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ABSTRACT 

This thesis explores how English primary school senior leaders create the conditions 

for teachers’ professional learning, associated with improvements to their practice, as 

part of the process of school-based change.  It further explores how knowledge about 

this might be developed with reference to transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 

1991), which is a ‘theory of adult learning addressed to those involved in helping adults 

learn’ (Mezirow, 1991, p.33) within the context of change.   

 

A small-scale study of nine leaders (heads and deputies) was conducted.  The 

qualitative research was undertaken using a constructivist-interpretive approach.  Two 

semi-structured interviews were conducted with each participant; questions related to 

leaders initiating change, leaders’ views about teachers as learners, and leaders 

supporting teacher resilience.  Electronic analysis software, NVivo, was utilised for 

thematic analysis to identify themes within the data.  The themes related to: senior 

leaders developing teachers’ understanding about the need for changes to their 

practice by sharing a rationale; senior leaders organising teachers’ professional 

learning through practical activities, related to school improvement initiatives 

promoting internal and external collaborations; and leaders supporting teachers’  

resilience.  The themes emerging from the data analysis were related back to literature 

on the leadership of change and teacher learning.  They were further interpreted, 

where relevant, against key areas of transformative learning theory and the ten stages 

of the theory.   

 

The research methodology had several limitations which contributed to too much 

unfocused data or prevented richer data from being obtained.  Nevertheless, the 

research develops links between the context and culture of leadership and conditions 

senior leaders create for the teacher learning associated with change.  It also 

interprets the conditions created by leaders for teacher learning against transformative 

learning theory, which I consider could benefit senior leaders, who might use this 

knowledge to strengthen their leadership of change.   
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PROFESSIONAL DOCTORATE STATEMENT 

This statement reflects my professional learning journey and academic development 

during the period of my doctoral studies.  After ten years as a primary school teacher, 

I had the opportunity to be employed by a local authority as an education consultant 

within the now defunct National Strategies' programmes (DfE, 2011).   One of my main 

professional duties was to support programmes of school improvement in schools 

which underperformed (or were at risk of underperforming) in annual, national 

assessments (Roberts, 2018) of English and mathematics; or because they had 

received, or were at risk of receiving, an inadequate OFSTED inspection outcome.   

 

The catalyst for my research stemmed from supporting underachieving schools that 

found change challenging.  On one occasion, I visited a school and, during a routine 

meeting about the school improvement programme, the headteacher and her deputy 

voiced their frustrations about feeling little sense of professional autonomy in their 

dealings with the local authority.  They had a particular grievance about the way in 

which they felt they had to comply with the local authority’s expectations, even if they 

did not agree with them.  This experience caused me to become inquisitive about how 

my peers supported schools to recognise and modify their practice in order to improve 

their pupils' academic achievement.  During subsequent local authority training, I was 

introduced to the 'Mantle of the Expert' (e.g. see Heathcote and Bolton, 1995; Taylor, 

2016), a creative approach to delivering aspects of the curriculum, where children are 

put in the role of imaginary experts and there is an emphasis on purposeful tasks.  The 

trainer, a local authority education adviser, illustrated the impact of the approach by 

referring to a school which I had previously supported and in which my work had been 

met with reticence, hostility or indifference from the senior leadership.  The adviser 

commented that the school had received an OFSTED inspection and the team had 

been impressed by the school's adoption of the ‘Mantle of the Expert’.  He suggested 

that this had supported the school in receiving a (then) 'satisfactory' (now ‘requires 

improvement’) OFSTED inspection outcome as opposed to 'inadequate'.  These 

comments prompted me to think that the ‘Mantle of the Expert’ approach might have 

inspired a previously reluctant school to engage with changes to its practice.  This was 

the 'tipping point' (Gladwell, 2001) which prompted me to undertake the Doctor of 

Education degree (Ed.D).  Initially, my aim had been to research how schools might 

be supported by local authority consultants to engage with educational change.  
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However, later in my studies, as my career developed and roles altered, I decided to 

modify my research focus to consider the ways in which senior leaders create the 

conditions for teacher learning as part of the school improvement strategies 

associated with change.  

 

Following the demise of the National Strategies, I became a deputy headteacher in a 

primary school.  This move was an important part of my professional development and 

enabled me to utilise what I had learnt during my period as a consultant.  During my 

time as a deputy headteacher, I continued to be aware of the demoralising and 

disparaging consequences for a school when its national assessment results failed to 

improve. One particular instance arose during my institution-focused study (Brett, 

2013).  A participating headteacher highlighted some of the consequences of the 

accountability mechanisms which had led to her capability being called into question.  

This account was reminiscent of what Thomson (2009) describes as the principal's 

head being ‘on the block’.  My reflections on this, juxtaposed with considering some 

negative, emotional dimensions of being a headteacher (Crawford, 2009), together 

with the daily, intense and professional experiences of being a deputy, influenced my 

decision to not pursue headship.  My decision was further reinforced when my school 

found itself at a precipice of underperformance.  Despite successful consultancy 

experiences and my studies at doctoral level, which enhanced my knowledge about 

school improvement strategies, I came to the realisation that the pressures which my 

head and I were under were unsustainable for me to manage as part of a sensible 

work-life balance.  Simultaneously, I realised early in my Ed.D professional studies 

that I ultimately wanted to develop my career within an academic environment.  Within 

a fortuitous sequence of events, I applied for and was appointed to my current role as 

a university senior lecturer for initial teacher training degrees. 

 

Since taking on my new role, there has been a continuous focus on teacher learning 

as part of managing change and school improvement.  However, how conditions for 

teacher learning are organised by school leaders remains a critical question and one 

which provides the impetus for this thesis.  It is also an area that continues to interest 

me in my current role, enabling me to support action research projects and academic 

research with university colleagues, to explore how headteachers drive change and 

foster teacher learning through these projects.  It has also underpinned a recent series 
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of coaching workshops I delivered for senior and middle leaders, to support them with 

implementing school improvement initiatives. 

 

During my Ed.D studies, my research focus has altered as my career has progressed 

and my professional roles have changed.  I consider these developments alongside 

the development of my academic and writing skills.  My 'Foundations of 

Professionalism' (Brett, 2009) module assignment reflected the tense relationships 

between local authority consultants (delivering programmes of school improvement) 

and schools (the receivers of the initiatives).  I described the negative professional 

identity of a consultant and proposed that there should be more autonomous decision-

making by schools in a more equitable relationship with consultants and school 

improvement agencies. The assignment echoed the encounters I had with despondent 

senior leaders and which ignited my passion to engage with doctoral research.  Within 

the assignments for the (Research) 'Methods of Inquiry 1' (Brett, 2010a) and 'Methods 

of Inquiry 2' (Brett, 2011) modules, I explored the ways in which local authority 

consultants might support underperforming primary schools to implement change for 

sustained improvement.  During this period, I was introduced to Mezirow's (1991) work 

on transformative learning theory.  This is a 'theory of adult learning addressed to 

those involved in helping adults learn' (Mezirow, 1991, p.33) within the context of 

change.  I postulated that transformative learning might support transformational 

change (Ackerman, 1997) in schools, as part of programmes of improvement, and 

could be attended to by local authority consultants in their activities.  These 

assignments helped me to appreciate the research processes involved in academic 

studies, including the necessity for clarifying research questions and prioritising 

relevant literature for inclusion in a research report.   This has been an ongoing target 

for me throughout the thesis stage of my Ed.D. 

 

During the Methods of Enquiry 1 course, I was drawn to literature on professional 

learning communities (PLCs) as part of a conceptualisation as to how they might 

support transformational change in schools and the transformative learning of 

teachers.   I excluded this for consideration during the assignment and for the research 

component in Methods of Enquiry 2 due to the word limits.  However, in my paper 

written for the 'Leadership and Learning in Educational Organisations' specialisation 

module (Brett, 2010b), I focused upon how unlikely the conditions would be manifested 
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in underperforming schools for the true operationalisation of PLCs.   Feedback 

indicated that my assignment question had a limited perspective and exposed pre-

conceived ideas.  A suggestion was made that more open-ended questions might 

have enabled me to go further in examining the role of PLCs and tensions within school 

improvement practice.  Whilst my thesis is not about PLCs, I consider that their 

implementation could help senior leaders nurture teacher learning and may be 

understood with reference to transformative learning theory. 

 

Since I had returned to school-based teaching as a deputy during the period in which 

I completed my institution-focused study (Brett, 2013), my initial focus on consultancy 

support became less critical.  I therefore altered my focus to explore the ways in which 

leaders, in underachieving primary schools or vulnerable settings, engaged with 

change to improve their pupils' standards of achievement.  To support this focus, I 

drew on the Ackerman-Anderson model of change (Ackerman, 1997).  I was 

particularly influenced by this model because it had been used to refer to 

organisational and transformational change, detailed within research about how 

schools engage with change (e.g. see McCrone et al., 2008).  However, subsequent 

feedback for my assignment indicated that this model of change was aligned more to 

consultants practising in business, rather than an educational environment.  Taking 

this into account, I returned to Mezirow's (1991) transformative learning theory as the 

framework for my thesis.  This theory is especially helpful to my thesis, which explores 

how senior leaders create the conditions for teacher learning as part of change.  Since 

it is a 'theory of adult learning addressed to those involved in helping adults learn' 

(Mezirow, 1991, p.33) within the context of change, I believe that research presented 

in my thesis might benefit leaders who want to develop their understanding about, and 

hence strengthen, their leadership of change.     

 

In conclusion, I consider the impact of a professional doctorate on a student's 

professional and personal life (Wellington and Sikes, 2006; Burgess and Wellington, 

2010; Mellors-Bourne, Robinson and Metcalfe, 2016), highlighting several benefits.  I 

reflect on some of these themes from a personal perspective.  My studies and the 

status of the Ed.D supported my professional and personal self-esteem during the 

impending termination of the National Strategies and eventual demise of my job as a  

consultant.  I felt motivated by the fact that I was in command of my own learning within 



 
 

14 
 

the context of my doctoral studies and this was something which could not be taken 

away from me.  The completion of doctoral studies is a requirement for my current job, 

and the studies were a key factor in helping me attain my position.  Moreover, having 

a doctorate is a requisite for further progression in my career as I transition from a 

researching student to a 'research active academic' (Burgess and Wellington, 2010, 

p.166).  

 

The Ed.D has developed my professional practice as a consultant, deputy 

headteacher and senior lecturer.   My studies have enabled me to explore in depth the 

educational landscape in which I am situated.  This has enabled me to reflect on my 

practice and consider links between theory and practice, and in so doing has 

supported me in contributing to professional knowledge.   My studies have afforded 

me the opportunity to become more critical and analytical in my academic reading and 

writing and develop professional behaviours to 'persuade, change, argue a case, 

challenge assumptions and listen critically to others' (Burgess and Wellington, 2010, 

p.169).  For example, I feel more confident amongst my peers that I might make a 

valuable contribution in collaborative research about action research projects 

undertaken between my university and schools.  Moreover, I have gained the 

confidence to draw upon my studies and the associated in-depth literature, to produce 

training materials as a lecturer.  For example, I have utilised literature on resilience 

and teachers as learners for transition workshops, for those students I teach and who 

are about to enter their first year in the workplace as newly qualified teachers. 

 

I have become attuned to the learning journey, which people engage with when 

studying, and have become increasingly mindful of my determination and resilience in 

undertaking a scholarly activity such as the Ed.D.  However, I also acknowledge that 

this toil has impacted upon my social and family relationships although I have refined 

my time management skills. This encourages me to be attentive and empathetic when 

supporting students undertaking initial teacher training degrees and postgraduate 

courses, which include teachers undertaking their own action research projects.  I 

hope that I am now in a position to inspire them with my own continuing learning 

journey. 
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Chapter 1  Introduction 

This chapter introduces my thesis.  It begins by explaining the rationale and aims of 

my research and is followed by a section on the research questions detailing how they 

developed over the course of my study.  Next, an outline of transformative learning 

theory is presented with an explanation of its relevance to my research.  The final 

section explains the structure of the thesis, including a description of each chapter. 

 

1.1  Research rationale and aims 

My research explores the conditions which English primary school senior leaders  

(headteachers and deputy headteachers) create to develop teachers’ professional 

learning associated with improving their practice within the context of school change.  

The research then draws upon transformative learning theory, a ‘theory of adult 

learning’ (Mezirow, 1991, p.33) about changes in practice, to consider how this might 

contribute to our understanding of the conditions created by school leaders for teacher 

learning.  I feel that this could benefit senior leaders, who might use this knowledge to 

strengthen their leadership of change. I am interested in this because of my previous 

professional roles in which I worked with heads and deputies to steer school 

improvement programmes.  By teachers’ professional learning I mean that which is a 

‘move from non-reflective habitual action to a more conscious practice’, which could 

‘bring teaching issues to the forefront of their mind’ and expose teachers ‘to a range 

of ideas that could enhance their teaching practice’ (Kligyte, 2011, p.209). The learning 

engenders a ‘change in perspective, [which is] a more sophisticated view of teaching 

than was previously held’ (ibid.).  My research is set in state-maintained schools that 

are following the national curriculum (Gov.uk, no date) and which reflect the type of 

schools in which my previous professional practices were located. 

 

Throughout this thesis, the following terms are used to characterise the context of 

school change:  

• school ‘improvement’ is used for the smaller, but critical shifts in school change 

– i.e. the how mechanisms enabling change to occur as part of school 

improvement (Thomson, 2010), to improve pupils’ academic outcomes. 
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• school ‘transformative change’ signifies greater school change.  This 

represents the accumulation of the smaller shifts of school improvement 

changes.   

• school ‘change’ is used as a generic term for school ‘improvement’ and/ or 

school ‘transformative change’. 

 

Hargreaves (2010) defines the notion of school improvement ‘in terms of the 

processes of intervention in schools that are deemed, by whatever measure, to be 

underperforming’ (p.4).  Meanwhile, Thomson (2010) regards school improvement 

strategies as the underpinning processes (the how mechanisms) which enable change 

to occur and impact upon a child’s education.  From my professional experiences, 

school improvement strategies have been utilised to both help academically 

underperforming schools and support schools to maintain academic standards.  The 

strategies comprise a variety of initiatives, including those used by senior leaders 

aimed at supporting teachers’ learning.  This includes, for example, senior leaders 

organising the school environment to be conducive to their teachers’ professional 

learning.  The organisation may occur through senior leaders arranging continuing 

professional development opportunities (Munro, 2011), organising the school as a 

professional learning community (Stoll et al., 2006; Hargreaves, 2007; Fullan, 2016), 

and organising support for improving planning and teaching (Hallinger, 2009; Volante, 

2012).   

