonstrate empathy towards staff, it 

can be returned by the staff, beginning a mutually empathic relationship where relational 

confidence is evident. Chris explained: 

Having a bit of empathy is good. And actually having a bit of empathy for [the 

headteacher]. It's very important. You know a lot of the time they’ve asked me to do 

things, and at first that's another thing to add to the pile. But then I think, oh wait, they’ve 

asked me to do that because there's literally no one else that can do it. And I know for a 

fact that they’re doing all this other stuff, and they’re not just sat there in their ivory 

tower, they’ve got a really tough job.  

In summary, leadership that supports school staff by empathising with challenges as 

well as displaying confidence in staff by promoting their development appears to be 

important to the resilience process of this school staff. However, it is also concluded that 

responsibility for developing a culture of empathy, belonging and shared values is shared 

among all members of staff.  
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Sub-theme 3: Professional relationships beyond school 

Professional relationships beyond the school can support relational resilience. 

Participants in this study valued opportunities for professional collaboration beyond 

the school community highly, recognising the strengths it brings to practice within the school. 

Chris explained the impact of a suggestion from an advisor external to the school, “one little 

tweak for one child can quite quickly become common practice across an educational 

establishment”. This was particularly evident when speaking with participants whose roles 

were unique within the school, including both teaching and support staff. 

Leslie described the impact of their professional community: “we’re all kind of there 

for each other… we phone each other if there’s anything we need to check on, if we’ve 

missed something, how are they doing this… It’s nice to just bat ideas off and check 

everyone’s on the same page”. For Leslie, the network they belong to builds resilience 

through mutual trust and understanding the role, supporting confidence and professional 

development. Jude echoed these thoughts when considering their own professional network: 

“we all know each other’s strengths and weaknesses, so we naturally know who to speak to”.  

Both Jude and Leslie’s comments evidence two elements that support their relational 

resilience. First, the support offered within the group is mutual; Jude and Leslie both have a 

degree of relational confidence that they can be of support to others, as well as expecting that 

they will be able to receive support themselves. This mutuality suggests that resilience is 

developed relationally, through the connections formed with others, rather than within the 

individual (Jordan, 2017). Second, although the groups may meet formally at times, it is the 

informal connections (for example, “we phone each other” and “we naturally know”) that 

appear to be most beneficial to supporting Jude and Leslie’s resilience.  

The way these participants spoke of their networks beyond school suggests that the 

culture within them enables an authentic portrayal of negative feelings, enabling individuals 
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to present their vulnerabilities without fear of judgement, while encouraging the development 

of alternative courses of action. It is possible that the relational confidence offered through 

professional networks of similarly qualified individuals within a local area enables a culture 

that can develop its own identity. This is separate from the social and political structures 

within a whole school, and allows networks to consider ways of working that suit the 

resources and challenges of the context, in line with an understanding of resilience as an 

adaptive-transformative process (Buzzanell, 2018). In this way, participating in networks 

beyond the school may provide a further opportunity to develop the belonging, shared values 

and ongoing learning that these participants view as being importance to the development of 

resilience.  

This interpretation is substantiated in research exploring the experiences of secondary 

school teachers and the networks felt to be influential to practice, specifically the ways a 

community of practice (Wenger, 2000) can inform a collective sense of belonging and 

purpose and enable challenges perceived to come from a wider education climate to be 

overcome (Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2004; Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2003).  

The notion that schools benefit from connections beyond the setting is not new, 

especially when considering the resilience of isolated practitioners, including individuals 

whose role is unique within their school. This is particularly relevant for small schools but 

could equally apply to singular roles in larger settings. Hargreaves (2017) concludes that 

collaboration between small schools can be beneficial in supporting subject specialist 

teachers who may otherwise face professional isolation. The current study suggests that the 

benefits of inter-school collaboration apply for professionally isolated roles beyond teachers. 

 Jones (2009) suggests that barriers to engaging with external professionals and inter-

school collaboration are primarily considered by school leaders who express concerns 

regarding the time, money and workload involved in participation. In the current study, it is 
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perhaps due to the headteacher’s commitment to staff development that they and others can 

engage positively with professionals and groups external to the school. 

In summary, relational resilience amongst school staff does not stop at the school 

gate. For these participants, the ability to engage with professionals external to the school, 

provides further opportunities to develop a sense of belonging and shared values as well as 

the ability to develop professional practice that increases resilience in their roles.  

Theme 2 summary 

This section has explored perceptions of the development of shared values and a sense 

of belonging amongst the participants with critical reference to Communicative Theory of 

Resilience (Buzzanell, 2010). The section also explored how opportunities to learn and reflect 

were viewed by participants as important for the development of individual and collective 

resilience. These resources were developed through relational connections often felt to be 

specific to the specialness of this team and their school context. 

 

Limitations 

The findings presented and discussed here relate specifically to the aims of this study. 

Participants also spoke of other relationships that contribute to their experiences of resilience, 

for example their connection to both the children and the local community. These factors are 

explored within wider research into small, rural schools and within the teaching profession 

(Beltman et al., 2011; Fargas-Malet & Bagley, 2021; Hargreaves, 2017; Le Cornu, 2013). 

Further research could explore the nature of how relational connections are made and 

maintained to support the resilience of the local community. 

It is also notable that EPs were not considered to be supporters of relationships within 

schools, despite research suggesting that EPs place emphasis on promoting relational practice 
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(Billington et al., 2022). This could be due to the small size of the school resulting in 

infrequent contact with EPs and possibly a limited understanding of the scope of the EP role. 

Due to the small scale of this project, protecting anonymity and positive working 

relationships of participants was a high priority. This impacted the questions that were asked 

of participants and in some ways limited the responses that could be shared as part of this 

research. In approaching interviews through the lens of Appreciative Inquiry (Cooperrider et 

al., 2008) it was possible to gain insight into what is working well for participants. However, 

this approach may have limited participants’ ability to discuss experiences that contributed to 

decreased perceptions of resilience. 

 

Implications for Educational Psychologists 

Educational Psychologists (EPs) often strive to work relationally (Billington et al., 

2022), which could involve the development of relational resilience between EPs and the 

individuals we work with. Often, this focuses on relationships with children, or with a single 

adult in school (Billington et al., 2022). This study suggests that it is important for EPs to 

encourage the development of relational resilience amongst school staff, in order that they 

feel confident and capable to take on their roles. There are three ways that this research 

contributes to our understanding of how EPs can do this, although each requires further 

research to consider how they might be best achieved. 

First, by espousing a relational and communicative approach to resilience, EPs may 

be able to actively foster a sense of belonging, shared values and shared learning in 

consultation or training with school staff. The importance of giving opportunities for school 

staff to develop relationships which positively impact their wellbeing is described by 

Sharrocks (2014). Research suggests that peer group supervision and collaborative problem 
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solving, facilitated by EPs, can promote resources and practise that supports teacher 

resilience (Greenfield, 2016; Wright, 2015). Future research could investigate use of the 

processes identified by Buzzanell (2010) in EP consultation or problem solving within wider 

school staff groups.  

Second, this study, among others (Day, 2014; Johnson et al., 2014; Peters & Pearce, 

2012) has demonstrated the perceived importance of school leadership in the development of 

a resilient school culture. The EP role includes facilitating organisational change (Scottish 

Executive, 2002) therefore it could be argued that EPs are well-placed to support school 

leaders to develop a culture of relational resilience, perhaps utilising processes identified by 

Buzzanell (2010). 

Third, this study highlights the importance of fostering relationships for resilience 

between schools. EPs in the local authority where this research was carried out are already 

involved in this work as supervisors for Emotional Literacy Support Assistants (ELSA), 

which brings together ELSAs from different settings and encourages ongoing shared 

learning. Research has begun to investigate the EP role in ELSA supervision (Osborne & 

Burton, 2014) although as yet there is not literature exploring the role of the EP in bringing 

together professionals in similar roles from different settings, for example, through Special 

Educational Needs Co-ordinator networks. 

In summary, there are multiple avenues for further research seeking to understand the 

contribution of EPs to the development of relational resilience amongst school staff. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper explored relationships and resilience amongst the staff body of one school, 

including teaching and non-teaching staff. The paper’s first two aims involved developing 
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richer understandings of the lived experiences of school staff, including how they make 

connections to support their own and others’ resilience. This study extends the 

understandings of previous work (for example, Greenfield, 2015) in two ways. First, in 

setting out to explore experiences of relational resilience amongst all school staff (as opposed 

to just teachers) it has been concluded that relational resilience is of importance to all school 

staff. Second, this study’s findings suggest that relationships within professional communities 

beyond the immediate school setting are also important to staff perceptions of their resilience. 

Two themes were developed through an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of 

seven, appreciatively framed, semi-structured interviews that offer insights into this staff 

group’s experiences of the phenomena under investigation: first, the perception of resilience 

as a process of moving from surviving to thriving; second, the perceived importance of the 

specific setting and relationships between professionals both within and beyond the school. 

It is concluded that a culture that supports relational connection and opportunities for 

learning experiences can develop a sense of belonging and shared values that promote 

resilience among this staff community, both within and beyond the individual school. Themes 

were discussed through the lens of Relational Cultural Theory (Jordan, 2017), in particular 

considering the role of the Theory of Communicative Resilience (Buzzanell, 2010) in 

developing relational connections.  

 The third aim of this paper was to develop insight into how EPs can support 

relational resilience amongst school staff. Implications for EP practice were considered, 

concluding that the profession may be well-placed to espouse and support a relational 

approach to resilience amongst all school staff, both through day-to-day work and in 

supporting organisational change.  
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Chapter 4: Reflective synthesis 

 

Introduction  

This chapter comprises a reflective synthesis of professional and academic learning 

acquired throughout the research process. Implications of this research for me as a 

practitioner and researcher are also discussed. 

The chapter begins with a reflection on the development of my epistemological stance 

and how this has influenced the direction of my research. I then document the importance of 

relational processes within my research journey. The implications of this work focus on the 

importance of relationships for resilience in both my own work as an Educational 

Psychologist (EP) and for educationalists supporting school staff. My relevant next steps as a 

fully qualified researcher-practitioner following completion of this research are also 

discussed. 

 

Reflecting on the research process 

Upon embarking on doctoral study, I was encouraged to consider a personal ethics 

autobiography (Bashe et al., 2007). This engendered reflection on my epistemological stance 

which has developed through both research and professional practice. I explored social 

constructionist (Burr, 1995), contextual constructivist (Cobern, 1991) and critical realist 

(O'Mahoney & Vincent, 2014) perspectives alongside my aims for this research and my 

professional practice. The philosophical assumptions underlying this research are detailed in 

Chapter two of this thesis. Here, I reflect on the way my worldview has evolved through 

conducting this research and my professional practice experience, including reflection on 

how this learning has influenced decision-making within this research. 
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Prior to doctoral study, I viewed research from a more positivist stance, considering 

objectivity to be the gold standard of research which could uncover absolute truths, what 

could be termed “noumenon” (Kant, 1953, p.488). In exploring the notion of lived 

experience, initially by realising its importance within educational psychology practice before 

applying this emphasis to my research, I have become acculturated (Bashe et al., 2007) to a 

worldview that allows for subjectivity and contextualism. This process has not been a linear 

learning journey and multiple uncertainties and tensions, particularly surrounding the 

interpretation of individual philosophers’ worldviews, have been reflected upon both 

individually and within peer and research supervision. This was most notable as I initially 

departed from positivist notions of research, firstly considering a contextual constructivist 

stance (Cobern, 1991) which required effort on my part to remove reliance on any notion of 

an absolute truth. This stage in my thinking was important as it supported the development of 

my own interpretation of critical realism. This includes an understanding that reality is 

viewed through one’s assumptions and experiences and is therefore perceived differently 

both by different individuals and by the same individuals as they move through the world 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1994). This interpretation incorporates contextualist thinking while 

recognising that individual perceptions can be linked to an underlying reality (Oxley, 2016). 