 

Whilst supporting programmes of school improvement as a local authority consultant, 

I became aware of limitations to aspects of teachers’ autonomy related to the 

professional learning underpinning changes in their practice.  This was because 

changes in practice could be seen to be steered by senior leaders wanting their 

teachers to comply with their initiatives.  A tension and paradox therefore exist 

between ‘true’ autonomy and the teacher’s autonomy which is constrained by national, 

educational responsibility, authority and the accountability mechanisms attached to it 

(Higham and Earley, 2013).  Education is a public service and underpinned by 

accountability mechanisms; it is located within an environment governed by a centrally 

determined educational framework and so there can only be limited degrees of 

autonomy (ibid.).   
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From my previous professional roles, I am aware that driving change whilst facilitating 

teacher learning presents senior leaders with challenging tasks.  One particular 

challenge is the tension between the need for senior leaders to direct change, as a 

result of the accountability landscape driven by the educational, political agendas 

(Wilshaw and Morgan, 2014), and the need to facilitate the teacher learning and 

changes, so that teachers feel supported and in control with a degree of autonomy.  

As suggested above, senior leaders both directing change and facilitating teacher 

learning might be regarded as contradictory, with the former limiting, and the latter 

promoting, teacher autonomy.  However, this is where I am interested in drawing on 

the use of transformative learning theory, as a ‘theory of adult learning addressed to 

those involved in helping adults learn’ (Mezirow, 1991, p.33) within the context of 

change.   

 

According to a former National College for Teaching and Leadership publication (no 

date), an ‘understanding of transformative learning will help us reflect more deeply on 

how we practise facilitation when working with adults’.  I believe that this has value for 

senior leaders because I see them as facilitating teacher learning as part of driving 

school improvement.  Additionally, transformative learning theory acknowledges that 

there are degrees of autonomy (Mezirow, 1991) in adult learning: although the learning 

may be facilitated by another person, it is fundamentally a self-directed process 

(Cranton 1996).  For example, whilst there are external demands from employers, 

llleris (2014) highlights that learning itself occurs within an individual employee who 

influences what is learnt.  Meanwhile, Cranton (1996) claims that most teachers can 

decide independently whether or not to learn about their practice.  She emphasises 

that ‘people have the choice of being critically self-reflective or not’ (Cranton, 2016, 

p.6).  Therefore, I feel that there is a degree of autonomy which teachers have, albeit 

within an environment of accountability, to critically reflect as learners on their own 

practice in relation to making changes and which senior leaders can support.  

Moreover, transformative learning theory highlights that it is ‘not enough to understand 

intellectually the need to change the way one acts; one requires emotional strength 

and an act of will in order to move forward’ (Mezirow, 1991, p.171).  This suggests that 

in making change,  it is not only important to understand why changes in one’s actions 

are needed but it is also important to possess qualities of resilience and commitment.  

Qualities of resilience are considered to encompass a commitment to change.  For 
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example, Day and Gu (2014) describe resilience as ‘more than the ability to bounce 

back in response to acute challenges.  It is the ability to sustain quality and renew 

commitment over time’ (Day and Gu, 2014, p.85).   

 

The theoretical framework that underpins this thesis is transformative learning theory 

(e.g. see Mezirow, 1991, Christie et al., 2015; Cranton, 2016).  The conceptual 

framework, underpinning my thesis, explores how transformative learning theory might 

contribute to current knowledge about the ways in which senior leaders create the 

conditions for teacher learning as part of school change.  I do this by exploring themes 

emerging from interviews in which senior leaders described changes they had initiated 

or facilitated within their schools.  In turn, I interpret these themes as the conditions 

which senior leaders created for teachers’ professional learning.  I then reference  

these themes against key areas of transformative learning theory, e.g. perspective 

transformation, degrees of autonomy and resilience, and the ten stages of Mezirow’s 

(1991) theory.  My research might benefit senior leaders who want to deepen their 

understanding about how to develop teacher learning as part of change.   

 

1.2  Research questions   

My main research question is:  

How do English primary school senior leaders create the conditions for teacher 

learning within the context of change? 

 

My sub-question is: 

How might knowledge about the ways in which senior leaders organise teacher 

learning be developed with reference to transformative learning theory?  

 

1.2.1   Development of the research questions  

The research questions changed in focus and phrasing during the course of research. 

Firstly, I made modifications to the questions after submitting the ethical approval 

forms for my research and sending the informed consent information to potential 

participants.  Secondly, further modifications were made after the data collection 

phase.  The modifications occurred as a result of two main factors: my developing 

understanding of the concepts of teacher learning, which deepened after extensive 
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reading of the literature, and greater clarity of precisely what I wanted to explore in my 

thesis. 

 

To illustrate these changes, in the ethics form (Appendix 1) I had written about the 

research purpose: 

 

I wish to explore how teachers’ thinking and practice might be 
transformed by leaders of English primary schools and how they 
can engender change within their institutions.  One popular tenet 
of driving change is Mezirow’s (1991) conception of 
transformative learning and seeing oneself as a learner in the 
process of change.  I deem it prudent to explore this as part of 
my future research, whilst examining ideas about environmental 
and contextual structures that help staff to fully engage with 
professional learning. 

        (Appendix 1, p.165) 
 

On reflection, I came to the view that there was a disconnection between what I had 

written in the form and what I initially wanted to research: how senior leaders’ support 

of their teachers’ learning as part of school change might link to transformative learning 

theory.  The first sentence, in the previous appendix extract, was intended to capture 

the dynamics of the senior leaders transforming (greatly changing) the thinking (i.e. 

learning) and practice (i.e. teaching practice) of their teachers as part of change.   

However, I had mentioned an interest in exploring ‘teachers’ thinking and practice’, 

rather than emphasising teacher learning.  The second sentence referred to Mezirow’s 

(1991) conception of transformative learning, because I had the intention of exploring 

connections between transformative learning, senior leaders steering change, and 

leaders supporting their teachers to see themselves as learners when engaging with 

change. The third sentence was intended to make a link between researching 

transformative learning and the school improvement  structures, which senior leaders 

might employ to help their staff (i.e. teachers) engage with the professional learning 

associated with change.  Nevertheless, both the second and third sentences were 

vague and lacked clarity.  Although my ideas did not clearly articulate my research 

focus, I posed the question: ‘In what ways can senior leaders instigate change in their 

school?’ (Appendix 1, p.165).  I acknowledge that this was the second question 

detailed on the ethics form and, in hindsight, the focus would have been clearer if it 
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had been the first question.  I also acknowledge that the word ‘instigate’ has negative 

connotations and would have been better replaced with the word ‘initiate’. 

 

I had also wanted to consider a rationale for the role of senior leaders driving change 

in response to school improvement, and whether this rationale might trigger teachers 

to undergo transformative learning. However, I had not explained this on the ethics 

form.  Furthermore, I did not indicate any connection between exploring rationales for 

change and triggers for transformative learning in the research question asking, ‘What 

are leaders’ conceptions of education and school transformation?’ (Appendix 1, 

p.165).  I also acknowledge that I had not defined ‘school transformation’ in the 

preamble to introducing the research questions.  

 

Additionally, I had envisaged that, in interviews with senior leaders, I would explore 

questions about the values underpinning the educational system and their leadership 

of change, and the relationship of these values to opportunities for teachers to 

experience transformative learning.  On the ethics form, I wrote, ‘Simultaneously, I am 

interested in considering whether participants’ ideas encompass a more holistic, 

educational approach which aims to nurture the ‘whole’ child’ (Appendix 1, p.165).  

However, the research question I posed did not address educational values and 

appeared too vague to be useful: ‘What do senior leaders think might underpin 

approaches to school improvement to simultaneously impact upon academic 

achievement within the current standards agenda?’ (Appendix 1, p.165). 

 

After submission of the ethics form, and in further discussion with my supervisor, I 

came to the view that the research questions were disjointed and lacked clarity, and, 

critically, lacked direction towards foci around transformative learning theory and the 

ways in which senior leaders might create the conditions to support their teachers’ 

learning.  I realised the necessity to rewrite the research questions.   

 

I reconstructed the initial main research question as: 

• Using transformative learning theory as a conceptual lens, how might senior 

leaders facilitate primary teachers’ engagement with significant, school-based 

change?  
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The sub-questions I posed were: 

• How might senior leaders’ support of their teachers’ engagement with learning 

be associated with key areas of transformative learning theory?  

 

• How might senior leaders’ support of their teachers’ engagement with learning 

be facilitated with reference to the stages of transformative learning theory?  

 

These questions foregrounded transformative learning theory and the senior leaders’ 

support of teacher learning and change.  The term ‘significant change’, in the main 

research question, was chosen to signify the genre of constant, school-based, 

educational change (Thomson, 2010), requiring lengthy and concerted efforts by 

teachers and for teachers to be engaged as learners.   

 

It was not necessary to change the research methodology (i.e. adopting a 

constructivist-interpretive approach), sampling procedures for participants, sample 

size, or data collection methods.  Since these areas were remaining the same and the 

area of research was still around leaders and school-based change, I considered at 

the time that the ethical procedures were similar and that it was not necessary to 

resubmit a new ethics form with refined questions or background information.   

Nevertheless, in hindsight, I should have informed participants (in writing or verbally) 

before the interviews that I would be interpreting their responses to the interview 

questions against transformative learning theory, explained the theory, and gained 

their consent to continue participating. 

 

After completing the data collection phase, I realised that the main research question 

was overemphasising transformative learning theory as the driver of my research, and 

did not refer to leaders’ support of teacher learning.  I was also cognisant that the 

phrases ‘how might senior leaders facilitate primary teachers’ engagement‘ and ‘senior 

leaders’ support of their teachers’ engagement with learning’ were being foregrounded 

in the main and subsidiary research questions respectively, without acknowledging 

that senior leaders were organising the teacher learning (as part of their drive for 

school improvement).    
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Additionally, I became aware that I lacked clarity in my research focus  with defining 

my use of transformative learning theory.  I needed to determine whether I was looking 

for evidence of the theory in schools, or wanting to focus on aspects of the theory 

which might have relevance to understanding how senior leaders create conditions to 

support teacher learning as part of change.  My focus was towards the latter. 

   

Having reflected at length about the focus of my research, I arrived at the following 

final questions.  My final main research question is: 

How do English primary school senior leaders create the 

conditions for teacher learning within the context of 

change? 

 

My final sub-research question poses the following line of enquiry: 

How might knowledge about the ways in which senior 

leaders organise teacher learning be developed with 

reference to  transformative learning theory? 

 

I have not altered the general topic of my research, as such, between the post-data 

collection phase and the current stage of completing my thesis.  However, my research 

questions have developed to refocus the aims.  In this thesis, I have interpreted what 

senior leaders discussed during the interviews – where questions were structured 

around driving change, teacher learning and supporting teacher resilience - as 

conditions they created to support teacher learning.  I have then analysed these 

themes (conditions to support learning) against key areas of transformative learning 

theory and the ten stages of the theory.  This was so that I could explore how the 

theory might contribute to our knowledge about the ways in which senior leaders 

create conditions for teacher learning associated with changes in teacher practice.    

 

1.3  An outline of transformative learning theory and its relevance to my 

research 

This section provides an outline of the transformative learning theory, which informs 

my conceptual framework, introducing its key concepts and its relevance to my 

research.  A more detailed account of the theory and its application to my research will 

be given in Chapter Two.  Transformative learning theory, popularized by Jack 
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Mezirow (1991), is a theory of adult learning and taking action as part of the change 

process; this is understood as transformative learning to effect change (Mezirow, 

1991).  I feel that the theory contributes to an understanding of  how senior leaders 

create the conditions for teachers’ professional learning and changes in practice.   

 

Transformative learning theory describes ten stages: 

1. Having a disorienting dilemma 

2.  Self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame 

3.  A critical reflection of one’s assumptions 

4. Relating feelings of discontent to others sharing similar views   

5. Exploring avenues for new behaviours 

6. Planning a line of action 

7. Gaining knowledge and skills to implement one’s plans 

8. Experimenting with new roles 

9. Building one’s confidence and competence in these new roles  

10. Reintegrating oneself back into society with one’s altered perspective 

   (Adapted from Mezirow,1991, pp.168-169.) 

 

The theory proposes that, through a process of critical self-reflection, we change the 

understanding we have of the meaning of an experience (have a perspective 

transformation) and act upon that new understanding (Mezirow, 1990a; Mezirow, 

1990b; Mezirow, 1991).  This suggests that we become aware of our presuppositions, 

challenge our established patterns of thinking, and that ‘learning includes acting on 

these insights’ (Mezirow, 1990a, p.xvi).  For example, this could entail teachers 

changing their practice based upon observational feedback, or a school vision 

presented by school leaders as part of school improvement.  However, Mezirow (1991) 

asserts that learning involves change but ‘not all learning is transformative’ (p.223).  

Therefore, I also acknowledge that it is possible for teachers to change their practice 

without undergoing transformative learning.   

 

My conceptual framework will enable me to explore how the theory might be used as 

a lens to help understand how senior leaders organise the processes of teachers’ 

professional learning associated with changes in their practice. This will be done by 

considering how senior leaders in my study create the conditions for this learning to 
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occur with reference to key areas associated with transformative learning theory and 

the ten stages of the theory.   

 

The theory distinguishes between critical reflection and critical self-reflection.  The 

former relates to ‘critically questioning the values, assumptions, and perspectives of 

the world’ (Cranton, 2016, p.74).  However, Mezirow (1990b) develops the argument 

that by engaging with critical self-reflection, we participate in a learning process to gain 

awareness about how and why our presumptions limit our perceptions, 

understandings and feelings about our world.  The learning and change are 

considered a ‘process of using a prior interpretation to construe a new or revised 

interpretation of the meaning of one’s experience in order to guide [and take] future 

action’ (Mezirow, 1996, p.162).   The learning itself involves the autonomy – that is the 

independent decision - of the individual to engage with learning about their practice 

(Cranton, 1996; Illeris, 2014).    

 

Transformative learning theory has relevance to my research because it is a ‘theory 

of adult learning addressed to those involved in helping adults learn’ (Mezirow, 1991, 

p.33).  In my research, I position the senior leaders as those helping the adults (the 

teachers) to learn and make changes to their practice.  The former National College 

for Teaching and Leadership (no date) suggested that an ‘understanding of 

transformative learning will help us reflect more deeply on how we practise facilitation 

when working with adults’.  My thesis explores how transformative learning theory 

might contribute to knowledge about the ways in which senior leaders create the 

conditions for teacher learning which is associated with changes in practice. 

 

1.4  The structure of the thesis 

This thesis consists of six chapters.  Chapter One, as the introduction to the thesis, 

has explained the research’s rationale and aims and described the development of the 

research questions.  The relevance of transformative learning theory to my research 

has been introduced.  I have proposed that transformative learning theory could be 

used as a conceptual framework to understand how senior leaders can organise 

teachers’ learning which is associated with changes in their practice within the context 

of school change.    
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Chapter Two, the literature review, starts with a return to the research questions to 

reflect on how the literature search was undertaken.  It then explores relevant 

literature, which is divided into two sections.  Part 1, linked to the main research 

question, presents the context and culture of leadership and how senior leaders create 

the conditions for teacher learning to enhance their practice as part of school 

improvement and school transformative change.  It details how the environments 

established and nurtured by senior leaders (as part of a school’s context, culture, 

structures and systems) and leadership styles contribute to a culture in which school 

improvement/ school transformative change and related teacher learning occur.  This 

begins with a consideration of the national and individual school contexts, and the 

culture in which senior leaders nurture changes in teacher practice as part of school 

improvement.  The cultural features reflected upon are: how senior leaders may 

encourage teachers to learn as professionals; establishing a professional learning 

community; establishing trust, nurturing commitment, supporting resilience and using 

emotional intelligence; and the cultural structures and systems.  Following this, details 

about leadership styles which support teacher learning are presented, after which 

there is brief consideration about how adult theories and models of learning are 

relevant to senior leaders coordinating teacher learning.  

 

Part 2 of the literature review is linked to the sub-research question and describes how 

transformative learning theory could be used to understand how senior leaders create 

a culture for teacher learning as part of school change.  In this context, aspects of the 

literature from Part 1 on leadership and change are referred to.  This is so that the 

literature, on the culture and context of leadership and change, contributes to an 

argument about how transformative learning theory can frame an understanding of 

how senior leaders create a culture for teacher learning and their perspective 

(transformative) change.  This is set within the context of school improvement and 

school transformative change.  Part 2 begins by providing a more in-depth explanation 

of transformative learning theory and commentary about reflection.  Following this, 

criticisms of the theory are detailed.  However, further explanation indicates why my 

research spotlights the theory and how, within my conceptual framework, it might 

contribute to knowledge about, and frame, how senior leaders create conditions for 

teacher learning associated with changes in teaching practice.  In relation to this, key 

areas of the theory are presented: meaning schemes, meaning perspectives and 
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perspective transformation; types of adult learning; degrees of autonomy; and 

resilience (including the aspects of emotion and commitment to change).   

 

Chapter Three details the methodological approach underpinning the research.  It 

begins with a consideration of the research paradigm.  This justifies the constructivist-

interpretive framework of the research design and describes the ontological, 

epistemological and theoretical perspectives underpinning my research.  Following 

this, the research methods are outlined, which describe the approach used for 

participant selection.  This section explains why only senior leaders were interviewed 

(rather than teachers) and why senior leaders were chosen from schools according to 

their OFSTED inspection outcomes.   This section also considers the rationale for 

choosing nine leaders as the sample size.  Next, the data collection process (two semi-

structured interviews undertaken with each leader) and the research tool (two 

interview schedules) are described.  Within this, there is acknowledgement about the 

limitations of the interview schedules and why this may have led to too much 

unfocused data being collected.  Moreover, there is consideration given to the senior 

leaders’ lack of engagement with a gap task set between their two interviews.  Details 

are also provided about why questions were not asked explicitly about transformative 

learning theory during the interviews, and the ethical decision not to inform participants 

that their responses to questions would be interpreted against the theory.  Following 

this, the chapter addresses the processes used to prepare and analyse the data, 

justifying the use of thematic analysis and electronic software.  Consideration is then 

given to the themes of validity and generalisability in the qualitative research.   The 

chapter concludes with a review of ethical dimensions of the research, which includes 

discussion about the decision not to seek respondent validation.   

 

Chapter Four presents extracts from the interviews to illustrate themes emerging from 

data analysis.  These themes are presented as the conditions created by the 

participant leaders to support teacher learning.  The conditions are grouped under 

three headings: ‘understanding the need for change’, which relates to how senior 

leaders shared a rationale for change with teachers; ‘practical activities’, which relates  

to school improvement initiatives (to strengthen teachers’ practice) and which senior 

leaders had initiated or facilitated through collaborative activities; and ‘supporting 

teacher resilience (including emotions and commitment to change)’, which relates to 
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how leaders supported teachers with these elements.  I consider that supporting 

teachers’ resilience would be conducive to an environment in which leaders direct 

school improvement initiatives and organise teachers’ professional learning. 

 

Chapter Five explores links between the themes emerging from data analysis and the 

literature on the ways in which senior leaders can create the conditions to support 

teachers’ learning in order to facilitate changes in their practice.  This is in relation to 

the main research question.  Next, transformative learning theory is used to help 

explain how senior leaders organise teacher learning which is associated with change.  

This is in relation to the sub-research question. 

 

Chapter Six concludes the thesis.  It details the limitations of my research, focusing on 

the methodology, and suggests ways in which, if the study were to be repeated, it 

might be modified and improved.  Next, I answer the research questions, after which 

my original contribution to knowledge is presented around three themes:   

• Deepening our understanding of the links between the context and culture of 

leadership and the conditions senior leaders can create for teachers’ 

professional learning associated with changes in their practice 

• Interpreting these conditions against the key areas of transformative learning 

theory and the ten stages of the theory to develop our understanding of the 

leadership of change 

• Understanding better the value of the senior leaders’ role in supporting the 

conditions for teachers’ resilience, including teachers’ emotional wellbeing and 

commitment to change  

 

Chapter Six continues with a brief consideration about dissemination, followed by 

suggestions about the direction of future research.  It is proposed that action research 

might offer a way to further explore the ways in which transformative learning theory 

can contribute to knowledge about the ways in which senior leaders create conditions 

needed for teacher learning. 
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1.5  Conclusion 

This introductory chapter has set out the key research themes and described the 

structure of the chapters.  I have explained how my research questions developed and 

introduced the key features of transformative learning theory and its relevance to my 

research. The aims of my research and research questions are centred on: exploring 

the conditions which senior leaders create for teachers’ professional learning so that 

they may strengthen their practice, within the context of school change, and how 

transformative learning theory may be used, as a conceptual framework, to contribute 

to an understanding about this process.  
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

2.1  Introduction  

This chapter presents the literature review.  It begins with a reflection on how the 

literature search was undertaken and then explores the literature which was used to 

structure the research and research questions.  This exploration is divided into two 

parts. Part 1 relates to the main research question: ‘How do English primary school 

senior leaders create the conditions for teacher learning within the context of change?’.  

It is focused on the context and culture of leadership and change and how senior 

leaders create the cultural conditions for teacher learning, associated with 

improvements to their practice as part of school improvement and school 

transformative change.     The nature of national and individual school contexts is 

briefly considered  before discussion about the cultural elements which can support 

leaders to drive change and support teacher learning.  Following this, there is a 

summary of some leadership styles which can support change and teacher learning, 

after which there is a brief consideration about how some adult theories and models 

of learning are relevant to senior leaders organising teacher learning.  

 

Part 2 of the literature review relates to the sub-research question: ‘How might 

knowledge about the ways in which senior leaders organise teacher learning be 

developed with reference to transformative learning theory?’.  This focuses on how 

senior leaders creating the conditions for teacher learning may be interpreted against 

transformative learning theory.  Here, links are made between both parts of the 

literature review.  In this way, the literature on the context and culture of leadership 

and change (from Part 1) is used to contribute to an argument about how 

transformative learning theory can frame an understanding of how senior leaders 

create a culture for teacher learning and their perspective (transformative) change.  

This is set within the context of school improvement and school transformative change. 

Part 2 starts by explaining transformative learning theory in more detail.  Next, some 

criticisms of the theory are introduced,  but explanations about my interest in the theory 

and its relevance to teacher learning associated with change are presented.  There is 

then a description of how references to some of the key areas of transformative 

learning theory might contribute to our understanding about how senior leaders create 

the conditions for teacher learning associated with changes to their practice.   
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2.2  How the literature review was undertaken  

Reading relevant literature has been ongoing throughout the duration of my research 

(Gray, 2009), inevitably informing the literature review, the data collection and data 

analysis.  The main research question was developed around my interest in the ways 

in which primary school senior leaders created conditions to develop teachers’ 

learning, associated with strengthening their teaching practice, within the context of 

school change.  In order to gain an overview of the area, I consulted three existing 

literature reviews compiled by Thomson (2010), Tusting and Barton (2003), and Day 

and Sammons (2013).  Parker and Sefton-Green’s (2010) foreword to Thomson’s 

review commented that it provided a useful overview of ‘why people engage in school 

change and the main processes describing how such change occurs’, and was 

directed towards ‘those interested in changing schools’ (p.9).  Tusting and Barton 

(2003) provided an overview of adult learning theories and how educators might apply 

them to support the learning experiences of those engaged in adult education for 

mathematics and literacy; I applied some of the theories they described to the senior 

leader’s role in shaping the learning experiences of teachers.  From this I developed 

the sub-research question about how the processes used by senior leaders to 

organise teacher learning might be further understood with reference to transformative 

learning theory.   Day and Sammons’s (2013) review focused on leadership within the 

context of school improvement.  From this review my interest in leadership styles 

which can enhance teacher resilience to support change began to develop. 

 

Next, I explored primary sources searching for key themes related to my research 

questions (Gray, 2009) – these are detailed below.  I used bibliographic databases to 

search for journal articles including:  Education Abstracts (EBSCO), Education 

Database (ProQuest), ERIC (EBSCO), ERIC (ProQuest).  I also used the Google 

Scholar search engine and the Institute of Education’s online library catalogue for 

journal articles, books, grey literature (e.g. non-commercial publications such as 

educational government documentation), theses and conference papers.  Additionally, 

I trawled the reference lists of journal articles and conducted hand-searches to identify 

relevant sections or chapters in educational books (Gray, 2009). 

 

In the database searches, the terms used included the following (individually and in 

combination): 
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• school senior leaders driving (and/ or leading and/ or steering and/ or 

supporting) change; educational leadership of change; leadership of school 

improvement and/ or transformation; leadership of school change    

• theories and/ or models of school change and/ or improvement; school change; 

primary school-based change; organisational change linked to education; 

organisational change in schools; school transformation; school transformative 

change; school transformational change; professional learning communities 

• theories and/ or models of adult learning; educator learning; professional 

learning; teacher learning; teacher learning for change (and/ or organisational 

change and/ or school improvement and/ or educational change); changes in 

teaching practice; continuing professional development; andragogy; self-

directed learning, reflection and/ or experiential learning; transformative 

learning; transformative learning theory; teacher transformative change 

• environments (and/ or conditions) to support teacher learning for educational 

change; learning culture; contexts of educational change and/ or improvement 

and/ or transformation; resilience; resilience to support teacher learning and 

change; accountability; autonomy 

 

The following terms were used, when appropriate, in combination with the phrases 

detailed above: 

 

• primary (and/ or elementary) schools (and/ or education) 

 

Whilst the focus of my research was directed towards primary education, as this 

constituted my professional experiences, much literature was relevant to the contexts 

of both primary and secondary schools.  Moreover, whilst I was interested in the 

English educational context, I was aware that international literature about modern 

educational systems had relevance (Hopkins, 2001).  My focus was on state-

maintained schools following the national curriculum (Gov.uk, no date)  because this 

was the sector in which I was employed, and in which I delivered school improvement 

programmes designed to enhance how schools taught the national curriculum (DfEE 

and QCA, 1999; DfE, 2013a).  However, I appreciated that much educational literature 
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on leadership, school change and teacher learning had relevance to schools whether 

or not they were state-maintained or required to follow the national curriculum.  

 

2.3  Literature review part 1 – context and culture of leadership; senior 

leaders creating and supporting conditions for change and teacher learning   

This section reviews literature in relation to the main research question about how 

senior leaders actively create conditions for teacher learning associated with changes 

to their teaching practice.  I begin with a consideration of the contexts of educational 

change (specifically: national contexts and individual school contexts) and school 

cultures.  Next, I briefly describe leadership styles which can support school change 

and teacher learning.  Finally,  I briefly reflect on some adult theories and models of 

learning which are relevant to school change and teacher learning. 

 

Contexts and cultures 

Southworth (2004) claims that ‘context is… about understanding the culture of the 

school: that is the way things are done in a particular school’ (p.7).  Such a claim would 

suggest that it would be important to explore the environmental conditions under which 

change might occur - the contexts, cultures, and structures and systems - and 

leadership styles which contribute to senior leaders creating a culture for the teacher 

learning associated with change.  As Southworth suggests (above), these 

environmental conditions are inextricably linked.  Leadership for school change is 

positioned both within the internal school context, and the external contexts of wider 

society at local, national and international levels (Davies, 2009; Clarke and 

O’Donoghue, 2016; Fullan, 2016).  For the purpose of my research, I focus on the 

national and individual school contexts. 

 

In relation to national contexts, pressures on school leaders to initiate changes in their 

teachers’ practice are brought about by the accountability culture (see DfE, no date).  

Commentators in the field note that educational change in England has long been 

characterised by a performativity and accountability culture (Gleeson and Husbands, 

2001; Ball, 2013; Ball, 2015).  This culture emphasises pupils’ academic achievement 

in English and mathematics, as measured by internal school-based data and national 

and international assessments (e.g. DfE, 2016; Biesta, 2017; DfE, 2018).  A twin 

perennial focus of the English educational system have been the raising of pupils' 
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academic standards so as to remain economically competitive in the global market, 

alongside the drive to reduce inequalities between vulnerable groups of pupils and 

their peers as a matter of social justice (e.g. DfE, 2016; DfE, 2017; Social Mobility 

Commission, 2017).  Meanwhile, OFSTED has been tasked with holding schools 

accountable for their outcomes since public education is a service provided by the 

state (Wilshaw and Morgan, 2014, p.5).  OFSTED (2014) demands that ‘only a good 

or better [outcome to school inspection]... is acceptable’ (p.12), but considers this 

beneficial, because  ‘The best providers value inspection as an external challenge that 

helps to sustain and improve performance’ (ibid.).   

 

Several writers have recognised that the criteria power – ‘the aims and purposes of 

education’  (Simkins, 2010, p.216) fall within the jurisdiction of the government, 

influence accountability mechanisms, permit limited autonomy (Higham and Earley, 

2013) and place constraints on professionalism (Wills and Sandholtz, 2009). 

Nevertheless, it has been acknowledged that  the government has increased the 

operational power – to decide how education is provided (Simkins, 2010) and school 

improvement is delivered (Thomson, 2010) - to schools and to the senior leaders.  This 

is relevant to my research about how leaders direct school improvement and 

coordinate their teachers’ professional learning.   