Guba and Lincoln (1994) describe this learning as re-education as to what research can be. 

This iterative process has influenced the direction of my research as it enabled me to engage 

with the rich, deep data of a small-scale qualitative study, requiring very different skills from 

the quantitative research I had previously carried out. 

The process of conducting research, especially within a qualitative paradigm, is also 

iterative (Walsh & Downe, 2006). Similar to the EP role (Gersch, 2009), it requires ongoing 

learning and adaptation. With this comes a need for reflexivity about how my changing 

thoughts and beliefs impact my actions. Both the process of meta-ethnography (Noblit & 
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Hare, 1988) and Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Smith et al., 2022) are 

explicitly iterative processes and, although both come from positions of prioritising the 

experience of the individual, Noblit and Hare (1988) are explicitly interpretivist in their 

worldview (p.10) while Smith et al. (2022) appear to position themselves as critical realists 

(Oxley, 2016). The difference in these two worldviews may influence how each method 

interprets the lived experiences they analyse, either considering lived experience to be the 

reality of that individual in that context (Noblit & Hare, 1988) or considering lived 

experience to be the perception of that individual in that context. Nevertheless, both require 

reflexivity in the form of engaging a hermeneutic circle (Frechette et al., 2020; Heidegger, 

2008) through which to ensure a degree of integrity with the lived experiences of participants 

whilst making links with wider theory and one’s own interpretations. 

This more subjective and iterative worldview has been important both to my research 

and professional practice as it acknowledges the subjective nature of the meaning individuals 

and groups attach to situations. This resonates with the relational notion that many 

possibilities for realities exist, but no definitive reality can be ascertained as every interaction 

allows for a reinterpretation of all that has gone before and all that will be in the future 

(Bakhtin, 1982). Although Bakhtin’s words perhaps reach further into the realms of 

relativism than the critical realist stance espoused within my research, I have reflected that 

the notion of constant reinterpretation through interactions may be of particular importance in 

applied psychology. Interpersonal interactions, whether engineered as research interviews or 

through work to support children and young people, are multifaceted, include each 

individual’s previous experiences and can be interpreted in myriad ways by all participants 

(Burden, 2017). 

 



 

87 
 

Implications for professional practice 

The relational aspect of my epistemological journey has been mirrored in the subject 

of my research and in my professional practice as ways of thinking and shared 

understandings develop between myself and the school staff I work with. An 

acknowledgement of my own and others’ subjectivity has allowed me to develop relational 

awareness and confidence (Jordan, 1995) as I negotiate the EP role in different settings.  

Consideration of relational factors has also enabled me to appreciate the importance 

of developing relational resilience (Jordan, 1992) for me as a researcher and practitioner, 

especially due to the independent nature of doctoral research. Doctoral research can be 

isolating through the necessity of being a sole researcher (Wang & DeLaquil, 2020). 

Likewise, EPs are often lone practitioners who can be isolated from professional peers (Parry, 

2023). This can have a potentially detrimental effect on the mental health and wellbeing of 

doctoral candidates and lone practitioners (Bowden et al., 2015; Sverdlik et al., 2018). It is 

part of the requirements of professional practice for EPs to reflect on their own fitness to 

practice (Health and Care Professions Council, 2015). 

Reflection on these ideas has been crucial throughout my doctoral journey. Research 

supervision has been invaluable in allowing me to engage in reflective discussions and 

develop my thinking with others who understand my research. From a perspective of 

academic best practice, both meta-ethnography and IPA, as inductive and subjective methods 

of analysis, advocate the importance of multiple researchers to enable reflexive discussions 

within the analysis. This may enrich and deepen conclusions drawn from the research as a 

result of the increased interaction and development of further meaning as a consequence of 

these interactions (France et al., 2019; France et al., 2014; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith 

et al., 2022). Although I feel that the quality of my research process may have been 

strengthened by the presence of multiple primary researchers, within the constraints of 
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expectations for doctoral study, frequent, reflective engagement with a supervisory team who 

have an interest in the project and the ability to support critical thinking and decision-making 

has been crucial. The same can be said of engagement with professional supervision as I gain 

independence as an EP. This reflection echoes the importance placed on learning 

opportunities for resilience by participants in my empirical study. 

Frequent supervision, both for my research and in professional practice, has also 

enabled me to develop further elements of relational practice that participants in this research 

deemed important to their own resilience process: a sense of belonging and the development 

of shared values. This is reflected in wider research considering the wellbeing of doctoral 

students who engage in supervision, both with more experienced academics and peers 

(Ciampa & Wolfe, 2020; Wang & DeLaquil, 2020). Supervisory relationships have been 

crucial in supporting me to engage critically and reflexively with my own thoughts and 

actions as well as in acculturating me to the EP and academic research cultures. I have 

reflected that participating in a professional doctorate programme, which necessitates the 

development of professional practice alongside research, has contributed to feelings of 

belonging and reduced the potential isolation of conducting a purely research-based doctorate 

(Lee, 2009; Martin, 2021; Shield, 2023). It is also possible that I would not have reflected on 

the nature or importance of these relational processes had they not been the focus of my 

research with school staff. 

The original aim for my research was to better understand resilience as part of school 

staff retention and wellbeing and subsequently to explore positive relational practice between 

school staff and teachers, with the ultimate aim of improving outcomes for CYP (Glazzard & 

Rose, 2020; Roffey, 2012). Through my research journey and my professional development 

as an EP, I have reflected that relational approaches are important for resilience and 

wellbeing within the educational psychology profession as well, particularly considering the 
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current recruitment and retention difficulties within local authority educational psychology 

services (Lyonette et al., 2019). 

 

Implications as a researcher-practitioner 

My epistemological journey has influenced decision making throughout the research 

process and allowed me to engage with possible alternative ways of conducting this research. 

For example, early in my research journey and prior to the development of my understanding 

of what may constitute ‘reality’ and how it could be constructed or observed, I chose to 

conduct a case study, led my me. The decision was also taken prior to the development of my 

understanding of research as a relational process, involving the subjective thoughts and 

experiences of both participants and researchers. I have reflected that a different way to 

approach this study could be through participatory research (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995), 

encouraging participants to design and shape the research process alongside me which, in line 

with the contextualist and relational values espoused above, may enrich the scope of the 

research and the viewpoints from which the data were analysed.  

It would be feasible to carry out such research to further explore the findings of this 

study, or to investigate other avenues of interest to the EP profession. It would also be 

possible to conduct such research as I continue to support the relational practice and the 

resilience process amongst school staff. Lane and Corrie (2007) promote the importance of 

practitioner psychologists’ abilities to both apply research within their practice and contribute 

to the development of new research. They refer to these skills as those of a scientist-

practitioner. I have chosen to use the term researcher-practitioner instead as I feel this better 

reflects the less positivist values associated with the word scientist, enabling research that 

ethically acknowledges the role, views and assumptions of the practitioner when carrying out 
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research within their practice (Navab et al., 2016). Without the experience of planning, 

developing and reflecting on this research study, I would not have the skills that could enable 

me to embark upon such a project as a researcher-practitioner (Lane & Corrie, 2007).  

The skills of EPs as researcher-practitioners have the potential to benefit the wider 

world of education as research projects (whether formally conducted or as part of daily EP 

exploratory work) can be conducted within shorter timescales and be more specific to 

particular contexts than is generally possible through more traditional research (Miller & 

Frederickson, 2006; Vindrola-Padros, 2021). A research process conducted with EPs in 

schools, perhaps to evaluate the effectiveness of a specific intervention within a small 

population or individual case, directly supports the graduated response recommended in the 

SEND Code of Practice (Department for Education & Department of Health, 2014) or an 

organisational approach (Richards, 2017) to support individuals or systemic change.  

 

Conclusion  

Throughout my development as a TEP I have drawn parallels between academic 

research and EP practice. The most notable parallel is that both roles are iterative, involving 

ongoing learning and a need to demonstrate reflexivity as my own thoughts and beliefs 

change as I gain new knowledge. New understandings could expose a novel worldview or 

highlight a distinct perspective within the specific context of a piece of casework. Both allow 

opportunities for reflection on the impact of my own thoughts, beliefs and previous 

understandings on the way I interpret new information. 

In carrying out this research, I have reflected on the importance of relationships 

within my own research journey and EP practice. Relational awareness and confidence are 

important elements of both researchers’ and practitioners’ reflective toolboxes. This is 
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especially important within qualitative research, given the iterative and subjective nature of 

the paradigm. 

The research process has enabled me to consider the role of the EP as a researcher-

practitioner, providing me with tools to explore the world in different ways and reflect upon 

these explorations with others. These skills will be helpful within my daily practice as a 

qualified EP and in more formal, academic research projects. 
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factors and 
stressors. 
 
Research 
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novice 
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teacher 
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constructs of 
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and 
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from 
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research 
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Governments, 
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detailed 
within 
research. 
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based on 
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qualitative. 

Drawn from 
Gu and Day 
(2014) and 
Beltman et al 
(2016), 
including 
contextual 
factors. 
Explicit 
description of 
methodology 
(although not 
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detailed, refs 
are present), 
methodology 
implies 
ontological 
and 
epistemologic
al position, 
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are not 
explicitly 
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consideration 
of theoretical 
framework, 
drawing on 
resilience in 
teachers and 
PE; Resilience 
Theory - 
seems to posit 
that this is a 
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resource, with 
factors 
affecting this, 
making it 
dynamic. 

Phenomenolo
gical research 
position 
explained  

Social theory 
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Critical 
ethnography 
(CE) and 
narrative 
inquiry (NI) 

Socio-political 
nature of 
profession 
(curriculum, 
standards) - 
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professionalis
m (in line with 
Gu and Day, 
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through a 
model of ECT 
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process is at 
the interface 
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 Focus on 
positivity 
encouraged by 
resilience 
theory informs 
focus on 
protective 
factors/ability 
to overcome 
stressors. 
 
Interpretive 
case study - to 
focus on 
meaning 
making. 

Focus of study 
to explore 
definitions of 
teacher 
resilience, 
situational 
analysis (and 
grounded 
theory) - 
theory 
building. This 
is very clear in 
title and 
methodology. 

Multiple case 
study - 
appropriate 
for exploring 
perceptions 
and 
developing 
hypotheses. 
Resilience 
Theory 
informed 
interview 
questions. 

Research aims 
to detail ways 
participants 
interpret 
experiences, 
construct the 
world, and 
create 
meaning.  
Aim to further 
understanding 
of teacher 
experiences 

Theoretical 
framework 
has informed a 
framework for 
practice 
Theory 
espoused in 
line drawing 
and 2 
interviews - 
resilience as a 
dynamic 
process 
CE and NI 
used with 
resilient 
theory to 
study the lives 
(within and 
beyond 
teaching) of 
early career 
teachers 
(ECTs) 

Model used to 
examine the 
process of 
resilience in 
ECTs. 
Focus: 
identifying 
challenges and 
the way they 
respond using 
personal and 
contextual 
resources. 
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authors locate 
the study within 
the existing 
knowledge base? 
L&G 
 
Are the links 
between research 
and existing 
knowledge 
demonstrated? Is 
there evidence of 
an (S)LR? W&D 
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pe
/ P

ur
po

se
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he
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m

en
on
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tu

di
ed

/ C
on

te
xt

 Short history 
of resilience 
theory. 
 