 

Nick Gibb (DfE and Gibb, 2017), School Standards Minister, referred to the school 

system transforming over several years which has empowered educators with greater 

responsibilities and autonomy.  This development and school transformation seem to 

align with Caldwell and Spinks’s (2013) reference to ‘self-managing’ schools - those 

which have ‘the authority and responsibility to make decisions within a centrally 

determined framework of goals, policies, standards and accountabilities’ (p.30).  As a 

result of these shifts, there has been an increased importance on heads initiating and 

leading school improvement strategies as change agents (Muijs, 2012; Day and 

Sammons, 2013), and supporting their teachers to improve their practice and pupils’ 

academic outcomes.  This also underscores the importance of leaders recognising the 

benefits of their teachers’ professional learning for school improvement (Southworth, 

2004; Munro, 2011) and transformative change (Timperley, 2011).     
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In the context of individual schools, for successful change to happen, leaders need to 

be aware of, and sensitive to, their own schools’ context, and current and future 

potential academic performance (Southworth, 2004).  This awareness will help leaders 

to position and establish their school’s priorities and interests within the larger national 

and international contexts of educational change (Southworth, 2004; Fullan, 2016; 

Clarke and O’Donoghue, 2016).  Braun et al. (2011) claim that school change 

initiatives and policy implementation are ‘intimately shaped and influenced by school-

specific factors’ (p.585).  Their research identifies four contexts: situated, professional, 

material and external.  They are based on four secondary school case-studies but 

have relevance to those leading primary school improvement.  The situated context 

includes the history, intake and locality of the school.  The professional context 

includes the school’s values, ‘teacher commitments and experiences, and ‘policy 

management’ [sic]’ (p.588).  The professional context suggests that leaders should 

have knowledge of a school’s capacity to professionally learn (Munro, 2011).  The  

material context includes the school budget and the physical condition of the building.  

The external context reflects ‘pressures and expectations from broader policy context, 

such as OFSTED ratings’ and ‘league table positions’ (Braun et al., 2011, p.588).  

Southworth (2004) suggests that English leaders need to understand, navigate and 

sometimes interpret contextual influences for their teachers, when changes occur that 

stem from educational policy and which will impact upon their school.  In doing this, 

leaders could support teachers to make links between their context, their school’s 

vision and that of the national educational landscape.   

 

For effective school improvement and transformative change, several writers (e.g. 

Kruse and Louis, 2009; Stoll, 2010) emphasise that it is important for senior leaders 

to nurture a learning culture for their teachers.  A school’s culture, characterized by 

traditions, values, beliefs and aims, informs how ‘things get done’ (Kruse and Louis, 

2009, p.17) in the school and reactions to school improvement initiatives (Stoll, 2010).  

Cultural change can be promoted when senior leaders enable teachers to critically 

evaluate shared and/ or tacit assumptions, beliefs, values and outlooks which underpin 

the ways they think and hold perceptions of themselves, and what they believe may 

be achieved (Halpin, 2003; Kruse and Louis, 2009).  Some key features of school 

culture are detailed below;  they are not mutually exclusive. 
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One cultural aspect to support teacher learning is when leaders encourage teachers 

to learn as professionals, which Tusting and Barton (2003) refer to as ‘learning how to 

learn’ (p.24).  This includes: learning from reflecting about everyday experiences; 

group learning; and an emphasis on self-responsibility for self-education, autonomy 

and being a lifelong learner (Tusting and Barton, 2003).  Within this environment, 

senior leaders can recognise and value teachers’ professional experiences by 

encouraging reflection about them and sharing worthwhile practices with others (Kruse 

and Louis, 2009; Munro, 2011).  It offers professional learning opportunities for staff 

to learn with and from each other and support school improvement (Munro, 2011), for 

example in peer coaching (Logan and Sachs, 1991; Joyce and Showers, 2003). This 

echoes practices underpinning a ‘learning enriched’ (Telford, 1996, p.20; Stoll, 2011, 

p.106) institution in which leaders facilitate teacher collaboration and mutual support 

for continuous learning.  

 

Munro (2011) suggests that it is important for senior leaders to provide bespoke 

support based upon each teacher’s existing knowledge.  However, learning can also 

be facilitated through leaders respecting teachers ‘as professionals with autonomy 

over their professional goals for self-improvement’ (Keisler, 2017, p.5), and valuing 

them as self-directed (Smith, 1983; Smith, 1990; Munro, 2011) and lifelong learners 

(Tusting and Barton, 2003; Senge, 2006; Senge, 2012).   

 

Senior leaders can further support a culture for teacher learning by developing a 

professional learning community (PLC).  Interest has developed in the potential of 

PLCs for building capacity to support school improvement initiatives (e.g. Fullan, 2016; 

Vangrieken et al., 2017; Day and Lieberman, 2018).  In a PLC, leaders support their 

staff members to learn continuously and collectively as a team through dialogue, with 

an understanding of how change occurs to benefit pupil outcomes (Louis, 2006; 

Fullan, 2016).  There is a ‘shared commitment to the goals and learning outcomes’ 

(Munro, 2005, p.2) of the professional learning.  However,  PLCs are considered 

challenging to implement (Fullan, 2016; Stevens, 2017) because they require a 

cultural change in schools to one of openness and trust, and a focus on the group 

learning together (Fullan, 2016) to influence individual learning. 
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In PLCs, alongside individual and group learning, there is also typically openness to 

learning from other sources, networks and partnerships (Stoll et al., 2006), including 

seeing the headteacher as a co-learner (Nixon, 2016).   Collegiate inquiry to inform 

change is crucial (Bolam et al., 2005; Hord and Sommers, 2008).  This involves 

teachers and leaders inquiring about, reflecting upon and evaluating the school’s 

current and future academic status, and evaluating the procedures used for 

improvement (Timperley, 2011).  Such inquiry might involve leaders using statements 

or inquiry questions (ibid.) to talk to their teachers about pupils making insufficient 

progress.  Primary school leaders can establish a collaborative culture to help teachers 

to debate and face challenges in an open and trusting environment (Nias, Southworth 

and Campbell, 1992).  Southworth (2009) asserts that professional dialogue underpins 

teacher learning and that increasing opportunities for reflection are professional 

learning opportunities.  This may be facilitated through cultural factors such as having 

or developing: an openness to improvement; relationships of equity, trust and respect; 

a school in which teachers expand their cognitive and skill bases; and supportive 

leaders within lateral and formal organisations of leadership (Kruse et al., 1994; Stoll, 

2010; Hallam et al., 2015).  Such cultural factors can also be facilitated by senior 

leaders building a shared vision of school direction with their teachers (Senge, 2012) 

and an approach which also encompasses ‘team teaching, mentoring, action 

research, peer coaching, planning and mutual… feedback’ (Stoll, 2010, p.99).    

 

External collaboration is also highlighted within PLCs to facilitate change (Stoll et al., 

2006).  Kruse and Louis (2009) differentiate between professional learning 

communities (based on internal school relationships) and networked learning 

communities (based on external relationships with other schools).    Meanwhile, Harris, 

Jones and Huffman (2018) delineate between the following models of community 

learning: whole school (involving entire school collaboration), within school (where 

groups or ‘professional learning teams’ (p.5) can lead improvement), and across 

school (involving network learning).    

   

An additional cultural factor, which leaders can develop to nurture teacher learning, is 

an environment which supports trust, commitment and resilience (Munro, 2011; Gu 

and Day, 2013; Day and Gu, 2014).  This may also be facilitated when leaders 

demonstrate emotional intelligence  (Ryan and Tutters, 2016).   Commentators in the 
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field emphasise that school leaders can establish a culture of collaboration, enabling 

teachers to learn from each other (Munro, 2011) and external sources (Kruse and 

Louis, 2009), and by facilitating a culture of trust through honesty, openness and 

regard for others (Munro, 2011).  Southworth (2004) claims that monitoring procedures 

of teachers, undertaken by leaders, can be seen as positive if they invite constructive 

feedback and learning opportunities.  This also seems to be emphasised by Timperley 

(2011) who acknowledges that a school’s culture can enable respectful but challenging 

conversations for the benefit of improving student outcomes.   

 

Several writers have increased our understanding of the emotional dimensions of 

school change and development.  Nurturing a culture of commitment to change 

(Senge 2006) is fundamental to school improvement (Volante, 2012), and includes 

senior leaders attending to their teachers’ resilience (Day and Sammons, 2013; Day 

and Gu, 2014).  Resilience is conceived as ‘more than the ability to bounce back in 

response to acute challenges.  It is the ability to sustain quality and renew commitment 

over time’ (Day and Gu, 2014, p.85).  Fostering resilience, motivation and feelings of 

wellbeing are acknowledged as important considerations for school leaders (Gu and 

Day, 2013; Day and Gu, 2014; Bingham and Bubb, 2017).  Research about 

successful, English school improvement initiatives indicates how emotional 

understanding by leaders shape ‘teachers’ commitment, resilience and effectiveness’ 

(Day and Sammons, 2013, p.39).  This emotional intelligence, required by senior 

leaders to establish effective relationships (Ryan and Tuters, 2016), can drive school 

improvement (Clarke and O’Donoghue, 2016), and is characterised by making 

teachers feel valued and involved and having concern for their professional and 

personal wellbeing (Day and Sammons, 2013, p.17).  Bingham and Bubb (2017) 

acknowledge that whilst it is difficult to establish causal links between a teacher’s 

wellbeing and health and student outcomes, literature suggests some form of a 

relationship.  They further comment that ‘although a link between a teacher’s 

‘wellbeing and professional learning and development is hard to establish directly, 

having good mental and physical health is a prerequisite to learning’ (p.181) and 

leaders have a valuable role in developing a conducive environment.    

 

Crossley and Corbyn (2010) refer to having the ‘right people on the bus’ (p.63) to 

facilitate change.  Their suggestion is that resistant teachers need support from senior 
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leaders so that they can make a decision about their commitment to school 

improvement and decide whether ‘to get on the bus or get off it’ (ibid.). This resonates 

with changing teachers’ beliefs, not just behaviours (Guerra and Nelson, 2009).  

Changing beliefs might occur through senior leaders providing a rationale and vision 

for change to garner their teachers’ commitment (Crossley  and Corbyn, 2010).  

Meanwhile, Guskey (2002) acknowledges that professional development activities are 

sometimes considered a cornerstone to altering teacher beliefs.  Whilst this is of 

relevance to senior leaders fostering teacher learning, Guskey proposes that changes 

in teacher attitudes and beliefs can also come as a result of change in their students’ 

learning outcomes.  

 

Additionally, structures and systems attended to by senior leaders can contribute to a 

school’s culture, which can facilitate the teacher learning for improvements to their 

teaching practice associated with school improvement and transformative change.  

Structures and systems support a school’s culture by providing accepted ground rules 

and expectations about ways of teaching and learning; this might include planning, 

monitoring and training opportunities (Southworth, 2004).  Granting opportunities for 

professional learning has relevance for senior leaders who are delegated greater 

ownership over their schools’ professional learning needs (Middlewood and Abbott, 

2015).  Southworth (2004) asserts that ‘teachers’ professional learning lies at the heart 

of school improvement’ (p.128), underpinned by opportunities for dialogue 

(Southworth, 2009).  Similarly, Munro (2011) highlights that a conducive culture for 

improvement ‘scaffolds a systematic set of professional learning opportunities’ (p.57).  

Senior leaders’ support of their teachers’ professional learning can incorporate 

modelling (e.g. through external providers), mentoring (e.g. peer-to-peer support 

where practice is respected and shared between colleagues) and coaching to support 

improved practice (Kruse and Louis, 2009) and transformative change (Timperley, 

2011).  

 

Leadership styles which support teacher learning and change 

My main research question is about how senior leaders create the conditions for 

teacher learning which is associated with improvements to teaching practice within the 

context of school change.  As part of this, the leadership style plays an important part 

and I briefly consider below how instructional, distributed and transformational styles 
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of leadership can influence school change and opportunities for teachers’ professional 

learning.  As a way of introduction, it is important to acknowledge that whilst my 

research positions senior leaders as steering school change, senior leaders work with 

and through colleagues and are dependent upon them to put ideas for school 

improvement into practice (Southworth, 2004).   Day and Sammons (2013) 

acknowledge that how the effects of leadership operate to improve student outcomes 

is debatable.  However, their supporting role has been noted in, for example, nurturing 

a positive school culture; enhancing teacher motivation and commitment; team 

building with teachers and recognising their potential (ibid.); setting a school vision 

and goals for teachers; and granting teachers autonomy (Hattie, 2015).  Hallinger 

(2011) claims that an initially assertive leadership style might be warranted where 

there is an ‘urgent need for improvement, a lack of demonstrated success, and 

uncertain confidence’ (p.135).  Nevertheless, this can eventually be replaced with a 

more democratic and collaborative style, conducive to promoting teachers’ agency and 

informed decision-making (Barnett and Stevenson, 2016).    

 

Instructional (or pedagogical) leadership is based on having a pedagogical vision and 

using a direct hands-on approach, or indirectly through delegation, to influence teacher 

instruction and practice to ultimately support student learning (Hallinger, 2009; Muijs, 

2012; Day and Sammons, 2013).  This includes leaders monitoring and demonstrating 

effective practice and supporting ongoing professional learning through ‘staff 

development, peer-peer networking, or peer coaching’ (Hallinger, 2009, p.10).  It also 

requires leaders to develop cultural norms of trust and collaboration, and teacher 

growth and development (Spillane, Halverson, and Diamond, 2004).  Instructional 

leaders also promote opportunities for teachers to have discussion for ‘reflection, 

insight and enquiry’ (Southworth, 2004, p.105) into their practice. 

 

Distributed leadership can act as a strong, internal driver for school improvement 

(Harris, 2003), enabling professional learning from offering or receiving support.  In 

primary education, distributed leadership extends leadership responsibilities to middle 

leaders and beyond (Southworth, 2004) in recognition that this can promote 

improvement, e.g. by opening up opportunities for colleagues to peer teach 

(Southworth, 2004; Muijs, 2012).  This is also ‘learning-centred leadership’ 

(Southworth, 2004, p.162), which increases the ‘influence of all staff to support and 
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shape the quality of teaching and learning across the school’ (ibid.).  In this respect, it 

can draw on untapped leadership potential (Muijs, 2012) for teachers to ‘significantly 

influence their colleagues’ practice’ (Volante, 2012, p.14).   

 

Transformational leadership focuses more on the relationships between leaders and 

teachers (Day and Sammons, 2013).  This supports teachers’ commitment (Volante, 

2012) as part of the school’s culture, particularly with seeking to transform beliefs, 

attitudes and feelings in relation to school improvement (Harris, 2003; Hopkins, 2003). 

Instructional and distributed leadership can work in tandem with transformational 

leadership (Hallinger, 2010; Day and Sammons, 2013).  Hallinger (2011) refers to this 

as ‘leadership for learning’ (p.126), which supports pupil learning and outcomes, and 

teachers’ professional learning.  

 

Adult theories and models of learning  

In this section, I briefly explore the literature on adult learning and recontextualise the 

findings to schools.   Merriam (2001) explains that a combination of theories and 

models comprises our understanding of adult learning, and I consider  below how this 

can be applied to teachers as adult learners and to the principles of senior leaders 

coordinating teacher learning associated with school change.   

  

Literature on social constructivist theories of adult learning, derived from child-based 

models of learning (e.g. Vygotsky, 1978; Wood, Bruner and Ross, 1978), highlights 

for educators (senior leaders) that learners (teachers) benefit from interaction with 

others (Tusting and Barton, 2003).  Meanwhile, andragogy, defined as ‘the art and 

science of helping adults learn’ (Knowles, 1980, p. 43) and which Mezirow (1991) 

associated with his theory of transformative learning, emphasises the motivated self-

direction of learners (teachers) (Tusting and Barton, 2003).   Self-direction in 

professional learning can support school improvement (Munro, 2011) and the educator 

(senior leader) can provide conditions that are conducive for its occurrence (Tusting 

and Barton, 2003).   

 

Tusting and Barton (2003) note that reflective and experiential models of adult learning 

promote the distinct nature of reflecting upon experience, where people encounter 

problems and consider how to resolve them.  For senior leaders, this resonates with 
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the idea that there is value in supporting their teachers to see situations from different 

perspectives as a way of developing their pedagogy (Loughran, 2017).  From this 

reorganisation of experience and seeing situations in new ways, ‘adult [teacher] 

learning is potentially transformative’ (Tusting and Barton, 2003, p.6).  However, whilst 

reflective and experiential learning may be promoted, there is no guarantee that the 

learning will occur (ibid.).  The concepts of reflection and experience underpin 

transformative learning theory (Calleja, 2014) and are explored further in Part 2 of the 

literature review.   

 

For me, the literature detailed in Part 1 (about change and the context and culture of 

leadership) contributes to an argument about how transformative learning theory can 

frame an understanding of how senior leaders create a culture for teacher learning as 

part of school improvement and school transformative change.  Aspects of this 

literature, where relevant, are referred to in the second part of the literature review. 

 

2.4  Literature review part 2 – using transformative learning theory to 

contribute to an understanding about how senior leaders organise teacher 

learning as part of change 

This section reviews literature in relation to the sub-research question about how 

transformative learning theory might be used to develop an understanding about the 

ways in which senior leaders organise teachers’ learning to enhance their practice, 

within the context of school improvement and school transformation.  I begin by 

explaining transformative learning theory in more detail and explain the stages of 

transformative learning and the nature of reflection.  Next, I present some critiques of 

the theory but explain my interest in using transformative learning theory for my area 

of research.  Finally, I explain how  references to some of the key areas of 

transformative learning theory might support our understanding about how senior 

leaders create the conditions for the professional learning of teachers. 

 

In this study, I use the terms ‘transformative learning’ and ‘transformative change’ for 

a teacher interchangeably. I associate a teacher’s transformative change, or 

transformative learning, with a perspective change about their teaching practice, 

pedagogy or views about education, and them taking subsequent action.  Whilst this 

is different to my use of (a school’s) transformative change used earlier, in Part 1, both 



 
 

44 
 

themes in my thesis promote improving pupils’ academic outcomes.  I acknowledge 

that ‘not all learning is transformative’ (Mezirow, 1991, p.223) and that teachers can 

alter their practice without undergoing transformative change.  Nevertheless, Hoban 

(2002), Gu and Day (2013) and Cranton (2016) recommend that leaders need to 

provide a supportive environment for teacher learning to occur.   

 

The nature of transformative learning theory 

This section explores Mezirow’s transformative learning theory and comments about 

the nature of reflection to guide learning.   Mezirow’s theory was initiated in the 1970s 

as part of research about women returning to study after a hiatus (Mezirow, 1991).  He 

reported that their re-engagement with studying led to a raised consciousness about 

their new status and that this occurred over 10 stages: 

 

1. Having a disorienting dilemma 

2. Self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame 

3. A critical reflection of one’s assumptions 

4. Relating feelings of discontent to others sharing similar views   

5. Exploring avenues for new behaviours 

6. Planning a line of action 

7. Gaining knowledge and skills to implement one’s plans 

8. Experimenting with new roles 

9. Building one’s confidence and competence in these new roles  

10. Reintegrating oneself back into society with one’s altered perspective 

   (Adapted from Mezirow,1991, pp.168-169.) 

 

Stages 1-4 provide triggers for action.  This begins with a disorienting dilemma which 

occurs when people have an experience or series of experiences which they were not 

expecting, or is incompatible with their current level of understanding.  This may cause 

them to examine their feelings in response to the dilemma and encounter guilt or 

shame.  Next, they may critically reflect (explained below) about their assumptions 

which underpin their view of the situation they have experienced.  Individuals may 

have conversations with others who have met similar experiences of discontent.  

Stages 5-7 are preparations for action to deal with changes in behaviour, as a result 

of having a new perspective.  This involves individuals exploring options for new ways 
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of acting, making a plan for taking action and acquiring relevant knowledge and skills 

to enable them to implement their plan of actions.  Stages 8-10 involve taking action.  

This happens where people trial new roles associated with the change in behaviour 

and become confident and proficient in these. Finally, people return to everyday life 

with their changed behaviour, based upon the new perspective.  

 

Mezirow (1991) defined reflection as ‘critically assessing the content, process, or 

premise(s) of our efforts to interpret and give meaning to an experience’ (p.104). 

Content reflection is ‘reflection on what we perceive, think, feel or act upon’ (p.107).  

Process reflection entails ‘examination of how’ (p.108) we perceive, think, feel or act, 

and an assessment of our efficacy in these functions.  Premise reflection entails us 

‘becoming aware of why we perceive, think, feel, or act as we do’ (p.108).  

Transformative learning theory proposes that, through critical self-reflection, we alter 

our world view, the ways we create the meanings we attribute to experiences, and 

take action as a result (e.g. see Mezirow, 1990a; Mezirow,1990b).  This means we are 

aware of our presuppositions, challenge our established patterns of thinking, and 

‘learning includes acting on these insights’ (Mezirow, 1990a, p.xvi). 

  

Transformative learning theory describes how critical reflection and critical self-

reflection foster adult learning (Mezirow, 1998a; 1998b).  Critical reflection, 

underpinned by content and process reflection, involves the learner reflecting ‘back on 

something that occurred’ and ‘examines the assumptions or presuppositions that were 

involved in the reflection process’ (Kitchenham, 2008, pp.115-116).  This typically 

involves critical reflection of a meaning scheme (Kitchenham, 2008). A meaning 

scheme consists of habitual assumptions governing specific situations (Mezirow, 

1990b).  Critical self-reflection is akin to premise reflection (Kitchenham  2008) and is 

‘a critique of a premise’  (Mezirow, 1998b, p. 186) upon which the assumptions are 

based.  As a practice, it involves becoming cognisant of, and critiquing the 

assumptions underpinning our world view to confront our habitual thinking (Mezirow, 

1991).  Premise reflection has the greatest potential for transforming our meaning 

perspectives and for transformative learning (Mezirow, 1991; Cranton and King, 2003) 

- (meaning perspectives are our broader world views (Mezirow, 1990b)).  For example, 

senior leaders might foreground the purpose of children’s education as a rationale for 

change to prompt premise reflection among their teachers.  Cranton and King (2003) 
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propose that reflection about teaching can be enabled through content reflection (e.g. 

about ‘What did I do that led to this outcome?’ (p.34)), process reflection (e.g. about 

how something was taught or to question if something went wrong) and premise 

reflection (e.g. ‘Why do I feel responsible for this situation?’ (p.35)).  However, they 

suggest critical self-reflection is particularly important to challenge our habits of mind 

about teaching.   

 

Transformative learning theory literature differs in the ways in which it distinguishes 

‘critical reflection’ from ‘critical self-reflection’ (e.g. see Kitchenham, 2008).  Indeed, 

over time, Mezirow altered and refined his ideas and use of both concepts (ibid.).  

Whilst suggesting that the deeper process of critical self-reflection increased a 

tendency towards the occurrence of transformative learning  (Mezirow, 1991; Mezirow, 

1994), he later indicated both types of reflection could be influential (Mezirow, 2009).  

I will use both terms - ‘critical reflection’ and ‘critical self-reflection’ - interchangeably, 

according to the specific language used within relevant literature.  

 

Criticisms of transformative learning theory 

This section explains some of the criticisms directed against transformative learning 

theory but details how I will use the theory within my research.  It is acknowledged that 

Mezirow refined his theory and stages (Kitchenham, 2008) and his original conception 

has been considered with greater flexibility (Mezirow, 2000; Kumi-Yeboah and James, 

2012; Cranton, 2016).  For example, it has been suggested that some of the originally 

identified ten stages may be omitted (Taylor, 1997; Percy, 2005; Kitchenham, 2008), 

and that a disorienting dilemma may be a single epochal dramatic event or a more 

gradual, cumulative process that could include everyday experiences (Mezirow, 2000; 

Kitchenham, 2008; Cranton, 2016).  Nevertheless, some order and linearity between 

stages is postulated, e.g. experiencing disorientation at the beginning and 

reintegration back into everyday life at the end, based upon the new perspective 

(Cranton, 2016).   

 

Traditionally, critical-reflection within transformative learning theory was considered to 

be devoid of emotions and that individual, rational thought and formal logic (cognition) 

would guide actions to solve problems (Dirkx, 1997; Kreber, 2012).  However, these 

views were contested (Kreber, 2012; Cranton, 2016) with scholars like Taylor (2001) 
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drawing on neurobiological research to highlight the reciprocal relationship between 

emotions and cognitive thought. The role of the emotional components of learning 

were subsequently given greater centrality by Mezirow (e.g. Mezirow, 2000; Illeris, 

2014; Taylor, 2015) as was the context in which learning occurred (Christie et al., 

2015; Cranton, 2016).    

 

There has been a rapid growth in interpretations of transformative learning theory (e.g. 

see Cranton and Kasl, 2012; Dirkx, 2012; Taylor and Cranton, 2012).  These critiques 

have resulted in challenges distinguishing transformative learning from other forms of 

learning and change (Dirkx, 2012; Newman, 2012; Hoggan, 2016).  Dirkx (2012) 

argues that ‘developing a new or different attitude... may reflect effective learning 

experiences’ (p.400), but it does not necessarily equate with genuine transformative 

learning.  This resonates with Mezirow’s (1991) suggestion that whilst learning is 

change, it is not all transformative unless it involves critical (self-) reflection upon 

assumptions that underpin a world view, and informs action taken as a result of new 

perspectives. 

 

Despite these critiques, I am interested in transformative learning theory because it 

can get to the heart of why adult learners make change through reflecting upon and 

critiquing their deeply held world views.  Mezirow’s theory has been applied to a variety 

of group and individual contexts, including those of educational professionals 

(Cranton, 2016).    For example, it has been used in relation to teacher education, 

educators within higher education, and early childhood and secondary school teachers 

(e.g. Cranton, 1996; Kumi-Yeboah and James, 2012; Feriver et al., 2016), and has 

been used to help explain critical triggers for changes in teachers’ practice (e.g. 

Kitchenham, 2008).  

 

The role of leaders in driving organisational change, underpinned by transformative 

learning theory, has been developed by Watkins, Marsick and Faller (2012).  I am 

interested in Mezirow’s (1991) ‘theory of adult learning’ because it is ‘addressed to 

those involved in helping adults learn’ (p.33).  However, to the best of my knowledge, 

there has been a lack of application of the theory to the English primary sector and, in 

particular, to our understanding of the conditions which senior leaders create to 

organise teacher learning to improve teaching practice as part of school change.  I feel 
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that application of transformative learning theory could benefit senior leaders who 

might use this knowledge to strengthen their leadership of change.  

 

How transformative learning theory can frame the role of senior leaders in supporting 

the professional learning and perspective (transformative) change of teachers  

This section considers how transformative learning theory is applied to my research.  

It explores the relevance of key areas of the theory to develop an understanding about 

how senior leaders may support the professional learning and perspective change 

(transformative change) of teachers in relation to their practice.  Mezirow’s (1991; 

1997) theory proposes that change occurs when an individual experiences a 

perspective transformation and takes action as a result.  It emphasises that this 

process may be facilitated when educators support learners to critically self-reflect on 

their world views, and question, challenge and engage in critical and collaborative 

dialogue with others, to examine their own and others’ assumptions underpinning their 

experiences of a situation.  Mezirow (1997) also proposes that educators should 

establish collaborative norms of respect and responsibility for helping one another 

learn.  Within the field of education, these processes can enable teachers to construct 

other perspectives to understand their practice and consider the consequences 

resulting from their own practices (Cranton, 1996; Cranton and King, 2003).  Moreover, 

Cranton and King (2003) argue that critical self-reflection could support teachers’ 

professional development and learning.   

 

When applied to my research topic, Mezirow’s theory leads me to think that senior 

leaders could support teachers’ professional learning and a perspective 

(transformative) change, by providing opportunities for them to examine their teaching 

practice through critical self-reflection and collaborative dialogue.  This mirrors 

leadership and change literature about leaders promoting collaboration to support 

school improvement and school transformative change through teachers’ professional 

learning (e.g. Southworth, 2004; Caldwell and Spinks, 2013); this might include peer 

demonstration and coaching (Joyce and Showers, 2003).  Opportunities for reflection 

can be challenging, but educators can create a nurturing culture by supporting learners 

to resolve issues relevant to their real-life experiences (Tusting and Barton, 2003) and 

seeing situations from different perspectives to develop their pedagogy (Loughran, 

2017).  Additionally, Senge (2006; 2012) foregrounds the collaborative and social 
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dimensions underpinning the disciplines of a learning organisation such as team 

learning, which may be facilitated by leaders.  However, Cranton (2016) acknowledges 

that collaboration is not requisite for individual transformation to happen. 

Key areas associated with transformative learning theory have relevance for framing 

and contributing to an understanding about the ways in which senior leaders develop 

teacher learning to strengthen teacher practice for school improvement.  These 

themes, developed below, are: meaning schemes, meaning perspectives and 

perspective transformation; types of adult learning; degrees of autonomy; and 

resilience (including emotion and commitment to change). 