Juxtaposition 
of Resilience 
Theory 
(individual 
characteristics
) with 
Relational 
Cultural 
Theory 
(relational) 
p.648 

Links to 
significant 
recent 
research are 
discussed and 
a history of 
resilience 
theory is 
briefly given. 
No specific 
links to named 
theories, but 
this is not 
necessarily a 
bad thing as 
this study 
aims to 
explore views 
of others. 
They do begin 
by tying 
research 
reviewed into 
a situational 
map. 

Lit. review 
than leads to 
focus of study 
is clear. 
Draws upon 
Gu and Day 
research but 
not Johnson or 
Mansfield, 
unusually. 

Resilience 
important due 
to 
performance-
driven culture, 
linked to 
teacher stress 
and retention 
data. 
Changes in 
societal values 
have also 
resulted in 
alienation 
between 
school and 
disadvantaged 
pupils (link to 
behaviour) 

Links between 
studies of 
teachers' 
'problems' 
contrasted 
with resilience 
theory 
offering hope. 
Critical 
review of 
research into 
problems, 
compared 
with 
favourable 
model of 
resilience 

Rationale for 
studying 
resilience in 
the context of 
challenges, ref 
to Doney for 
this. 
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geographical and 
care setting is the 
study carried 
out? L&G 

N
/A
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 3 secondary 
schools in 
south eastern 
USA 

2 high schools 
and 1 middle 
school in 3 
different 
districts in the 
north eastern 
USA: 
1 large 
suburban high, 
1 small urban 
middle, 1 
large urban 
high 

PE depts. in 
high poverty 
schools in 
mid-western 
USA (1 
middle, 3 
elementary), 
one rural and 
one urban 
district. 

UK schools 2 Australian 
states - 
Western Aus. 
& South Aus. 

Australian 
schools, 
mostly 
primary 
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What is the 
rationale for 
choosing this 
setting? L&G 

N
/A

 

P
he

no
m

en
on

 S
tu

di
ed

/ C
on

te
xt

 Not much 
research on 
how novice 
teachers 
develop 
resilience or 
how they 
overcome 
stressors. 

Assume 
location was 
for 
convenience. 

Lit. reviewed 
suggests that 
all US schools 
are suffering 
from teacher 
attrition, that 
high poverty 
schools are 
worst affected, 
that students 
at these 
schools most 
benefit from 
stable staff, 
and that PE 
teachers have 
the ability to 
develop 
relationships 
over several 
years. PE also 
shown to 
reduce 
stress/aggressi
on and 
perhaps 
improve 
students’ self-
image. 

Little research 
in UK. 

Convenience 
for 
researchers? 2 
states gives 
more robust 
data than 1? 
No evidence. 

No rationale 
given 
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Is the setting 
appropriate 
and/or 
sufficiently 
specific for 
examination of 
the research 
question? L&G 
 
Is the setting 
appropriate? 
W&D 

S
co

pe
/ P

ur
po

se
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he
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 S
tu

di
ed

/ C
on

te
xt

 How is 
resilience 
developed in 
novice 
secondary 
science 
teachers? - 
setting was 
typical 
environment 
for this role 
(in my 
opinion) 
 
Does 
resilience 
affect novice 
teacher 
retention?  

Yes, with an 
element of 
convenience.  

Yes, although 
it may not be 
generalisable 
for teachers in 
general, or the 
US in general 

Yes, but only 
2, so although 
they were 
chosen to be 
'typical' it is 
still a very 
small sample. 

Yes - range of 
schools in 
Australis 

Appropriate 
settings but 
not much 
detail 
compared to 
other studies. 
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Is sufficient 
detail given 
about the 
setting? L&G 

N
/A

 

P
he

no
m

en
on

 S
tu

di
ed

/ C
on

te
xt

 Data 
regarding 
location 
(rural/suburba
n), NOR, 
ethnicity and 
socio-
economic 
status of each 
setting 
detailed - is 
this of 
relevance to 
teachers' 
resilience? 

No description 
of what 'large' 
or 'small' 
school size is, 
or what 
constitutes 
urban or 
suburban. 
Info. given 
about skew of 
teacher 
experience 
due to 2008 
depression, 
useful when 
considering 
resilience in 
terms of 
teacher 
recruitment 
and retention. 
No further 
data given 
about school 
populations. 

Details given 
about what 
constitutes a 
high poverty 
school (FSM 
data among 
pupils) 
Number of 
children per 
class 
Neighbourhoo
ds served by 
each school 

Details given 
about spread 
of 
schools/setting
s in larger 
study. 
 
Vignettes of 
settings given 
- community 
served, 
location. 

Percentages of 
types of 
school are 
given. 

School age 
range and 
context 
(metropolitan, 
etc.) given. 

Over what time 
period is the 
study conducted? 
L&G 
 
  

N
/A

 

P
he

no
m

en
on

 
S

tu
di

ed
/ 

C
on

te
xt

 2 years 3 weeks (once 
a week data 
gathering) 

2 years 3 years 1 year? Single 
interview 
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Participants   4 female high 
school science 
teachers. 
Purposive 
sampling: 
employed FT, 
completed 
training, 
during 
training were 
observed to 
have some 
coping 
strategies 

33 English 
language arts 
teachers 
demographics 
representative 
of state 
mostly with 
15-20 years 
experience 
(only 3.3% 
had 1-5 years 
exp.) 

Purposive 
sampling (PE 
teachers, high-
poverty) - 4 
PE teachers. 
2 elementary 
teachers 
alone; 1 
elementary & 
1 middle 
school co-
teach.  
vignettes of 
each p.63 
pseudonyms 
used suggest 3 
male, 1 female 
- is this true? 
relevant? 

300 teachers, 
different 
career stages, 
representative 
of national 
profile (age, 
exp, gender) 
In this paper: 
1 beginning, 1 
mid-career 
teacher who 
reported 
higher levels 
of resilience 

60 1st year 
teachers. 
Demographic 
data collected: 
age range, 
gender, type 
of school - 
primary/secon
dary, 
state/ind./relig
ious - 
employment 
status. 
Leadership 
team. 

13 ECT 
(1st/2nd year), 
10 female, 3 
male; 11 full 
time. 
Demographic 
data collected: 
age range, 
gender, years 
of experience, 
primary/secon
dary, 
employment 
status, school 
location. 
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How is the 
sample (events, 
persons, times, 
settings) 
selected? (e.g. 
theoretically 
informed, 
purposive…) 
L&G 
 
Selection criteria 
detailed and 
justified? W&D 

S
am

pl
in

g 
S

tr
at

eg
y 

P
he

no
m

en
on

 S
tu

di
ed

/ C
on

te
xt

 No mention of 
why particular 
route into 
science 
teaching was 
required, or 
why science 
in particular, 
or how 
sampling was 
completed (it 
does say men 
weren't 
excluded, but 
no explanation 
for why none 
participated). 
 
No 
explanation of 
why it was 
important to 
be previously 
id's as having 
coping 
mechanisms - 
is this a 
representative 
sample - will 
this have a 
bearing on my 
results? 

Group 
demographics 
representative 
of state 
teaching 
workforce; no 
record of how 
participants 
were 
selected/who 
refused to 
participate. 

Explicit 
description of 
purposive 
sampling, 
although no 
explanation 
for why the 
mid-west, 
presumably 
this was 
convenient. 

2 teachers 
who reported 
a high level of 
resilience 
(although 
typical of 
others in the 
300-strong 
original 
population 
that showed 
high 
resilience) 
Purposive 
sampling - 
typical of all 
teachers? 
 
Much bigger 
sample data 
explored in 
less detail - 
still relevant 
as informed 
choice of 
these 2 

No evidence. No detail 
given. 
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Is the sample 
appropriate to 
the aims of the 
study? L&G 
 
What are the key 
characteristics of 
the sample 
(events, persons, 
times and 
settings)? L&G 
 
Disparity 
between planned 
and actual 
sample 
explained? W&D 

N
/A

 

P
he

no
m

en
on

 S
tu

di
ed

/ C
on

te
xt

 4 female 
novice 
teachers - all 
teachers, but 
all Caucasian 
female - is it 
representative
? 
Short vignette 
about each - 
gives some 
idea of history 
(is this 
relevant to 
such a small 
study? 
They've 
already said 
they all met 
criteria as a 
certain type of 
science 
teacher) 
 
All prev. id'd 
as having 
coping 
mechanisms - 
is this 
culturally 
aware? Are 
tutors more 

No discussion 
of planned vs. 
actual sample. 
Could perhaps 
be generalised 
within this 
state and 
teachers of 
this age group, 
but would be 
more robust if 
included more 
schools in 
different areas 
with bigger 
age range. 
 
33 English 
language 
teachers. Data 
given for 
length of 
service. 

4 PE specialist 
teachers, all 
white, 3 male, 
1 female. 
Details of 
length of 
service given. 
Sample is 
appropriate 
but could be 
bigger and 
more diverse 
to support 
generalisabilit
y. 
No discussion 
of planned vs. 
actual sample. 

Sort of - 
highly 
resilient 
teachers may 
be able to give 
more depth, 
but may not 
be 
representative 
of the 
feelings, 
contexts or 
thoughts of 
others. 

Yes, 60 ECTs 
is in line with 
study aims 
and is a large 
sample 
compared to 
other studies 
in the SLR. 
Also 1 
leadership 
view in each 
school. 
 
Age, gender, 
type/location/a
ge range of 
school and 
contract 
details were 
gathered, 
percentages 
given. 

13 beginning 
teachers (10 
female, 3 
male), 1st/2nd 
year of 
teaching - 
ages, gender, 
teaching level, 
teaching 
experience 
detailed. 
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able to see 
students with 
similar coping 
mechanisms 
to themselves?  

Is the sample 
(inc. data 
collection) 
appropriate in 
terms of depth 
and width across 
time, settings and 
events? L&G 
 
Thickness of 
description likely 
from sampling? 
W&D 

S
am

pl
in

g 
S

tr
at

eg
y 

P
he

no
m

en
on

 S
tu

di
ed

/ C
on

te
xt

 Yes - see 
method (row 
25) individual 
and contextual 
data gathered 
over two 
years. 

Good that 
demographics 
reflect state. 
High level 
data for 
gender and 
ethnicity, 
years of 
experience. 
Suggest that 
33 teachers 
will encourage 
rich data. 

Only 4 in 
sample, but 
significant 
data collected 
from each 
across 2 years. 

6 semi-
structured 
interviews, 
twice yearly 
over 3 years.  
Longitudinal 
data is to be 
commended, 
but little 
breadth in 
terms of info. 
sources 

Interesting to 
gather views 
of both ECTs 
and leadership 
views of 
challenges 
faced by ECTs 
- offers 
breadth of 
perspectives. 
2 interviews 
and line 
drawing - 
breadth of 
data 
collection, 
al;ows 
understanding 
of resilience 
as dynamic 
process (fits 
with social 
resilience 
theory 
espoused) 

Population 
larger than 
some studies, 
but no further 
methods of 
data collection 
mean it may 
not be a thick 
as others. 
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What outcome 
criteria are used 
in the study? 
L&G 

N
/A

 

P
he

no
m

en
on

 S
tu

di
ed

/ C
on

te
xt

 No evidence. Focus group 
questions 
(paraphrased): 
How would 
you describe 
the construct 
of teacher 
resilience? 
How 
important is it 
that teachers 
are resilient? 
Describe a 
resilient 
colleague/men
tor? 
Have you 
considered 
leaving 
profession? 
Why did you 
stay? 
How do you 
mitigate job 
stress? 
Do these 
actions 
support 
resilience? 