 

Meaning schemes, meaning perspectives and perspective transformation  

Mezirow (1990b, 1991) suggests that adult learning occurs through the experience of 

a perspective transformation.  This occurs from the critical self-reflection of an 

experience and using that to revise or renew the meaning of an experience to guide 

future action.  Mezirow postulates that there are two linked components underpinning 

a perspective transformation: meaning schemes and meaning perspectives.  These 

underpin our world view and are based on past experiences.  Meaning schemes are 

our sets of habitual assumptions that govern our understanding of specific situations 

(Mezirow, 1990b). They encompass particular attitudes, beliefs and emotional 

reactions to direct our understanding as implicit rules (Mezirow, 1991).   In relation to 

a senior leader directing change, this might involve them having an awareness of the 

need to alter a teacher’s limiting predisposition to a particular pedagogical approach 

(constituting a meaning scheme) if it is not supporting school improvement.  

Meanwhile, meaning perspectives are our broader world views - higher order sets of 

related meaning schemata, or frames of reference: ‘theories, propositions, beliefs, 

prototypes, goal orientations and evaluations’ and ‘networks of argument’ (Mezirow, 

1990b, p.2).  They are our frames of reference, or the way we perceive our realities 

(Percy, 2005).  For a senior leader directing change, this might involve them becoming 

aware of the need for a teacher’s assumptions about the role of education (constituting 

a meaning perspective) to alter if they are not aligned with the national and school’s 

perspective of school improvement. 

 

A perspective transformation is governed by us becoming ‘critically aware of how and 

why our assumptions’ underpinning our meaning schemes and perspectives ‘have 
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come to constrain the way we perceive, understand and feel about our world’ 

(Mezirow, 1991, p.167).  The incidents (disorienting dilemmas) which trigger a 

perspective transformation can include episodes occurring in the workplace (see 

Marsick, 1990) or may be elicited via a leader through an eye-opening, thought-

provoking discussion which challenges employees’ presuppositions (Mezirow, 1990b, 

Mezirow, 1991).  A perspective transformation can occur in groups as well as for 

individuals.  It involves attending to alternative points of view which we initially consider 

to be discordant with our own (Marsick, 1990; Mezirow, 1991; Yorks and Marsick, 

2000).  Transformative learning theory suggests that a teacher’s ‘significant 

experience’ for a perspective transformation can include ‘powerful in-service training… 

[or] educational reform’ (Taylor, 2015, p.18) which results in shifts in thinking about 

pupils  and their role as educator.  Some teachers, as a result of a significant incident, 

might find that their frame of reference is incompatible with the new situation, or 

insufficient to provide adequate understanding about the experience (Taylor, 2015).  

For example, a perspective transformation might be triggered by senior leaders having 

pedagogical conversations with their teachers about incumbent improvements as part 

of school improvement.  The teachers may be emotionally awoken and supported by 

senior leaders to question their underlying assumptions about their practice and, 

through dialogue and critical reflection about the triggering incident, they might 

experience a perspective transformation (Taylor, 2015).   

 

Transformative learning theory claims that learners (including teachers) may have 

insufficient information to engage with change (Mezirow, 1990b).  To counteract this, 

senior leaders can share their knowledge with teachers, about how their school’s 

culture and the contexts in which their school operates help inform school 

improvement priorities (Southworth, 2004; Clarke and O’Donoghue, 2016; Fullan, 

2016).  Additionally, teachers may be unaware of deficiencies within their own practice 

and it may be necessary for leaders to have challenging conversations with their staff, 

accompanied by a raft of support mechanisms, to facilitate change.   

 

Types of adult learning  

Another key area associated with transformative learning theory, which has relevance 

to senior leaders driving change, is the type of professional learning which occurs.  I 

position teachers’ professional learning as a ‘move from non-reflective habitual action 
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to a more conscious practice’, which could ‘bring teaching issues to the forefront of 

their mind’ and expose teachers ‘to a range of ideas that could enhance their teaching 

practice’ (Kligyte, 2011, p.209). The learning engenders a ‘change in perspective, 

[resulting in] a more sophisticated view of teaching than was previously held’ (ibid.).  I 

feel that senior leaders can facilitate this as part of the processes of school 

improvement and that this may be understood through transformative learning theory.  

I explore below how senior leaders supporting teachers’ professional learning could 

be interpreted against instrumental and dialogic learning.  

 

Instrumental (or technical) learning involves learning to have control of, and 

manipulation over, the environment or other people, where change is measured 

through productivity, performance, or behaviour (Mezirow, 1990b; Mezirow, 1991).  

For example, this might involve senior leaders organising teacher training to improve 

specific techniques of classroom practice.   The culture for teachers to improve their 

practice in their daily environment is contingent upon support offered by senior leaders 

(Timperley, 2011).  If leaders eventually delegate autonomy for self-directed learning 

opportunities at an appropriate time (Barnett and Stevenson, 2016), then this can 

show respect for their teachers as professionals (Keisler, 2017) and support their 

intrinsic motivation to engage as learners (Tusting and Barton, 2003).  Although there 

is a role for prescriptive and instrumental learning, an overuse can limit learning 

because it does not necessarily promote critical reflection about practice (Cranton, 

1996).   Nevertheless, technical knowledge can prompt change by providing learners 

with skills and knowledge to open up possibilities for redefining themselves within their 

work context (Cranton, 2016).   

 

Dialogic (or communicative) learning centres around making ourselves understood 

and learning to comprehend and evaluate the validity of the meaning conveyed by a 

communication (Mezirow, 1990b; Mezirow, 1991).  Mezirow (1991) asserted that 

meaning exists within ourselves and is validated through communication, or critical 

discourse, with others.  This resonates with social constructivist theories of adult 

learning, highlighting for educators (senior leaders) that learners (teachers) benefit 

from interaction with others (Tusting and Barton, 2003).  Transformative learning 

theory claims that learning might be engendered by bracketing our preconceived ideas 

and critically reviewing the evidence and arguments we might have (Mezirow, 1990b).  
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For example, this could occur if senior leaders provide their teachers with reasons for 

change to improve the academic results of underachieving groups in relation to social 

equity (see Morgan, 2016), which might be then reflected on and deliberated by 

teachers.  This seems relevant to the micro and macro contexts in which leaders 

operate to identify priorities for their school (Southworth, 2004; Clarke and 

O’Donoghue, 2016; Fullan, 2016).  This also resonates with Timperley’s (2011) 

assertion that making meaning of a situation is essential for the transformative change 

underpinning sustained professional learning for ‘solving entrenched educational 

problems’ (p.5).   

  

Kitchenham (2008) suggests that when new meaning schemes and perspectives are 

interpreted, peer discussion is an ideal medium for learning.  A professional learning 

community (PLC) might be regarded as an environment in which to promote this 

communicative learning because it involves ongoing, collaborative, critical and 

reflective interrogation of practice to support teacher learning and growth (Bolam et 

al., 2005; Stoll et al., 2006; Fullan, 2016).  For example, leaders might discuss 

inadequate pupil progress with their teachers through statements or inquiry questions 

(Timperley, 2011).  Whilst this aligns with accountability requirements, Southworth 

(2009) asserts that professional dialogue underpins teacher learning and that 

increasing opportunities for reflection are professional learning opportunities.  Dialogic 

learning through interaction with others (Mezirow, 1991) may occur through internal 

and external collaborative practices organised and facilitated by senior leaders (Muijs, 

2012), or as part of community learning promoted through current policy.  For example, 

this could involve accessing support within one’s school, teaching school alliances 

(DfE, 2016), and establishing network learning communities to examine solutions to 

educational challenges (Crossley and Corbyn, 2010; Caldwell and Spinks, 2013; DfE, 

2016).   Moreover, within community learning, and as part of communicative learning, 

an educator (leader) might be regarded as a co-learner by teachers (Mezirow, 1997; 

Cranton, 2016; Nixon, 2016).   

 

Degrees of autonomy  

I am interested in the operational power of education (how it is provided); specifically, 

how senior leaders facilitate teachers’ professional learning and how knowledge about 

this may be developed through an understanding of transformative learning theory.  
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This section explores how teacher autonomy with learning may be understood in 

relation to senior leaders directing school change. 

  

Transformative learning theory research and literature emphasise voluntary 

participation and agency (e.g. Ross-Gordon et al., 2015; Feriver et al., 2016).  

However, accountability mechanisms operating within the centrally determined 

educational framework permit only limited autonomy (Higham and Earley, 2013), with 

the criteria power (aims and purposes) of education remaining in the government’s 

hands (Simkins, 2010).  Watkins, Marsick and Faller (2012) present a transformative 

learning theory model relevant for top-down or bottom-up organisational change.  It 

allows for top-down change, e.g. via the presentation and implementation of new 

visions, cultures or strategies, where individual learning will be influenced by these 

organisational systems.  However, the authors acknowledge limitations to this since it 

aligns with ‘conformity and compliance’ (p.383), which can meet with resistance.  Their 

second, bottom-up route, presents a more collaborative, autonomous and empowered 

approach, with change at the individual or team level dispersed throughout the 

organisation and considered as being more conducive to sustained change.  

 

Mezirow’s (1991) theory drew on andragogy, defined as the ‘art and science of helping 

adults learn’ (Knowles, 1980, p.43) and which positions the responsibility for learning 

upon the adult learners who are self-directed and have a certain readiness to learn 

supported by internal motivators (Cranton, 1996).  However, these motivators may be 

enhanced by senior leaders, who look to alter teachers’ beliefs (Guerra and Nelson, 

2009) and garner their commitment to change by providing a vision and rationale 

(Crossley  and Corbyn, 2010).   

 

Transformative learning theory also proposes that a locus of control and self-

determination may be garnered through the process of autonomous thinking as part 

of the critical self-reflection upon which change is based  (Mezirow, 1997).  There is 

freedom to engage with critical reflection about one’s perspective (Mezirow, 1991; 

Cranton, 1996; Henderson, 2002), enabling teachers as learners to ‘make dramatic 

gains in self-direction’ (Mezirow, 1990a, p.xiii) and autonomy.   This autonomy is also 

reflected in literature about how senior leaders support teacher change through 

increasing autonomy and empowerment for their professional learning (e.g. Kruse and 
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Louis, 2009; Munro, 2011).  For example, this occurs when educators (senior leaders) 

have a raised awareness of their learners’ (teachers’) self-direction (Tusting and 

Barton, 2003), nurture teacher autonomy in relation to their targets for self-

improvement (Keisler, 2017), and foster their autonomy with learning how to learn 

(Smith, 1990; Tusting and Barton, 2003).  Alongside the autonomy (independent 

choice) of the individual teacher to engage with learning about their practice (Cranton, 

1996; Illeris, 2014), there is autonomy delegated by leaders under conditions of  

distributed leadership (Day and Sammons, 2013) and ‘leadership for learning’ 

Hallinger (2011, p.126).  Moreover, Cranton and King (2003) indicate that autonomy 

to develop the curriculum, as professional learning, can generate transformative 

learning by developing ‘new insights that may be furthered through later discussions’ 

(p.36).    

 

Resilience and the affective dimensions of learning 

I detail below how leaders nurturing teacher resilience and attending to the emotional 

dimensions of learning have relevance to senior leaders supporting teacher learning 

as part of change. Resilience, emotional dimensions of change and commitment to 

change seem to be interrelated.  For example, Day and Gu (2014) assert that 

resilience encompasses themes of inner vocational drive, intrinsic motivation and 

emotional commitment to drive student achievement.  The role of the affective 

components of learning has been given increased prominence within transformative 

learning theory (Mezirow 2000; Illeris, 2014; Taylor, 2015).  For example, Mezirow 

(1991) emphasises that it is ‘not enough to understand intellectually the need to 

change the way one acts; one requires emotional strength and an act of will in order 

to move forward’ (p.171).   This suggests that developing resilience is important for 

the learning associated with change and develops the idea that it could be beneficial 

for senior leaders to nurture teachers’ resilience to facilitate their learning  

 

When senior leaders develop teacher learning, this could lead teachers to question 

their personal values and themes underpinning their self-concept, and lead them to 

question or negate ideas which they have held close (Mezirow, 1990b; Mezirow, 

1991).  This may make the procedure threatening for teachers, by exposing their 

vulnerability (Taylor 2015).  It may also be painful and emotive, and lead to a tendency 

for new learning to be blocked, reducing anxiety (Mezirow, 1990b; Mezirow, 1991).  
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Nevertheless, ‘emotion-laden experiences are often the basis of... critical incidents 

[disorienting dilemmas]’ which ‘lead to personal development, learning and growth’ 

(Lundgren and Poell, 2016, p.23).  Mezirow (1990c) asserts that educators can provide 

emotional support in ‘a secure environment that fosters the trust necessary for critical 

self-examination and the expression of feelings’ (pp.359-360).  For example, this might 

occur when teachers engage with dialogue, as part of observational feedback from 

senior leaders, and acknowledge the need to amend their practice.  This mirrors 

literature on senior leaders and the ways in which they can help to develop a culture 

of change by using their own emotional intelligence (Clarke and O’Donoghue, 2016) 

to shape ‘teachers’ commitment, resilience and effectiveness’ (Day and Sammons, 

2013, p.39) and to understand teachers and their situations to help resolve issues 

(Ryan and Tuters, 2016).   In particular, senior leaders can attend to the emotive 

dimensions of change, which are experienced by their teachers, by facilitating a 

supportive culture (Ryan and Tuters, 2016), building positive relationships, and valuing 

and being aware of their teachers’ professional and personal wellbeing (Day and 

Sammons, 2013; Fullan 2016). The emotional fallout of self-realisation about one’s 

teaching practice can ‘impinge on teachers’ sense of professional identity and 

competence’ (Timperley, 2011, p.16), and needs sensitive handling by senior leaders. 

 

2.5  Conclusion 

Teachers’ professional learning and development have a reciprocal relationship with 

school improvement and school transformation (Munro, 2011).  To improve student 

achievement, the school needs to alter its pedagogy and learn the appropriate 

teaching to facilitate this (ibid.).    Leaders’ guidance and support of teachers’ 

professional learning is particularly effective when they lead learning and create school 

communities that learn (Timperley, 2011).  