Inductive 
process for 
data analysis 
to inform 
themes. 

how do 
personal, 
relational, 
organisational 
and contextual 
factors impact 
upon capacity 
for resilience? 

How do ECTs 
and senior 
leaders 
perceive the 
challenges and 
factors that 
influence 
resilience in 
beginning 
teachers? 

How do ECTs  
perceive 
challenges and 
how do they 
respond to 
these in their 
work? Do they 
intend to 
continue 
teaching? 
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Whose 
perspectives are 
addressed 
(professional, 
service, user, 
carer)? L&G 
 
Subjective 
meanings of 
participants 
portrayed? W&D 

S
am

pl
in

g 
S

tr
at

eg
y 

P
he

no
m

en
on

 S
tu

di
ed

/ 
C

on
te

xt
 Novice 

secondary 
science 
teachers 

Teachers 
Many quotes 
used in 
findings. 

PE teachers Teachers 
Many quotes 
used in 
findings. 

ECTs and 
senior leaders 
in schools 

ECTs 

Is there sufficient 
breadth (contrast 
between 
perspectives) and 
depth (insight 
into a single 
perspective)? 
L&G 

N
/A

 

P
he

no
m

en
on

 S
tu

di
ed

/ C
on

te
xt

 Case study 
allows for 
single 
perspective 
depth; cross-
case analysis 
allows for 
breadth (but 
see comments 
on sampling)  

Contrasting 
opinions 
shown 
through 
quotes that 
then become 
themes (e.g. 
harsh 
winter/optimis
m) 

Depth - many 
quotes make 
up findings. 
Breadth - little 
disagreement, 
but perhaps 
that was the 
nature of the 
sample? 

Plenty of 
depth in 
portraits 
focusing on 
each 
participant in 
turn. 
Discussion 
brings breadth 
in 
comparing/co
ntrasting 
experiences. 

See notes on 
sampling. 

 

Was ethical 
approval 
obtained? L&G 
& W&D 

E
th

ic
al

 
D

im
en

si
on

s 

E
th

ic
s No evidence. No evidence. Institutional 

Review Board 
approval is 
noted. 

No evidence. No evidence. Yes - 
explicitly 
mentioned. 
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Was informed 
consent obtained 
from 
participants? 
L&G 
 
Documentation 
to support 
autonomy, 
consent, 
confidentiality, 
anonymity? 
W&D 

E
th

ic
al

 D
im

en
si

on
s 

E
th

ic
s No evidence. Participants 

were invited 
to 'follow up' 
with 
researchers 
via email. 

No evidence. No evidence. No evidence. Yes, informed 
consent 
explicitly 
mentioned. 

Have ethical 
issues been 
adequately 
addressed? L&G 
 
Commitment to 
integrity, 
honesty, 
transparency, 
equality, mutual 
respect? W&D 

E
th

ic
al

 D
im

en
si

on
s 

E
th

ic
s No evidence. No evidence. No evidence.  No evidence. Senior leaders 

were not 
asked to 
consider 
individual 
ECTs but 
consider 
challenges 
more broadly. 
This is not 
explicitly 
considered as 
an ethical 
issue, but I 
think this is 
where the 
researchers 
were coming 
from. 

No evidence. 
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What data 
collection 
methods are 
used? L&G  

N
/A

 

D
at

a 
C

ol
le

ct
io

n/
 A

na
ly

si
s/

 B
ia

s 6 ind. 
Interviews 
each with diff. 
focus, 
Response to a 
written 
prompt on 
resilience - 
later used in 
succeeding 
interviews, 
Classroom 
obs. each 
semester 
(context), 
Relational 
maps each 
year (stressors 
and protective 
factors), 
Work 
shadowing for 
1 day (job 
context) 

Focus groups 
within 
departmental 
meetings 
using semi-
structured 
interview 
techniques 

3 formal 
interviews 
(60-90 mins), 
themes of 
questions 
noted but 
actual 
questions not 
given. 
Informal 
conversational 
interviews - 
strengths of 
this 
acknowledged
. 
Teacher 
shadowing - 1 
full day in 
year 1, 2 half 
days in year 2 
to follow 
up/clarify. 
documents 
provided by 
teachers - 
lesson plans, 
curriculum 
guides, 
student work. 
Thickness of 
data from both 

Semi-
structured 
interviews. 

2 interviews 
(led by mind 
map) and a 
line drawing 
of the year's 
experiences 
with ECTs. 
1 interview 
with a senior 
leader in each 
school. 

one semi-
structured 
interview 
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methods and 
repetition over 
2 years. 

Is this method 
appropriate? 
L&G 
 
Rational 
explored for 
specific method, 
e.g. grounded 
theory, 
phenomenology
…? Were 
methods used 
appropriate for 
data and 
method?  
In sufficient 
detail?  
Triangulation (if 
approp.)? W&D 

D
es

ig
n 

D
at

a 
C

ol
le

ct
io

n/
 A

na
ly

si
s/

 B
ia

s Yes - case 
study, then 
cross-case 
analysis is 
appropriate 
for exploring 
a phenomenon 

Yes, explicit 
discussion of 
this method's 
usefulness 
within the 
methodology 
chosen. 
No evidence 
of 
triangulation 
with other 
data collection 
methods. 

Triangulation 
explicitly 
noted between 
data sources to 
ensure 
consistency 
when building 
themes. Mix 
of interview 
data, 
observation 
and on the job 
literature 
seems robust. 

Yes, and 
triangulation 
with wider 
data set 
evidenced. 

Triangulation 
between 
interviews, 
SLT, 
conference 
hearings. 

Rational 
explored for 
qualitative 
methods and 
use of 
interviews. 
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Is the raw data 
available for 
independent 
analysis? L&G 

N
/A

 

D
at

a 
C

ol
le

ct
io

n/
 

A
na

ly
si

s/
 

B
ia

s No evidence. No evidence. No evidence. No evidence. No evidence. No, but 
detailed notes 
from each 
interview are 
shown. 

Is the 
information 
collected with 
sufficient detail 
and depth to 
provide insight 
into the  
perceptions of 
participants? 
L&G 

N
/A

 

D
at

a 
C

ol
le

ct
io

n/
 A

na
ly

si
s/

 B
ia

s Yes - 6 
different 
interviews and 
relational 
maps that was 
then discussed 
and compared 

Yes, 
especially as 3 
focus groups 
were used to 
enable 
revision/furthe
r questioning 
of ideas. 
Although do 
focus groups 
allow for same 
depth of 
individual 
perception as 
interview? Or 
perhaps focus 
groups 
encourage 
debate and 
discussion? 
This is not 
considered in 
the paper. 

Yes - see 
methodology. 

Yes - detailed 
portraits. 

Yes, I think 
so, although 
no evidence of 
length of 
interviews. 

Yes, 
evidenced by 
detailed notes 
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Is the process of 
fieldwork 
adequately 
described (how 
data elicited, 
type/range of 
questions, 
length/timing of 
obs., …)? L&G 

N
/A

 

D
at

a 
C

ol
le

ct
io

n/
 A

na
ly

si
s/

 B
ia

s Interview 
questions are 
shared. 
 
Rubric for 
observations 
and work 
shadowing 
shared, but no 
detail as to 
what 
researchers 
suggested 
these 
situations 
might be; 
although these 
were followed 
up with 
participants to 
discuss/clarify 

Questions are 
shared, 
timings of 
focus groups 
are shared. 

How the data 
was elicited, 
yes. But no 
evidence of 
actual 
interview 
questions or 
details of 
informal 
conversations. 

Not explicitly 
- no note of 
questions/leng
th of 
interviews/spe
cific timings. 

Mind map 
shared that 
was used 
during 
interviews 
example of 
line drawing 
shown.  

About an 
hour, face to 
face or by 
phone 
(convenience 
of location 
and for 
participant) 
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What role does 
the researcher 
adopt within the 
setting? L&G 
 
Were 
participants 
involved in 
analysis? 
Relationship 
between 
researcher and 
participants? 
W&D 

A
na

ly
si

s 

D
at

a 
C

ol
le

ct
io

n/
 A

na
ly

si
s/

 B
ia

s Observer? Not 
explicitly 
mentioned. 
 
Data was 
discussed with 
participants 
during 
subsequent 
interviews, 
but not within 
analysis 
phase. 

Observer? Not 
explicitly 
mentioned. 
 
Data was 
discussed with 
participants 
during 
subsequent 
focus groups, 
but not within 
analysis 
phase. 

Observer? Not 
explicitly 
mentioned. 
 
Transcripts 
were sent to 
participants to 
verify 
responses, 
they were then 
asked to verify 
the 
researchers' 
findings and 
provide 
feedback on 
content and 
accuracy of 
final analysis. 

No evidence. Draft 
framework 
(see row 32) 
shared with 
participants in 
9 schools and 
at conferences 
- clarity, 
authenticity, 
relevance, 
usefulness. 

Interviewers 
were not 
previously 
known to 
participants. 
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Is there evidence 
of reflexivity? 
L&G 
 
And more than 
one researcher 
involved? 
Effects of 
researchers' 
influence? Self-
awareness/ 
insight? How 
were problems 
dealt with? 
W&D 

R
ef

le
xi

vi
ty

 

D
at

a 
C

ol
le

ct
io

n/
 A

na
ly

si
s/

 B
ia

s No evidence. Focus groups 
provided an 
unexpected 
intervention to 
support 
resilient - this 
is the only 
mention. 

Discussion of 
researchers 
collaborating. 

No evidence. Yes - 
awareness of 
prior theory 
and early 
impressions 
during 
interviews are 
noted.  
Early insights 
described in 
column AD 
avoided qual. 
Trap (p.536). 

 Few 
interpretive 
differences, 
but transcripts 
were reviewed 
to reach 
agreement 
when conflicts 
arose. 

How are the data 
analysed? L&G 
 
Appropriate for 
method? 
Discussion of 
coding systems/ 
evolution of 
conceptual 
frameworks? 
W&D 

A
na

ly
si

s 

D
at

a 
C

ol
le

ct
io

n/
 A

na
ly

si
s/

 B
ia

s Individual 
case analysis, 
then cross-
case analysis 
to identify 
similarities/dif
ferences and 
rich insight 

Situational 
Map revised 
following 
each focus 
group. 
 
No discussion 
of how 
coding/analysi
s developed. 

Situational 
Map revised 
following 
each focus 
group. 
 
No discussion 
of how 
coding/analysi
s developed. 

I assume IPA? 
This looks 
likely from 
discussion but 
is not 
discussed. 

Explanation of 
working as a 
team of 
researchers; 
[airs and 
threes talking 
informally 
about the 
interview 
topics (verbal 
memo-ing) 
helpful for 
identifying 
themes, 
example of 
this given. 

3 researchers 
worked 
individually, 
then shared 
and compared 
findings. 
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How adequate is 
the description of 
data analysis? 
(Could it be 
reproduced?) 
L&G 
 
Approach made 
explicit? 
Hand/software, 
why? 
How was the 
context of data 
retained? W&D 

A
na

ly
si

s 

D
at

a 
C

ol
le

ct
io

n/
 A

na
ly

si
s/

 B
ia

s No evidence. No 
description. 

No evidence 
of how coding 
was 
completed. 

No evidence 
of this. 

Nvivo 8 used 
to transcribe 
and do 
preliminary 
coding 
(demographics 
and key 
themes). 
Explanation of 
usefulness of 
this. 
Discussion 
and analysis 
continued 
during two, 3 
day research 
team 
workshops, 
leading to a 
loose 
framework of 
tentative 
ideas. 

Good 
description of 
data analysis 
process 
compared to 
other papers. 
Challenges 
considered 
first, then 
response to 
challenges, 
then career 
intentions (4-5 
years) (see 
AD for 
method) 
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Is adequate 
evidence 
provided to 
support the 
analysis? (e.g. 
raw data extracts, 
iterative analysis, 
triangulation…) 
L&G 
 
Use of field 
notes/quotes in 
discussion? 
Evidence that 
data reached 
saturation/discus
sion if not? 
W&D 

A
na

ly
si

s 

D
at

a 
C

ol
le

ct
io

n/
 A

na
ly

si
s/

 B
ia

s Use of 
vignettes from 
field 
notes/case 
study analysis. 
Would quotes 
have helped 
this feel more 
personal? 

Use of quotes 
followed by 
interpretation 
are helpful, 
but no 
explanation of 
how this has 
been done is 
available. 

Use of quotes 
followed by 
interpretation 
are helpful, 
but no 
explanation of 
how this has 
been done is 
available. 

Quotes are 
used to build 
portraits, 
triangulated 
with wider 
data from 
larger project. 

Yes - quotes 
in discussion 
of final 
framework 
themes, clear 
links as to 
how they got 
there from raw 
data (although 
as with all, 
how were 
these quotes 
chosen?)  

Summary 
table and 
vignettes 
including 
quotes support 
analysis - how 
were these 
chosen? 
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Are the findings 
interpreted 
within the 
context of other 
studies and 
theory? L&G 
 
Interrogation for 
competing/altern
ative 
explanations? 
Analysis 
interwoven with 
other theory/lit. 
W&D 

In
te

rp
re

ta
ti

on
 

D
at

a 
C

ol
le

ct
io

n/
 A

na
ly

si
s/

 B
ia

s Process 
framework 
informed by 
interview 
data, 
congruent 
with other 
studies (no 
refs p.650) 

Yes - many 
links within 
discussion to 
previous study 
and theory. 
 
Not really any 
interrogation 
of alternative 
explanations. 

Yes - many 
links to 
Luthar's work 
on resilience 
and Fletcher's 
grounded 
theory. 

Yes, 
particularly 
within the 
context of 
larger study 
and other 
work on 
resilience. 
Interweaving 
with other 
studies. 

Yes, not much 
room for 
competing 
explanations 
though. 

Yes, little 
evidence of 
competing/alte
rnative 
explanations 
through. 

Description of 
social/physical 
and interpersonal 
contexts of data 
collection? 
W&D 

In
te

rp
re

ta
ti

on
 

N
/A

 No evidence. Only the small 
amount of 
data about the 
setting/demog
raphic of 
teachers. 

No evidence. No evidence. No evidence. No evidence. 

Are the 
researcher's own 
position, 
assumptions and 
possible biases 
outlined? L&G 
 
Evidence of 
'dwelling on the 
data'? W&D 

R
ef

le
xi

vi
ty

 

D
at

a 
C

ol
le

ct
io

n/
 

A
na

ly
si

s/
 B

ia
s No evidence. Return to data 

evidenced, but 
not really the 
researchers' 
own biases. 

No evidence. No evidence. See notes on 
researcher 
interest/reflexi
vity. 

Indirectly 
through data 
analysis 
description. 
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Discussion of 
research 
processes so that 
'decision trail' be 
followed? W&D  

In
te

rp
re

ta
ti on

 

N
/A

 Not really - 
findings 
shown, but 
thinking not 
explained 

Not really - 
findings 
shown, but 
thinking not 
explained 

Not really - 
findings 
shown, but 
thinking not 
explained 

No evidence. More so than 
other papers. 

More so that 
others, but not 
an explicit 
discussion. 

To what setting 
are the study 
findings 
generalisable? 
L&G 
 
Specific 
evidence for 
typicality 
specificity to be 
assessed W&D 

R
el

ev
an

ce
/T

ra
ns

fe
r.

 

Im
pl

ic
at

io
ns

 USA 
secondary 
school science 
depts.? 
Perhaps 
further? 

English 
departments in 
suburban/urba
n high/middle 
schools in one 
state in NE 
USA. Perhaps 
more if 
triangulated 
with other 
similar 
studies. 

USA PE 
departments in 
high poverty 
areas.  

Due to larger 
study findings, 
perhaps 
English 
schools. 

Perhaps more 
so than other 
papers due to 
the number of 
settings 
studied - 
schools 
supporting 
ECTs in 
Australia. 

Australian 
schools, 
model could 
be presented 
as a starting 
point for 
schools 
around the 
world as it is 
open to other 
cultural 
contexts 
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To what 
population are 
the study's 
findings 
generalisable? 
L&G 

N
/A

 

Im
pl

ic
at

io
ns

 US secondary 
science 
teachers (who 
are female, 
Caucasian and 
don't work in 
urban 
settings?) 
 
Suggests that 
all 
participants' 
strategies/cont
exts are 
different - is 
this result 
generalisable? 
i.e., important 
for teachers to 
know 
themselves 
and their 
context (and 
those 
supporting 
them need to 
do the same?) 

English 
teachers in 
suburban/urba
n high/middle 
schools in one 
state in NE 
USA. Perhaps 
more if 
triangulated 
with other 
similar 
studies. 

USA PE 
teachers in 
high poverty 
schools.  
I wonder if the 
areas under 
study have 
high 
proportions of 
ethnic 
minority 
students? 
Would ethnic 
minority 
teachers have 
a different 
perception? 

Due to the 
larger study 
findings as 
well, teachers 
in England, 
particularly 
those 
exhibiting 
high levels of 
resilience. 

Perhaps more 
so than other 
papers due to 
the number in 
sample - ECTs 
in Australia. 

Some 
Australian 
ECTs, perhaps 
more 
experienced 
teachers too as 
model allows 
for flexibility 
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Limitations 
clearly outlined? 
W&D 

R
el

ev
an

ce
/T

ra
ns

fe
r.

 

N
/A

 Yes - small 
sample, one 
gender, 
limited 
context (no 
urban, one 
rural) 

Yes, not in 
separate 
section. Small 
sample, 
skewed 
towards 
veteran 
teachers - 
inability to 
generalise. 

Yes - more 
teachers, more 
communities, 
teachers of 
different 
resilience 
levels (what 
does this 
mean? 
Including ones 
who are on the 
brink of 
leaving??) 

No evidence. No evidence. Yes, explicitly 
detailed - 
snapshot 
(although 
asked to 
reflect on a 
whole year), 
may not be 
reflective of 
stressors for 
all teachers, 
may also be 
variations in 
the way they 
draw on 
resources 

Is the conclusion 
justified given 
the conduct of 
the study? L&G 
 
Results/conclusi
ons supported by 
evidence? 
Plausible, 
'sensible' 
conclusions? 
W&D 

R
el

ev
an

ce
/T

ra
ns

fe
r.

 

Im
pl

ic
at

io
ns

 I think so. 
Questions 
asked were 
directly 
related to RQs 
and 
encouraged 
reflection on 
more than one 
occasion, 
conclusions 
are rooted in 
data as well as 
previous 
theory. 

Yes - clear 
links between 
findings, 
discussion and 
conclusion 

I think so. 
Questions 
asked were 
directly 
related to RQs 
and 
encouraged 
reflection on 
more than one 
occasion, 
conclusions 
are rooted in 
data as well as 
previous 
theory. 

Yes - clear 
links between 
findings, 
discussion and 
conclusion, 
especially 
with regard to 
wider study. 

Yes, 
especially 
given draft 
submission to 
conferences 
and 
participants. 

Yes, although 
I wonder if the 
model 
influenced the 
interviews so 
much that it 
didn't change? 
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What are the 
implications for 
policy? L&G  
 
Significance 
outlined? W&D 

R
el

ev
an

ce
/T

ra
ns

fe
r.

 

Im
pl

ic
at

io
ns

 Importance of 
helping pre-
service and 
novice 
teachers to 
understand 
and embrace 
the process of 
building 
resilience will 
lead to lower 
teacher 
attrition 

Extends and 
confirms work 
in other 
countries. 

Further study 
to understand 
how resilience 
can be 
promoted over 
time. 

Work to foster 
resilient 
learning 
communities. 

Now in a 
position to 
offer advice to 
systems 
administrators 
and school 
leaders 

ITE 
programmes 
to prepare 
students for 
challenges, as 
well as build 
personal 
resources/skill
s 
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What are the 
implications for 
practice? L&G 
 
Significance 
outlined? W&D 

R
el

ev
an

ce
/T

ra
ns

fe
r.

 

Im
pl

ic
at

io
ns

 Most 
frequently 
used 
protective 
factor to 
counteract 
stressors was 
the relational 
support 
system 
(p.655) 
 
Style and 
content of 
coping that 
makes a 
difference 
 
Resilience is a 
process, borne 
out of coping 
with adversity 

Ultimate goal 
to develop 
professional 
development 
programs to 
build 
resilience. 

PE teacher 
training 
should select 
for those with 
high resilience 
and out them 
in high 
poverty 
schools - does 
this negate the 
idea that 
resilience is 
dynamic (and 
influenced by 
context/ 
support)? 

Expectations 
of experiences 
should be 
covered in 
ITE - internal 
and external 
factors to 
support 
resilience. 
School leaders 
need to work 
to develop 
resilient 
communities. 

Materials 
written and 
outlines on 
p.541 
Now in a 
position to 
offer advice to 
systems 
administrators 
and school 
leaders 

Highlighted 
strategies for 
teachers to use 
to become 
familiar with 
context and 
build 
relationships. 
Importance of 
ensuring 
employers, 
leaders and 
experienced 
staff support 
this. 
Use model as 
reflective 
tool? 
Independently 
or as part of 
mentoring 
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Unique 
Contribution 

  In depth, 
interpretive 
study of the 
resilience 
building 
process of 
secondary 
science 
teachers in 
USA. 

US context 
Situational 
map visually 
depicts 
complex, 
dynamic 
interplay of 
internal and 
external 
factors 
Moves away 
from deficit 
model 
Focus group 
unexpectedly 
is first stage of 
intervention 
Roadmap for 
building 
resilience 

PE specific, 
high-poverty 
specific. 

New evidence 
about 
resilience as a 
product of 
personal 
biography, 
vocation and 
values, and 
work-based 
relational and 
organisational 
factors. 

Development 
of materials 
based on the 
above to 
support 
schools/ECTs. 

Model 
represents and 
furthers 
understanding 
of teacher 
resilience. 

Assessment of 
value for 
participants? 
W&D 

R
el

ev
an

ce
/T

ra
ns

fe
r.

 

N
/A

 No evidence. No evidence. No evidence. No evidence. No evidence. I 
wonder if 
doing the 
interviews and 
line drawing 
helped 
recognition of 
own 
resilience? 

No evidence. 
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Outlines areas 
for further study? 
W&D 

R
el

ev
an

ce
/T

ra
ns

fe
r.

 

N
/A

 Focus 
specifically on 
interactions 
between 
changing 
stressors/prote
ctive factors 
to determine 
the effect of 
the resilience 
process 
 
Is having a 
support 
system equal, 
less or more 
valuable than 
individual 
skills? 
 
Larger 
sample, longer 
study, variety 
of settings 

Yes - further 
similar studies 
in different 
settings/popul
ations - 
teacher 
resilience/rete
ntion. 
 