 

Part 1 of the literature review considered the context and culture of leadership and 

how senior leaders created the conditions for teacher learning, to strengthen teaching 

practice, as part of school improvement and school transformative change.  This was 

linked to the environments they establish and nurture (in terms of school contexts, 

cultures, and collaborative organisational structures and systems), their leadership 

styles, and some relevant adult theories and models of learning.  Drawing on this 

literature, my main research question addresses the ways in which English primary 
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school senior leaders can create the conditions for teacher learning to improve 

practice as part of change.  Part 2 of the literature review established links between 

the literature presented in Part 1 on leadership and change, and transformative 

learning theory.  Links were made between both parts of the literature review so that 

the literature on the culture and context of leadership and change (from Part 1) 

contributed to an argument about how transformative learning theory can frame an 

understanding of how senior leaders create a culture for teacher learning and their 

perspective (transformative) change.  This was set within the context of school 

change.  This informed my sub-research question which explores how transformative 

learning theory can frame an understanding of how senior leaders can organise 

teacher learning.  This is within the context of leaders creating a culture for teacher 

learning as part of school improvement and transformative (school and teacher) 

change.  I am not aware of the theory having been applied to this area elsewhere in 

the literature and feel that it could benefit senior leaders who might use the knowledge 

to strengthen their leadership of change.  Transformative learning theory is used 

because it is a ‘theory of adult learning addressed to those involved in helping adults 

learn’ (Mezirow, 1991, p.33).  In the next chapter, I consider the methodological 

decisions and approaches used within my study.  
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Chapter 3 Research Considerations 

3.1  Introduction  

This chapter outlines the methodological approach used in my research and makes 

links, where appropriate, to the research questions.  It starts by detailing the research 

paradigm, a constructivist-interpretive approach, followed by the ontological, 

epistemological and theoretical perspectives, which underpinned it.  Next, it considers 

the methods used to collect, process and analyse the data.  This commences with a 

consideration of participant selection, which includes an explanation of how and why 

senior leaders were chosen as participants and why OFSTED criteria of school 

inspection outcomes were used as part of this process.  Following this, the data 

collection processes (two interviews) and the construction of the research tool (two 

interview schedules) are described.  Within this, limitations of the interview schedules 

are acknowledged and why this may have led to too much unfocused data being 

collected.  Additionally, there is consideration given to the senior leaders’ lack of 

engagement with a gap task set between their two interviews.  Details are also 

provided about why no questions were asked explicitly about transformative learning 

theory during the interviews, and the ethical decision not to inform participants that 

their responses to questions would be interpreted against the theory.  After relating 

the procedures used for the data preparation and analysis, themes of validity and 

generalisability are considered.  Finally, approaches to ethical considerations are 

described, which includes an explanation of why the decision was made to not ask for 

respondent validation after the interviews were conducted.  Some ethical 

considerations are detailed throughout the chapter in relation to certain methodological 

decisions made. 

 

3.2  My research paradigm and its underpinnings 

The basic set of beliefs that guided my actions (Guba, 1990; Denzin and Lincoln, 2005; 

Burton, Brundrett and Jones, 2014) aligned me to a constructivist-interpretive 

methodological approach, which focused upon the portrayal, analysis and 

interpretation of individuals’ perceptions and organisations within real-life contexts 

(Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011; Robson 2011).  This framework suggests that 

researchers should seek to understand ‘the complex world of lived experience from 

the point of view of those who live it’ (Schwandt, 1994, p.118).  My understanding of 

the participants’ ideas (Schwandt, 1994) developed during the initial conduct of 
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interviews and subsequent data analysis phases.  My individual construction of 

meaning occurred during two stages of data analysis.  Firstly, I identified themes from 

the interviews based upon the senior leaders’ examples and perceptions of change, 

teacher learning and resilience.  This linked to my main research question about how 

English primary school senior leaders create the conditions for teacher learning 

associated with strengthening the quality of teaching practice within the context of 

change. Secondly, I illustrated these themes, where relevant, against key areas 

associated with transformative learning theory and the ten stages of the theory.  This 

linked to the sub-research question about how an understanding might be developed 

about the ways in which senior leaders organise teacher learning.  

 

Underpinning research decisions are considerations about ontology, epistemology 

and theoretical perspectives (Gray, 2009; Creswell, 2018).  Blaikie (2000) suggests 

that ‘ontological assumptions are concerned with what we believe constitutes social 

reality’ (p.8).  In other words, ontology is about the nature of reality and truth.  My 

ontological perspective was influenced from the relativist consideration of there being 

multiple realities and world views held by individuals (Guba, 1990; Burton, Brundrett 

and Jones, 2014; Noble and Smith, 2015).  Even though there were likely to be 

commonalities amongst participants in relation to the topics discussed, I also wanted 

to capture examples of and/ or perspectives about school change, teacher learning 

and resilience pertinent to each leader.  

 

My epistemological position - my understanding of how reality might be known (Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison, 2011) - was underpinned by my subjectivist stance from which 

findings, based on a participant’s subjective knowledge, can be constructed through 

an interaction between the inquirer and inquired (Guba, 1990).   During my research, 

I sought to interpret the leaders’ examples of and/ or perspectives about school 

change, teacher learning and resilience by undertaking and analysing qualitative 

interviews.  My theoretical perspective was influenced by interpretivism which 

endeavours to develop an understanding of the participants’ personal world (Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison, 2011).  I drew on my interpretive stance to explore aspects of 

education (school improvement) from the senior leaders’ perspectives.  To answer the 

main research question, I used interviews and data analysis.  From the analysis, I 

identified themes associated with the leaders creating the conditions to nurture 
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teachers’ learning associated with enhancing their practice relevant to school change.  

To answer the sub-research question, I then explored how we might develop our 

understanding of these themes with reference to key areas of transformative learning 

theory and the stages of the theory. 

 

3.3  Methods  

This section discusses the methods I used to undertake my research. Research 

methods may be defined as ‘techniques or procedures used to gather or analyse data 

related to some research question or hypothesis’ (Crotty, 1998, p.3).  

 

3.3.1  Participant selection 

Having been a local authority consultant and deputy headteacher involved in delivering 

and leading programmes of school improvement, I became interested in exploring how 

senior leaders support their teachers’ learning.  This was because the teachers’ 

engagement with learning varied and impacted upon the success of the programmes 

I was involved with.  I chose not to interview teachers because I was interested in 

collecting the views of headteachers and deputies.  As the two most senior 

professionals I had supported with the leadership of change when I was a consultant, 

the head’s leadership role was traditionally undertaken with a deputy (Glatter, 2010).  

Moreover, as a deputy myself, I was leading school improvement programmes 

alongside my headteacher.  Therefore, the perspectives of headteachers and deputies 

about change and teacher learning still held much relevance for my professional 

position.    

 

When making decisions about the suitability of my sampling strategy (Cohen, Manion 

and Morrison, 2011), one of my criteria was that participants be a substantive or acting  

(with similar responsibilities) headteacher or deputy in a state-maintained primary 

school.  I focused on state-maintained schools and the primary age range because 

this was the sector and phase in which I was employed and it was therefore relevant 

to my professional learning and practice.  I sought practitioners who had been in their 

leadership position, or employed at their school, for at least one academic year.  This 

was so they would have knowledge of, and would have had involvement with, 

strategies of change undertaken within their school.  When potential participants 

contacted me, I discussed the time criterion to gauge their suitability for being 



 
 

60 
 

interviewed.  The time criterion was also influenced by my knowledge about Crossley 

and Corbyn’s (2010) claim that schools should aim to make significant change within 

twelve months, a claim that resonated with my consultancy experiences.  

 

I used purposive sampling to select leaders.  This method restricted external validity 

by acknowledging that my sample would not represent the wider population (i.e. all 

primary school leaders) (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011).  External validity refers 

to extending the findings beyond the research setting and the participants (Mertens, 

2014).  However, purposive sampling enabled me to accomplish a specific 

requirement of my research and approach individuals (senior leaders) possessing 

relevant, first-hand information (about school change, teacher learning and nurturing 

teacher resilience) associated with their professional position (Drew, Hardman and 

Hosp, 2008; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011; Robson, 2011).  I could have 

selected participants from senior leaders I knew professionally.  However, I rejected 

this approach.  I wanted to avoid the risks associated with convenience sampling 

which involves selecting the ‘most convenient persons to act as respondents’, without 

due regard to ‘whether or not findings are representative’ (Robson, 2011, p.275).  

Using acquaintances might have also increased a propensity for bias to occur, which 

could have distorted the data within the interviews (Gray, 2009).  For example, leaders 

might have answered questions in a particular direction because of their acquaintance 

with me as a deputy.  Similarly, I rejected using senior leaders from schools I had 

worked with as a consultant. 

 

I chose to select leaders from schools according to their OFSTED grading (e.g. 

OFSTED, 2013) because OFSTED (no date) are charged with monitoring standards 

in English schools, including those state-maintained schools required to follow the 

national curriculum.  From my professional experiences as a consultant and deputy 

headteacher, school improvement initiatives were often based upon the outcomes/ 

recommendations of an OFSTED inspection to enhance delivery of the national 

curriculum (DfEE and QCA, 1999; DfE, 2013a).  Irrespective of their OFSTED grading, 

improvement for any school is a key objective (Southworth, 2004) and initiatives to 

enhance educational standards has been, and remains, a major national objective 

(e.g. DfE, 2015a; DfE, 2015b; DfE and Gibb, 2017).  I therefore sought participants 

from schools receiving ‘outstanding’, ‘good’ or ‘requires improvement’ OFSTED 
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inspection outcomes.  The decision to select leaders from this range of schools, rather 

than focus on one category, was so that my findings might resonate with a wider 

audience (King and Horrocks, 2010).  I did not approach schools with the lowest 

OFSTED grading (‘inadequate’) because I was aware, having supported such schools 

as a consultant, of the pressures their leaders would be under.  I deemed it unlikely 

that participating in my research would be a priority for them. 

 

I could have identified the leaders of schools without reference to OFSTED categories.  

For example, I could have contacted schools which demonstrated evidence of key 

examples of school change and implementation, such as those engaged in specific 

school improvement initiatives through learning networks and communities (e.g. Lang, 

2014; Marlow, no date).  However, I did not want to confine my discussions with 

leaders solely to the specific programmes of school improvement with which they 

would have been identified for participation.  Nevertheless, had I selected participants 

in this way, I recognise that I could have developed questions to ask them about 

additional examples of school improvement initiatives.   

 

I had originally proposed to select leaders from suburban schools within the south-

east of England.  Such schools might have shared certain characteristics including 

economic, social and cultural diversity, any of which could impact upon a school 

(Braun et al., 2011).  I had also intended to select leaders from schools inspected 

under the then current 2012 OFSTED framework, when the last major raft of inspection 

changes had occurred.  The intention was that there might be a degree of similarity 

with leaders reflecting upon the same inspection framework in relation to school 

improvement strategies.  However, as a practical measure, I decided to select 

suburban London schools from different education authorities which were close to 

north-east London and easily accessible to my home to conduct interviews.  Moreover, 

I selected schools according to their last OFSTED report grading, rather than the 2012 

OFSTED framework, via the OFSTED inspection reports website 

(https://reports.OFSTED.gov.uk/).  This was because I came to the realisation that a 

leader may have experienced a range of OFSTED inspection outcomes grades in their 

school, from different inspection frameworks, and be able to talk about the school’s 

learning journey in relation to both of these.  I acknowledge that the suburban schools 

did not share similar socio-economic traits of their student populations and had not 

https://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/
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necessarily been inspected according to the same inspection framework.  This might 

have affected the senior leaders’ responses to questions, though this was not a 

research focus.  For example, school change initiatives are affected by school-specific 

contexts, such as student intake (Braun et al., 2011), whilst being inspected under 

different OFSTED frameworks might have engendered different opinions about school 

improvement. 

 

I sought to interview nine leaders in total, with a representation of three leaders - a 

combination of heads and deputies – within each of the OFSTED inspection outcome 

categories of ‘outstanding’, ‘good’ or ‘requires improvement’.   Recommendations 

about sample size in research varies (Guest, Bunce and Johnson, 2006; Baker and 

Edwards, 2012; Boddy, 2016).  One issue highlighted is that since ‘qualitative research 

is exploratory by nature, qualitative researchers may not know how much data to 

gather in advance’ (Baker and Edwards, 2012, p.5).  This can produce a tension with 

the ‘concept of data saturation, which is the point at which no new information or 

themes are observed in the data from the completion of additional interviews’ (Boddy, 

2016, p.427).  Gillham (2000) claims that ‘as few as four or five interviews of individuals 

carefully selected as typical’ can be effective to provide ‘insight into what it is like to be 

a person in that setting’ (p.12).    

 

Guest, Bunce and Johnson (2006) explored data saturation and reported that, for a 

relatively homogenous group, it started to occur by a sixth in-depth interview and was 

certainly evident by the twelfth.  Even though I chose to select participants according 

to their school’s last OFSTED inspection grading, the senior leaders represented a 

relatively homogenous group.  Moreover, I was not seeking to compare or contrast 

senior leaders’ responses within or between categories of schools according to their 

school’s OFSTED outcome.   

 

Having considered Guest, Bunce and Johnson’s (2006) discussion about sample size 

and data saturation, I was anxious that interviewing six leaders - one head and one 

deputy from each OFSTED category I had chosen -  might not collect sufficient data.  

Therefore, I opted for nine participants, the number midway between six and twelve, 

but recognised that this meant that the ratio size of heads to deputies would be 

unequal within each category.  At the time of selecting participants, I would have 
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preferred to interview two heads and two deputies per OFSTED category to get a more 

balanced perspective from these leaders, instead of recruiting different ratios.  

However, on reflection this was not such an important factor as I was not making 

comparisons between heads and deputies in my analysis. Nevertheless, due to work 

demands, I recognised that I did not have sufficient time to interview twelve senior 

leaders, made more demanding as I was going to interview each leader twice to allow 

sufficient discussion time around the themes of school change, teacher learning and 

resilience.  I could have recruited senior leaders from the same school to undertake a 

joint head and deputy interview (two joint interviews per OFSTED category).  However, 

paired interviews can prevent a researcher from exploring each participant’s ideas in 

as much depth as individual interviews (Adler and Adler, 2012), and risks raising 

issues related to power relations, conflict between participants and lack of openness 

during interviews (Robson, 2011).   I felt reassured to use nine participants because 

Ross, Van Dusen and Otero (2014) used nine participants in their study about the 

characteristics of the learning processes of science teachers within a professional 

research community.   Meanwhile, Kandiko and Kinchin (2012) report research where 

students were guided to interview nine staff members (three researchers, three 

graduate teaching assistants and three academic staff with a teaching role) within their 

separate university schools to explore the role of research in students’ learning.  

 

An email with informed consent information (see Appendix 2) was sent to twelve heads 

and twelve deputies - four heads and four deputies per OFSTED category and each 

from different schools - to ascertain their interest in participating in my research.    I 

deemed that this was a sufficient initial pool size.  The potential participants were 

asked to contact me by return of email if they were interested in making further 

enquiries or wanted to commit to be a participant.   

 

I received eleven responses from leaders in the following school categories: 

• 4 deputies and 1 head (‘requires improvement’)  

• 3 deputies and 1 head (‘good’)   

• 2 heads (‘outstanding’) 
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The headteachers agreed to participate and the deputies, from the ‘requires 

improvement’ and ‘good’ categories, were selected according to those who had 

contacted me first.  However, no deputies had responded from ‘outstanding’ schools.  