Distinguishing 
resilience 
from related 
constructs. 

Yes - see 
limitations. 

No evidence No evidence. Use of model 
with wider 
staff 
populations in 
different 
contexts. 
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Appendix 2: Concept map for systematic literature review 

N.B. Selected first order constructs are presented within quotation marks. 
N.B. “–“indicates no consideration within the paper. 
Concepts Doney (2013) Gu & Day 

(2013) 
Johnson, 
Down, Le 
Cornu, Peters, 
Sullivan, 
Pearce & 
Hunter (2014) 

Mansfield, 
Beltman & Price 
(2014) 

Drew & 
Sosnowski (2019) 

Ellison & Mays-
Woods (2019) 

Research 
Question 1: 
How do 
teachers 
conceptualise 
resilience? 
 

Trait “Type A 
personality” – 
both a 
protective and 
risk factor 
 
“Hardiness” 
 

“career-driven 
person” 
 
Following a 
challenging 
experience 
“my 
motivation has 
never 
wavered, but 
my 
effectiveness 
has” 
 

More resilient 
teachers: had a 
high level of 
personal 
awareness, 
viewed 
themselves as 
learners, and 
were 
reflexive… 

Persistence, 
motivation 
 
Positive attitude, 
self-belief 
 
Organisational 
skills 
 
Reflective 
 
Controlling 
emotions 
 

Adaptable 
 
Thick skin 
 
Don’t take things 
personally 
 
Ability to see the 
big picture 

Positive 
personality  
 
Motivation 
 
Focus – control of 
emotions 

Process Development 
of 
relationships, 
problem 
solving 
strategies 
 

Her teaching 
colleagues 
helped to keep 
her 
commitment 
and motivation 
strong. 
 

… Schools that 
supported 
development 
of the above 
employed 
teachers who 
coped better 
with challenge 

“I’m coming back 
again”, “I get a 
chance to keep 
improving” – 
developing a 
range of skills 
 

Important for 
retention, but 
more than just 
coming back 
every year: “For 
teachers to keep 
coming back 
every year, there 

Perceived social 
and administrative 
support influences 
resilience 
 
Process of 
challenge 
appraisal 
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Interactions 
between 
stressors and 
protective 
factors 
constitute the 
driving force 
of the 
resilience 
process 
 

“the school is 
now getting 
somewhere”. 
Her upward 
commitment 
trajectory 
paralleled this. 

 
 

“weather the 
storm” – single 
incidents or 
ongoing 
challenges 
 
 

has to be that… 
open-mindedness”  

facilitates teacher 
resilience: 
‘Learning how to 
adapt was the key 
to his growth’  

Interpretation 
by researchers 

‘The major 
finding of this 
investigation 
includes the 
notion that 
resilience is 
not an innate 
personality 
trait, but 
rather a 
process that is 
both internal 
and external 
resulting from 
positive 
adaption to 
adversity’ 
p.653 
 

‘Resilience is 
perceived by 
them as a 
capacity which 
is influenced 
not by one but 
by different 
combinations 
of factors 
embedded in 
the individual, 
relational and 
organisational 
conditions in 
which they 
work and live’ 
p.35 
 
 

A ‘social 
resilience’ 
framework can 
help to identify 
practices, 
processes and 
resources 
teachers use to 
engage with 
the challenges 
of the 
profession. 

‘Resilience may 
manifest itself in 
decisions to alter 
working contexts 
to improve 
personal well-
being and in 
maintaining 
‘equilibrium and a 
sense of 
commitment and 
agency’ (Gu and 
Day, 2013)’ p.562 

‘Resilience 
develops through 
a process with 
unique stage goals 
of survival, 
recovery and 
thriving’ 
(Ledesma, 2014). 
Four goals of 
resilience are to 
overcome past 
obstacles, steer 
through everyday 
adversity, bounce 
back after 
setbacks and reach 
beyond challenges 
toward agency 
(Reivach and 
Shatte, 2002)’ 
p.493. 

‘The results… 
support elements 
of both trait and 
process 
conceptualizations 
of resilience… It 
is recognized that 
within the process 
itself, the 
interactions of a 
variety of 
psychological 
factors controls an 
individual’s 
resilience in 
response to the 
stressors 
confronting them 
(Fletcher & 
Sarkar, 2012). 
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Capacity to 
‘bounce back’ is 
not adequate to 
describe teacher 
resilience. 
 

 
Research 
Question 2: 
What 
resources are 
important to 
teachers’ 
experiences of 
resilience? 

Purpose as a 
teacher 

- “opportunity 
to help 
children 
learn”, also: 
love for 
children, deep 
interest in 
subject, “gives 
you a buzz to 
keep going” 
 
A desire to 
make a 
difference to 
the lives of 
children 
encourages 
many to stay 
in teaching; 
ability to do 
this depends 
on contextual 
factors 

Early career 
teachers 
(ECTs)  
‘understand the 
importance of 
their own 
ethical and 
moral 
purposes’ 
 
Resilience 
involves 
understanding 
and reflecting 
on the linking 
of their 
personal and 
professional 
identities and 
values, 
experiences 
and learning 
 

“a sense of 
knowing it’s what 
I’m supposed to 
be doing” 
 
 

Identity is linked 
to purpose – 
vocation allows 
teachers to build 
resilience; 
teachers who 
remember their 
‘why’ – ‘all 
related to making 
a difference for 
kids’ 
 
‘those who do not 
feel a … 
purposeful 
connection … will 
not stay in the 
profession long 
enough to develop 
agency’ 

Commitment to 
student success 
 
Motivations: 
changing student 
mindset, transfer 
of affective 
learning content, 
acculturation into 
the profession 
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Purpose/Identity 
outside of work 

palliative 
techniques to 
mediate stress 
through 
activity and 
social 
interaction 

- Understanding 
of need to 
‘nurture own 
well-being’ 
through 
family/social 
interaction, 
activity, 
cutting off 
from work 
 

“It’s not just about 
work” – “I do the 
best I can” attitude 
drawn from 
maturity and being 
a parent 

Rejuvenation – 
self-care, time 
spent with family 

- 

Self-Efficacy 
Beliefs 

Recognition 
of and sense 
of ability to 
solve 
problems 

Confidence in 
ability to 
problem solve, 
linked to 
culture (school 
and ext.) 

Uncertainty 
regarding job 
and ‘over-
regulation’ are 
threats to 
resilience 
 
Suggestions 
listened to 
within 
professional 
teams 
 

Learning to 
manage multiple 
demands, learning 
to problem-solve: 
being 
“overwhelmed” – 
“what can I do?” 
 
Reflection is 
sustaining 
 

grant themselves 
permission to stop 
working 
 
“a way to 
approach things” 
 
Time for 
reflection 

ability for 
teachers to be 
proactive is vital 
 
“it’s my choice 
how I respond” 
 
Stressors are seen 
as opportunities 
for growth 

Hope - School and 
personal 
career 
trajectories 
align 

- things would 
improve in the 
future as they 
gained experience 
 
optimism and 
hope is 

”in the long run, 
we will be okay. 
Things will be 
good for kids and 
good for us” 
 
“we will outlast 
this” 

In response to 
stressor “are they 
better than when 
they came here?” 
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acknowledged as a 
sustaining factor 

 
Cycle of renewal 
 

Supportive 
Relationships  

ability to 
make 
connections 
and build 
extensive 
support 
systems 
Co-workers, 
friends and 
family 
 
Stable culture 
with 
supportive 
expectations 
is beneficial 
 
Relational 
support 
system is the 
most 
frequently 
used 
protective 
factor, it is 
dynamic 
 

Leadership 
recognition of 
individual as a 
teacher and 
other identities 
can build 
resilience 
 
Supportive 
home 
relationships 
make teacher 
resilience 
possible 
 
Support from 
colleagues to 
learn strategies 
(experienced 
teacher/ECT) 
and support 
acculturation 
(ECT) 
 

Support 
(professional 
and well-
being) from 
colleagues 
through culture 
set by leaders 
makes for an 
easier 
introduction to 
teaching – 
“ethos of 
community 
and care” 
 
Acknowledge- 
ment of 
challenge is 
supportive 
 
 

Recognition and 
regard from 
leaders 
 
Explicit 
accessibility of 
school 
leaders/colleagues 
supports help-
seeking 
 
‘building support 
through 
relationships is 
critical’ 
 

those who do not 
feel a … minimal 
degree of 
nurturing 
… will not stay in 
the profession 
long enough to 
develop agency 
 
“who can help me 
through this?” 
 
Colleagues 
support when role 
is challenging, 
find people you 
can trust 
 
Acknowledgement 
of challenging 
nature of work 
 

perceived 
organisational 
support from 
colleagues and 
administration … 
bolstered the 
stress-resilience-
teaching 
relationship 
 
Trust, honesty 
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Two-way 
Relationships 

- School as a 
social place – 
professionally 
and socially – 
“team spirit” 
 
CYP bring joy 
and further 
sense of self-
efficacy as 
they succeed 
 
Leaders are 
instrumental in 
creating 
resilient 
cultures where 
all 
relationships 
are valued and 
encouraged 
 

Agency to 
develop 
relationships 
with 
colleagues 
“mixing freely 
with other 
staff” helps 
ECTs to cope 
 
to be resilient 
one cannot 
reflect 
individually, 
all experiences 
are situated 
within a 
broader 
context 
 
Supported to 
undertake 
professional 
development, 
engaging in 
collaborative 
problem-
solving 
“you never 
stop learning” 
  

Relationships 
outside school 
may influence 
CYP 
relationships, 
decision to 
become a teacher, 
and support 
commitment 
 
Culture of being 
able to go to 
anyone 
[colleagues] for a 
“whinge” or to ask 
for assistance or to 
share a joke or to 
vent 
 

Colleagues act as 
mirrors (not alone) 
and windows 
(new perspectives) 
 
Can develop if 
leadership is 
absent 
 
CYP – can 
support teacher 
resilience directly, 
or bring resilience 
through helping 
CYP 

ability and 
willingness to 
collaborate within 
their schools’ 
fosters resilience 
 
“we all look out 
for each other… 
camaraderie” 
 
“a lot of 
communication” 
 
“I’ve made some 
lifelong friends, 
definitely” 
 
CYP – can 
support teacher 
resilience directly, 
or bring resilience 
through helping 
CYP – 
opportunities to 
build relationships 
over years 
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Research 
Question 3:  
What do 
teachers’ 
understandings 
of resilience 
bring to their 
working lives? 

Awareness … of 
changing 
stressors/ 
protective 
factors 
 
each stressful 
encounter 
provides an 
opportunity to 
access 
protective 
factors and 
build 
resilience 

… of rewards 
of teaching 

… of dynamic 
nature of 
challenge,  
ongoing 
learning and 
the need to be 
reflexive 
 
Resilience 
brings an 
awareness of 
the complex 
nature of the 
role and a 
personal 
awareness of 
their needs and 
how to meet 
them 
 

… of importance 
of reflecting and 
improving 

… of resources to 
use and 
acceptance that 
work is ongoing 
 
“an ability to 
focus on our 
strengths and see 
each others’ 
strengths” 
 

… of ways to 
increase resilience 
capacity 
(developing 
resilient traits) 

Agency … to enable 
relational and 
individual 
protective 
factors 
 
…. enabled 
Barbara to 
work 
aggressively 
toward 
understanding 

Freedom (and 
support) to do 
what feels 
right for the 
CYP 
 
Resilience 
leads to 
‘quality 
retention’ – 
being ‘willing 
and able to 

… to feel 
confident (and 
supported) in 
applying skills 
learnt 
 
Self-
confidence and 
a sense of 
personal 
agency 

… to make 
decisions that are 
beneficial for both 
teaching and out 
of school self 
 
Resilience brings 
ability to say ‘I’m 
coming back 
again’, reflecting 
on past 
experiences and 

… to use those 
resources 
 
teacher resilience 
is a precursor to 
agency, resilient 
teachers have 
resources 
available to act 
upon 
 

ability to identify 
ways in which to 
increase the 
resilience capacity 
of PE teachers has 
the potential to 
decrease… 
attrition and 
increase job 
satisfaction 
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her students’ 
diverse needs 

teach to their 
best’ 

the agency to do 
things differently 
as a result 

… to make 
changes and adapt 
to dynamic 
situations 
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Appendix 3: Interview guide 

 

Question Rationale 

1. How did you come to work here? 

- How/where did you train? 

- Where have you worked previously? 

How long? 

- Types of schools? 

- What influenced that decision? 

- Different roles? 

Substantive question as well as being easy 
to answer (with prompts) background 
information – may include details about 
relevant past experiences as well as telling 
the story of how they came to be here and 
for how long. 

2. What’s your favourite memory of 

working here? 

- Specific? What happened? Before? 

After? 

- Who was there? 

- Can you tell me what you were 

thinking/feeling? 

Warm-up, setting appreciative tone. 

‘favourite’ memory chosen as it may 
encourage a memory of a challenge 
overcome, not just a ‘happy’ memory. 

3. Can you tell me about a time when 

you have felt at your most resilient 

at work? 

- It could be a big event or a smaller, 

everyday scenario 

- Can you tell me more about that 

experience? (if defined in terms of 

an event, leads to prompts for next 

qu.) 

- If difficult – you could tell me about 

a time when you’ve observed a 

colleague being particularly 

resilient? 

Substantive question, directly asking for 
their conceptualisation of resilience. 

Asked near the start so as not to lead 
participants. 

Linked to Appreciative Inquiry – 
values/when it was most positive or 
important. 
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- So, what does resilience mean to 

you? 

 

4. Can you tell me about a time when 

you’ve overcome a challenge at 

work? 

- What did you do? 

- Who was there, what did they do? 

- What happened before/after? 

- Can you tell me what you were 

thinking/feeling? 

- If difficult – can you tell me about a 

time when you’ve noticed a 

colleague overcoming a challenge at 

work? 

- How does this link to your 

understanding of resilience as we 

discussed before? Would you like 

to add/change anything?  

Substantive question – directly related to 
resilience – to explore interviewee 
understanding and experiences of term, 
framed appreciatively.  

Could be related to question 3, could be a 
different experience. 

5. Can you tell me about a time when 

you felt you were thriving in your 

work? 

- What did you do? 

- Who was there, what did they do? 

- What happened before/after? 

- Can you tell me what you were 

thinking/feeling? 

- If difficult – can you tell me about a 

time when you’ve noticed a 

colleague thriving at work? 

- How does this link to your 

understanding of resilience as we 

Substantive question - to explore 
interviewee experiences. 

 

Could be related to question 3, could be a 
different experience. 
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discussed before? Would you like 

to add/change anything?  

6. Has an Educational Psychologist 

ever supported you to overcome a 

challenge or thrive at work? 

- What happened? Thoughts/feelings? 

- How did they help? 

- What else might you have liked to 

happen? 

- Did it have an impact beyond that 

challenge? 

- If no - was there a time that an EP 

could have been helpful? 

 

Substantive question – exploring nature of 
EP involvement in resilience. 

7. Can you tell me about the people 

who support your work? 

- It could be anyone? 

- It may be that you’ve experienced 

support in another school setting? 

- If ‘no one’ – what makes you feel 

that way? What/who/how would you 

like to experience support? 

- If ‘don’t need it’ – how do you 

support yourself?  

Substantive question – exploring 
relationships (links to supportive role of EP, 
may be mentioned directly, but more likely 
that there are insights into 
systemic/community work EPs could be 
involved with) 

 

 

8. What is it about your relationships 

[with your supporters] that’s 

effective/positive? 

- How do (could) you maintain a 

meaningful connection with them? 

- Do you think an EP could help you 

develop relationships with those you 

support? If so, how? 

Substantive question – exploring nature of 
relationships, perhaps more personal (so 
included towards the end) – reflect back 
their words. 
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- Who supports the development of 

these relationships (senior leaders, 

EPs?) 

9. Can you tell me about the people 

who benefit from your work here? 

- It may be that you have experience 

of supporting others in another 

school setting? 

- If ‘no one’ – what makes you feel 

that way? What/who would you like 

to benefit from your work? 

Substantive question – exploring nature of 
relationships. 

10. What is it about your relationships 

[with the people you support] 

that’s effective/positive? 

- How do you maintain a meaningful 

connection with them? 

- Do you think an EP could help you 

develop relationships with those you 

support? If so, how? 

- Who supports the development of 

these relationships (senior leaders, 

EPs?) 

Substantive question – exploring nature of 
relationships, perhaps more personal (so 
included towards the end) 

 

 

Is there anything else you’d like to 

mention? 

Opportunity to give an open comment.  
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Appendix 4: Participant information 

 

Information Sheet for Prospective Participants  

  

Title of Study: An exploration of perceptions of relational resilience among 
school staff. 

 

I am inviting you to take part in a research study.  Before you decide whether you wish 
to take part it is important that you understand why the research is being done and 
what it will involve.  Please read this information carefully and discuss it with others if 
you wish.  Take time to decide whether you wish to take part.  If you do decide to take 
part, you will be asked to sign a consent form.  However, you are free to withdraw 
without giving any reason and without any penalty. 

 

What is the purpose of the research? 

Research suggests that resilience and relationships within school staff can positively 
impact teacher and student wellbeing, student attainment and teacher attrition rates. 
To date, little research has considered how all school staff experience resilience, and no 
studies have specifically enquired about perceptions of relational resilience.  

Therefore, I am interested in hearing about your personal experiences of working 
within a team in school and its influence on resilience – what factors have helped you stay 
in your role? 
The research will form an examined component of my current study towards the Doctorate in 
Applied Educational Psychology. 
 

Why have I been invited to take part? 

I am inviting you to participate in this research as you are a member of staff at XXX 
School. I am interested in hearing the voices of all school staff across the school 
community, including teaching assistants, administrative staff, midday supervisors, 
custodial staff and other support staff, in addition to teaching and leadership staff.  

 

What does taking part involve? 

I am inviting you to participate in an individual interview. The interview will include 
questions to support reflections on your experiences of resilience at work and factors 
that may influence it.  

All discussions and tasks will be framed in a strengths-based way utilising the principles 
of Appreciative Inquiry.  
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The interview will be recorded using video.  

Interviews will last between 30 and 90 minutes and will be held at a time to suit you. 

 

What are the possible benefits of taking part? 

This research may inform the future practice of school staff as well as the scope of the 
work of Educational Psychologists to develop more awareness of strategies to support 
relational resilience within school staff. In promoting resilience as an aspect of 
wellbeing within school staff this research may have wider implications for the 
wellbeing and academic outcomes of children and young people. 

 

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 

A potential risk of the research is the identification of the school or individual school 
staff. This risk will be minimised as follows: 

 Pseudonyms will be applied to all participants with any identifying data 
removed from quotes used in the final research paper. 

 No information that makes it possible to identify an individual will be 
included in the final research paper. 

 Data control measures outlined in the Data Management Plan (available 
to view on request) will be adhered to throughout the project. 

 

What information will be collected and who will have access to the information 
collected? 

In order for data to be collected and analysed effectively, interviews will be video 
recorded and transcribed verbatim.  

Personal information collected will be limited to your role. This information will enable 
interpretations to be made following preceding research that has drawn comparisons 
between job role and resilience. Participants (including school names) will be given a 
pseudonym from the point of data collection, this is so that individual participants 
cannot be identified. 

Pseudonymised quotes from participants may be included in the final research paper. 

The discussions and questions which will be asked hope to further our understanding of 
how relationships between school staff contribute to perceived resilience. These will be 
framed in a strengths-based manner but could elicit an emotional response, please get 
in touch with me at any point before, during or after participating in the project if you 
feel you would like more information or support. 

Video will be recorded on a device that is password protected and all data obtained 
during the research will be saved on a Newcastle University secure server for a 
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maximum of five years. If you wish to view the transcripts before they are used in the 
research, please do not hesitate to contact me within two weeks of the focus group and 
a copy of the transcript can be sent to you. If you would like to meet with me to look at 
the transcript together, this can also be arranged. 

A data management plan has been submitted as part of the study’s ethical approval 
process. Only myself and my research supervisor will have access to the pseudonymised 
data, which will be stored securely throughout the collection and analysis phases. Data 
will continue to be stored securely in an archive following the study’s completion, for a 
maximum of five years. There are no plans to share this data or re-use it following the 
completion of this study. 

We will use your school’s contact details to share further information about the 
research study following its completion.  

Individuals at Newcastle University may look at the pseudonymised research data to 
check the accuracy of the research study.  The only individuals at Newcastle University 
who will have access to information that identifies your school will be myself and my 
supervisor.   

 

What if I decide I no longer wish to take part?  

Participation in this research is completely voluntary. If you wish to withdraw from the 
research you have the right to do so without providing any reason up until three weeks 
after the interview. All information you provided will then be deleted. You may 
withdraw by contacting me on the e-mail address below. 

 

Who is the sponsor and data controller for this research? 

Newcastle University is the sponsor for this study based in the United Kingdom. As part 
of my studies at Newcastle University, I will be using information from you to undertake 
this study and will act as the data controller for this study. This means that I am 
responsible for looking after your information and using it properly.   

The lawful basis for carrying out this study under GDPR is Task in the Public Interest, 
(Article 6,1e) as research is cited as part of the University’s duties.  The lawful basis for 
processing any special categories of personal data is Scientific Research (Article 9,2j).     

If you wish to raise a complaint on how your personal data is handled, you can contact 
myself (using the contact details below) or the University’s Data Protection Officer who 
will investigate the matter: rec-man@ncl.ac.uk. 

If you are not satisfied with their response you can complain to the Information 
Commissioner’s Office (ICO): https://ico.org.uk/  
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Has this study received ethical approval? 

This study has received ethical approval from Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences 
Committee on 27/06/2022. 

 

Covid-19 

To minimise the risk of Covid-19 infection government guidelines will be followed 
regarding how the research will take place (in person or via video-conferencing 
software) and infection control procedures (for example: taking lateral flow tests, 
wearing face coverings and practising good hygiene and social distancing). 

 

Who should I contact for further information relating to the research? 

Principal Investigator: 
Emily Clarke 
Trainee Educational Psychologist 
e.e.clarke1@newcastle.ac.uk 
 
Supervisor: 
Dr. Fiona Boyd 
Educational Psychologist 
fiona.boyd@newcastle.ac.uk  
 

 Thank you for taking the time to read this information. 

If you would like to participate, please complete the attached consent form. 

 

Information Sheet | Date 27/06/2022 
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Appendix 5: Participant consent 
 

 

 

Title of Study: An exploration of perceptions of relational resilience among 
school staff. 

 

Thank you for your interest in taking part in this research. Please complete this form after you have 
read the Information Sheet about the research study. You will be given a copy of this Consent Form. 

 

Please initial box to confirm consent 

1. I confirm that I have read the information sheet dated 27.06.22 for the above 
study, I have had the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and 
I have had any questions answered satisfactorily. 

 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at 
any time until 3 weeks after the interview date without giving any reason. I 
understand that if I decide to withdraw, any data that I have provided up to that 
point will be removed from the study and destroyed. 

 

3. I consent to the processing of my personal information including job title for the 
purposes of this research study, as described in the information sheet dated 
27.06.22. I understand that all data will be stored securely and destroyed after 
five years. 

 

4. I understand that my research data will be assigned a pseudonym and that, although 
extracts from interview data may be published, individuals will not be able to be 
identified. 

 

5. I consent to being video recorded and understand that the recordings and 
subsequent transcripts will be stored anonymously on password-protected 
software and used for research purposes only, unless the researcher feels there 
is a safeguarding concern that necessitates sharing of this data with relevant 
services. 

 

6. I agree to take part in an individual interview to participate in this research project. 
 

  
Participant 
 

    
Name of participant                                     Signature                                                    Date  
 
Researcher  

 
    

Name of researcher                                     Signature                                                     Date   
 

 
Consent Form | Date: 27/06/2022 
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Appendix 6: Participant debrief 

 
Title of Study: An exploration of perceptions of relational resilience among 

school staff. 
 

Thank you for your involvement in this study, your participation is greatly appreciated. 

 

What is the purpose of the research? 

Research suggests that resilience and relationships within school staff can positively 
impact teacher and student wellbeing, student attainment and teacher attrition rates. 
To date, little research has considered how all school staff experience resilience, and no 
studies have specifically enquired about perceptions of relational resilience.  

Therefore, this study explores personal experiences of working within a team in school 
and its influence on resilience – what factors have helped you stay in your role? 

The research will form an examined component of my current study towards the 
Doctorate in Applied Educational Psychology. 

 

What did taking part involve? 

You were invited to participate in an interview. During the interview you were asked to 
reflect on your resilience and relational factors that may influence it. All discussions and 
tasks were framed in a strengths-based way utilising the principles of Appreciative 
Inquiry. The interview was recorded using video. 

 

What information was collected and who will have access to the information 
collected? 

In order for data to be collected and analysed effectively, the interview was video 
recorded and transcribed verbatim.  

Personal information collected is limited to your role. This information will enable 
interpretations to be made following preceding research that has drawn comparisons 
between job role and resilience. Participants (including school name) have been given a 
pseudonym from the point of data collection, this is so that individual participants 
cannot be identified. No personally identifying information will form part of the final 
research paper, although pseudonymised quotes from participants may be included in 
the final research paper. 

The interview responses hope to further our understanding of how relationships 
between school staff contribute to perceived resilience. These were framed in a 



 

155 
 

strengths-based manner but may have elicited an emotional response, please contact 
me if you feel you would like more information or support. 

Video was recorded on a device that is password protected and all data obtained during 
the research will be saved on a Newcastle University secure server for a maximum of 
five years. If you wish to view the transcripts before they are used in the research, 
please do not hesitate to contact me within two weeks of the focus group and a copy of 
the transcript can be sent to you. If you would like to meet with me to look at the 
transcript together, this can also be arranged. 

A data management plan has been submitted as part of the study’s ethical approval 
process. Only myself and my research supervisor will have access to the pseudonymised 
data, which will be stored securely throughout the collection and analysis phases. Data 
will continue to be stored securely in an archive following the study’s completion, for a 
maximum of five years. There are no plans to share this data or re-use it following 
completion of this study. 

We will use your school’s contact details to share further information about the 
research study following its completion.  

Individuals at Newcastle University may look at the pseudonymised research data to 
check the accuracy of the research study.  The only individuals at Newcastle University 
who will have access to information that identifies your school will be myself and my 
supervisor.   

 

What if I decide I no longer wish to take part?  

Participation in this research is completely voluntary. If you wish to withdraw from the 
research you have the right to do so without providing any reason up until three weeks 
after the interview. All information you provided will then be deleted. You may 
withdraw by contacting me on the e-mail address below. 

 

Who is the sponsor and data controller for this research? 

Newcastle University is the sponsor for this study based in the United Kingdom. As part 
of my studies at Newcastle University, I will be using information from you to undertake 
this study and will act as the data controller for this study. This means that I am 
responsible for looking after your information and using it properly.   

The lawful basis for carrying out this study under GDPR is Task in the Public Interest, 
(Article 6,1e) as research is cited as part of the University’s duties.  The lawful basis for 
processing any special categories of personal data is Scientific Research (Article 9,2j).     

If you wish to raise a complaint on how your personal data is handled, you can contact 
myself (using the contact details below) or the University’s Data Protection Officer who 
will investigate the matter: rec-man@ncl.ac.uk. 
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If you are not satisfied with their response you can complain to the Information 
Commissioner’s Office (ICO): https://ico.org.uk/  

 

Has this study received ethical approval? 

This study has received ethical approval from the Humanities and Social Sciences Ethics 
Committee on 27.06.2022. 

 

Who should I contact for further information relating to the research? 

Principal Investigator: 
Emily Clarke 
Trainee Educational Psychologist 
e.e.clarke1@newcastle.ac.uk 
 
Supervisor: 
Dr. Fiona Boyd 
Educational Psychologist 
fiona.boyd@newcastle.ac.uk  
 

 Thank you for taking the time to read this information. 

I intend to share my interpretations and study report with you when it is 
completed within the next year. 
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Appendix 7: Example of interview transcript and initial notes 

NB. Some statements have been withheld to protect participant’s identities. 

Experiential Statements 

 

Transcript Exploratory Notes 

 

 

 

Resilience is having the confidence to keep 

going by yourself and to support others. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

00:06:09 Interviewer: 

I’m wondering then what does resilience 

mean to you at work? 

00:06:17 Participant: 

I'd say resilience is having an inner 

confidence and to just keep going when 

things are tough… Umm, doing what you can 

to just support each other and keep yourself 

afloat, really. And yeah. Stay confident, 

hopefully. 

00:06:38 Interviewer: 

So do you think it's sort of about survival, or 

do you think it goes beyond that? 'cause you 

just said keeping afloat, but then you said 

confidence is involved? Tell me more about 

that, where do you think resilience lies? 

 
 
 
 
 
Individual – “inner confidence” to overcome 
challenges. 
Also relational – to keep going. 
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Individual resilience is survival to begin with. 

 

 

 

 

Reflection through relationships and 

experience enables thriving – a process. 

00:06:50 Participant: 

I think to start with resilience, initially, it is 

just trusting yourself and just stepping past 

that fear. And not just necessarily on your 

own, but with your family and your 

colleagues or whatever, to be the person you 

need to be to get things done and just 

continue and not just survive but succeed and 

improve things. So the further you are into 

the role and the longer you're established, the 

more confidence and the bigger that sense of 

success. 

 
 
Resilience begins as survival, overcoming 
new challenges. 
With relational support can grow as a person 
and recognise/reflect on successes. 
 
 
 
 
Beginning to thrive? 
 
Thriving takes time to notice. 
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Appendix 8: Table of Group Experiential Themes 

 

N.B. Number/Letter codes relate to Personal Experiential Themes.  

Quotes from participants have been removed to ensure confidentiality. 

Resilience is a personal process, 
thriving is a desired outcome of the resilience process (but there is a sense that it cannot/should not be achieved) 

Resilience can be surviving 

No PET: 

Resilience is picking 
yourself up after a 
challenge. 

 

No PET: 

Resilience is 
doing your best 
under challenging 
circumstances. 

 

3.C. 

Specific 
challenges 
support feelings 
of overwhelm, 
surviving and 
thriving. 

 

4.A. 

It might be 
necessary to 
outwardly appear 
to be resilient, 
even if you don’t 
feel it. 

 

N/A 6.A. 

Resilience is 
‘getting through’ 
difficult times. 

 

N/A 

Resilience can be thriving  

No PET 

Thriving is perceived 
as overconfidence. 

 

2.D. 

Working together 
to support 
positive outcomes 
for children. 

3.A. 

Thriving extends 
to both personal 
and professional 
life; thriving in 

No PET 

Personal thriving 
is unachievable. 

 

N/A N/A N/A 
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 one can help you 
survive tough 
times in the other. 

 

Resilience is an ongoing process 

Growth Mindset N/A 3.C. 

Journey from 
overwhelm to 
surviving to 
thriving is all 
resilience. 

 

N/A 5.B. 

Reflection 
through 
relationships and 
experience 
enables thriving. 

Power of ‘yet’  

 

Relationships support resilience in different ways 

Relationships between staff (including leadership relationships) build a sense of resilience through belonging, shared values and experiences. 

1.C. 

Separation of 
work and home 
life reduces 
pressure. 

 

1.A. 

2.C. 

Closeness of team 
may come from 
shared 
experiences and 
sharing of lives 
outside school. 

3.B. 

How you relate to 
staff can increase 
both your own 
and their 
resilience. 

 

4.B. 

An awareness of 
how relational 
connections are 
developed 
through humour, 
trust and time. 

5.C. 

They are a 
network between 
staff, recognising 
and supporting 
resilience in 
others. 

N/A 7.B.  

Shared 
experiences build 
positive affect and 
friendships. 
Informal 
communication is 
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Confidence can 
be developed 
through support 
of others (over 
time, supporters 
change). 

   important at 
work. 

 

1.C.  

Shared aims 
between adults. 

 

No PET: 

Support to 
develop at work is 
a strength of the 
staff here. 

 

3.B.  

Relational support 
is synonymous 
with shared 
understanding, 
which brings 
resilience to all 
parties. 

4.A. (approx.) 

All must be on 
board with 
valuing everyone 
and every role. 

 

N/A 6.C. 

Shared value 
extend to children 
as well as adults. 

 

7.C. 

Knowing and 
respecting roles 
and 
responsibilities. 

 

1.A. 

Confidence in 
abilities came 
from headteacher 
initially. 

 

1.B. 

Leaders should be 
aware and 
supportive of their 
staff, this impacts 
resilience. 

3.B. 

Leaders have a 
role to play in 
supporting 
resilience. 

4.A. 

It’s a 
headteacher’s role 
to develop a 
culture of 
resilience and 
wellbeing. 

5.C. 

Headteacher is a 
vital source of 
support. 

 

6.B. 

Headteacher is 
important to 
establishing 
culture. 

 

7.B. 

School leaders 
support the school 
and community 
culture. 

This specific setting is special and supports relational connection 

1.C. 

Specific setting 
enables a relaxed 

2.E. 

Small schools 
bring both 

3.B. 

Small schools 
support resilience. 

4.A. 5.A. 6.B. 

In this school 
everyone is 

7.B. 

Specialness 
comes from 
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atmosphere and a 
sense of doing a 
good job through 
connections with 
CYP. 

challenges and 
resources for 
resilience. 

 

 Resources can be 
shared within a 
community. 

 

Lucky to be at 
this particular 
school. 

 

flexible, knows 
each other and 
notices when 
someone needs 
some help. 

personal 
relationship with 
school rather than 
work. 

Wider relationships support individual resilience as long as they are mutually supportive 

1.D. 

EPs may bring a 
different 
perspective to 
teachers, they 
need to be 
accessible. 

No PET: 

Outsiders’ 
perceptions affect 
wellbeing. 

 

3.B. 

Outsiders can 
influence the 
resilience of 
school staff. 

 

4.B. 

Resilience cannot 
be achieved 
alone. 

 

5.C. 

Others who know 
their role are a 
vital source of 
support. 

 

6.B. 

Best EPs value 
expertise of adults 
as well as adding 
their own 
perspective. 

 

7A. 

Family/emotional 
connection to the 
local community 
strengthens 
engagement with 
school. 

 

 