By fortuitous coincidence, one of the participating headteachers from an ‘outstanding’ 

school informed me that her deputy had expressed an interest in participating after 

she had told him about my research.  I acknowledged that this committed the 

participant to selection under volunteer sampling methods, which limits the 

generalisability of the data or representativeness of the sample, since volunteers have 

a particular motive for volunteering (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011) - in this case, 

expressing an interest in the research.  I also acknowledged that this method of 

selection would limit the number of schools within each category involved in the 

research and reduce the variety of examples given about school improvement to draw 

upon in the data analysis stage.  However, due to limited time constraints (governed 

by my professional demands being in a state of great flux) and the need to start my 

data collection phase, I decided to include this participant in my sample.  However, I 

acknowledge that his inclusion had echoes of convenience sampling, i.e. where a 

participant is ‘selected purely on the basis that they are conveniently available’ (Gray, 

2009, p.153).  Moreover, I appreciated that I would compromise on confidentiality and 

anonymity in the ‘key findings’ report for these two leaders, at the conclusion of my 

doctoral studies.  However, before agreeing to participate, both leaders informed me 

independently that they had an open and convivial professional relationship and 

valued each other’s perspectives.  Consequently, I felt reassured to interview both 

participants and that there did not appear to be any foundation for hostility, fuelled by 

power relations (Robson, 2011) between them in the post-research phase.   

 

After the leaders committed to participating, I arranged (via email or phone) a 

convenient time to undertake the first interview.  Details of the participants, their 

position and their school’s OFSTED grade may be found in Table 1.  One headteacher 

changed schools between interviews, from one judged ‘requires improvement’ to one 

judged ‘good’ in their last OFSTED.  Although he did not meet my sampling criterion 

for the length of experience in his new position, I was anxious about my lack of time  

to recruit another head and re-interview from scratch.  The leader commented that he 

was already involved in change in his new school, and I made the decision to continue 

to interview him.   
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Table 1  Senior leaders’ details 

 

Name Position School’s 
OFSTED 
Grading 

Phyllis Head Outstanding 
 
 

Ken Deputy 

Lila Head 

Belinda Deputy Good 
 Daniel Deputy 

Joel Head 

Pearl Deputy Requires 
Improvement 

Geoff Head Requires 
improvement 

Good 

Shelagh Deputy Requires 
improvement 

 

3.3.2  Data collection and research tool 

My research was qualitative and used interviews for data collection.  This enabled me 

to gather knowledge about the phenomena under investigation (Kvale and Brinkmann, 

2009) from participants sharing their ideas and perspectives (Robson, 2011; Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison, 2011) about change, teacher learning and resilience.     

 

I employed semi-structured interviewing as my data collection method, because a 

fixed question format without latitude would have been constraining (Dowling and 

Brown, 2010).  The semi-structured nature of these interviews provided flexibility over 

the order, alteration (Robson, 2011) or omission of questions (Simons, 2009) if 

participants appeared reticent to answer.  Whilst this could result in different responses 

and limit comparability between participants (Gray, 2009), I was not seeking to 

compare or contrast participants’ responses.  However, alongside the use of 

supplementary questions (prompts) or probes to interrogate or clarify participants’ 

responses, it enabled the questions asked of interviewees to cover comparable topics 

(Gillham, 2009; Basit, 2010; Burton, Brundrett and Jones, 2014). Semi-structured 

interviews were conducted to collect rich data in McCrone et al.’s study (2008) of the 

management of change (including that undertaken in schools), and in Feriver et al.’s 

study (2016) which explored transformative learning.  Semi-structured interviews 
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enabled me to explore in-depth perspectives from senior leaders, who were 

knowledgeable sources of relevant information (Burton, Brundrett and Jones, 2014) 

about change, teacher learning and supporting teacher resilience.  This data was then 

interpreted to identify themes, to help answer the main research question about 

leaders creating conditions for teacher learning related to change.  These themes were 

then analysed against transformative learning theory to answer the sub-research 

question. 

 

I conducted two semi-structured interviews with each participant, a decision influenced 

by three considerations.  Firstly, I was providing a gap task for leaders to note any 

examples of teacher learning that they felt happened between the two interviews.  This 

was a suggestion made by my upgrade panel and was intended to be used as a basis 

for further discussion about teacher learning in the second interview.   Secondly, it 

permitted me to gain clarity, if necessary, about comments raised in the first interview, 

or over themes that I might have pondered during the transcription phase of data 

preparation for analysis.  Thirdly, I was aware of the need to allow adequate time to 

enable a depth of discussion to develop with participants in response to my questions.  

Therefore, splitting the data collection up over two sessions seemed a sensible 

solution to allow me to collect meaningful data in a less pressurised way than in one 

interview.   

 

I decided not to conduct more than two interviews as I felt that sufficient data could be 

collected about the areas of change, teacher learning and resilience, which could then 

inform data analysis to answer both research questions.  The interview questions were 

intended to link to the main research question about how the leaders created the 

conditions to facilitate teacher learning associated with change.  The set of questions 

posed in the first interview included a focus on changes which the leaders had initiated  

in their school.  The second interview explored the leaders’ ideas about how teachers 

understood themselves as learners when they engaged with change; how the leaders 

might have facilitated a culture of teacher learning; and leaders’ perspectives of 

teacher resilience and nurturing teachers’ resilience to support changes to their 

practice.   
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Each of the two interviews lasted between thirty and forty minutes.  I acknowledge that 

the length of interviews was not detailed on the informed consent information and, in 

hindsight, should have been.  However, indicative timings were discussed and agreed 

with participants when arranging the first interview and at the beginning of each 

interview.  Less than thirty minutes would have been insufficient to have allowed 

adequate discussion in response to the interview questions, probes and prompts.  

Longer than one hour may have been too demanding for both parties and could have 

risked participant and interviewer fatigue and a reduction in data quality (Gillham, 

2009).    

 

Examples of the question schedules (the research tool) for both interviews are 

presented in Appendices 3 and 4.  I undertook pre-piloting and piloting of questions 

within the first two interviews of both sets of interviews.  This was intended to enable 

me to make relevant amendments to questions and prompts.  I took verbal feedback 

during the first initial interview and asked the interviewee about the clarity of the 

questions (Gillham, 2009).  I noted my management and execution of the interview 

schedule within the second interview.    These interviews were interspersed with 

stages of transcription and an initial content analysis of the first interview.  This 

analysis was done to identify substantive themes (see Appendices 5 and 6) and to 

categorise them (see Appendices 7 and 8) (Gillham, 2000; Gillham, 2009), to consider 

whether my questions were providing relevant data for my research.  Insights gained 

from earlier interviews can impact upon and improve subsequent questions and 

schedules (Teijlingen and Hundley, 2001).  This is pertinent to semi-structured 

interviews which can engender issues with keeping the interviewee on topic, and risk 

omitting relevant issues if they are not contained within the interview schedule (Burton, 

Brundrett and Jones, 2014).  For example, my first participant talked at length about 

teaching assistants (see highlighted comments in blue, Appendix 5, pp.184-186) 

rather than teachers.  This prompted me, in subsequent interviews, to clarify that I was 

looking at teacher change.  Since preliminary interviews can contribute useful data, 

researchers can use pilot data within their main research findings (Teijlingen and 

Hundley, 2001).  I therefore merged my pre-pilot and pilot interview data with that 

collected from subsequent interviews as a collated ‘data set’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 

p.79) for analysis.   
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The interview questions should have related to the aims of my research and literature 

review, to facilitate analysis, data presentation and contribute to structural integrity 

(Burton, Brundrett and Jones, 2014).  As mentioned earlier, there were questions 

linked to the themes of senior leaders driving change, teacher learning and resilience.  

However, in hindsight, I acknowledge that the question schedules (and prompts) for 

the interviews (Appendices 3 and 4) had limitations which contributed to too much 

unfocused data and lacked clarity for my research focus.  Having transcribed the 

preliminary interviews, I undertook an initial content analysis of each to identify themes 

and consider whether my questions were providing relevant data for my research 

(Gillham, 2000).  However, I recognise that I should have been much more reflective 

and critical when doing this to inform the interview schedules.  The limits of the 

questions have been particularly noticeable in relation to interview 1 (Appendix 3).  For 

example, towards the end of this interview schedule, questions were planned about 

the leader’s role transforming and altering over time.  These questions were intended 

to direct conversations to the leader’s role whilst change was occurring and to explore 

how this might have affected teacher learning.  However, the questions I actually 

asked were misguided and could have been phrased more relevantly.  Another 

example relates to the final question, ‘What’s the vision for the school?’, which was 

added after my pre-pilot interview with Phyllis, having omitted to explore future change.  

However, this also contributed to unnecessary data collection, when a more relevant 

question, such as ‘What needs to be put in place by you to support any future teacher 

learning as part of change?’, might have yielded more relevant data.  Furthermore, in 

hindsight, questions in the second interview schedule (Appendix 4) about the leaders’ 

understanding and definition of resilience, and whether resilience can be taught or is 

something innate, needed to be sharper in relation to researching leaders’ support of 

teacher resilience.   

 

My first set of interviews was undertaken during the autumn term 2014, with the 

second set conducted during the spring term 2015.  A gap of a term, between one 

mid-term and the next was left between interviews (with the intention to allow sufficient 

time for participants to undertake a gap task).  However, I recognise that I did not 

indicate the specific gap of time between interviews in the informed consent 

information, except that the first interview would be conducted during the autumn term 

and the second during the spring.  At the conclusion of the first interview, I mentioned 
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that the second interview would take place around the following mid-term.  I informed 

participants, and via a subsequent email  that I would be in contact to arrange a 

convenient time for the next interview (see Appendix 9). 

 

I explained to participants that the gap task was to note any examples or reflections 

relating to teacher learning within the context of change at their school.  I indicated 

that such notes could facilitate their recollection for discussion during the second 

interview and I provided participants with notepads for this task.  I also referred to the 

gap task in an email sent to participants soon after completing the first interview (see 

Appendix 9).  During their second interview, no participants commented on having 

made, or produced at the interview, written notes.  Instead, I referred to the gap task 

by asking for their memories and reflections on any teacher learning they had 

observed since the last interview.  I did not want to press them for any written details, 

in case this caused tension.  I also acknowledge that undertaking a gap task had not 

been detailed in the informed consent information or consent form and should have 

been.  In hindsight, requirements for the gap task should have been communicated 

formally to participants before the first interview commenced and their consent to 

continue reaffirmed.  These omissions may therefore have reduced the task’s 

relevance to participants and detracted from its being undertaken.  Moreover, and on 

reflection, perhaps this lack of engagement was also due to the pressures facing 

leaders; school demands needed to be prioritised, and my requirements for interviews 

were unlikely to rank in prominence.   This also seems to echo Nesbit’s (2012) 

assertion that the use of journal writing and reflective analysis are problematic for a 

busy leader.   

 

I chose not to ask participants questions during interview explicitly about 

transformative learning theory or transformative learning, or refer to language 

commonly associated with the theory.  This was because there have been multiple 

interpretations of the concepts underpinning transformative learning theory (e.g. see  

Newman, 2012; Taylor and Cranton, 2012; Lundgren and Poell, 2016).  Moreover, 

there have been historical shifts in terminology, e.g. distinguishing ‘critical reflection’ 

from ‘critical self-reflection’ (see Kitchenham, 2008), with Mezirow (1994; 2009) 

altering and refining his ideas and use of both concepts.  If seminal writers and 

researchers did not share a coherent interpretation of the theory, I did not think that 
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senior leaders would have a sufficient depth of understanding or knowledge of its 

nuanced use, or even have knowledge about the theory.  Moreover, I did not want to 

risk leaders feeling awkward during their interviews because of unfamiliar terminology.  

To answer my sub-research question, I interpreted the data analysis themes (used to 

answer the main research question and which were based upon the leaders’ 

responses within the interviews) against key areas of transformative learning theory 

and the ten stages of the theory.   I did not mention this process in the informed consent 

information but, in hindsight, should have, and provided a coherent, written 

explanation about the key ideas of the theory. 

 

Voluntary informed consent is based on an individual agreeing to participate in 

research, where their decision is based on information provided by the researcher 

about the research (Wiles, 2013).  In the informed consent information I provided 

(Appendix 2), the themes of the research were expressed as leaders making changes 

in schools as part of school improvement and the teacher learning and resilience 

associated with this.  An indication of the questions’ foci was suggested as being 

directed towards leaders facilitating educational change through conditions which 

supported teacher learning and resilience.  Ethically, it might be deemed that I had 

deceived the participants because I had concealed the complete purpose of the 

research (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011) - the referencing of their answers 

against transformative learning theory.  I had not detailed this within the informed 

consent information (see Appendix 2) or indicated this in the title of the consent form 

(see Appendix 10).     Moreover, I had not informed participants of how I felt reference 

to transformative learning theory might develop their understanding of their leadership 

of change. 

 

Whilst ‘as a general rule, the greater the risk, the more important it is to gain informed 

consent’ (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011, p.78), the provision of limited 

information may be permitted within the concept of ‘reasonably informed consent’ 

(ibid.).  The leaders would not be classed as vulnerable participants and any deception 

did not result in them being put into situations of undue stress (Cohen, Manion and 

Morrison, 2011).  My research was not seeking to undertake a reflection of senior 

leaders’ perceptions about transformative learning theory and its key areas, or prove 

that the stages of the theory had been initiated by senior leaders or experienced by 
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their teachers.  Therefore, at the time, reference to the theory did not seem appropriate 

during the interviews or in documentation released to participants before interviews.  

Nevertheless, in hindsight, I acknowledge that I should have informed participants that 

I intended to interpret their responses against the theory.  Moreover, I recognise that I 

could have posed questions around the theory without using its particular and 

unfamiliar terminology, but which could have still captured an essence about 

facilitating teacher learning.  I also appreciate that had the types of questions linked to 

the theory, this could have supported data analysis. 

 

As part of a ‘key findings’ report, scheduled to be sent to participants upon completion 

of my doctoral studies, I will explain the theory and how it has been applied to their 

responses, and why I did not share this information before.  This aligns with Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison’s (2011) suggestion that a popular method of redressing 

potentially negative consequences of perceived deception is to provide adequate 

feedback through debriefing at the termination of research, e.g. by explaining reasons 

for deception and sharing the results.   

 

To enhance confidentiality, interviews are best undertaken in private, quiet settings 

(Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009).  To this end my interviews took place in the participants' 

offices where we were less likely to be disturbed.  However, the head and deputy from 

the same school had arranged for their interviews to be in their shared office and they 

overheard segments of each other’s discussion.  I had not realised that they shared 

their office until I arrived to conduct the interviews.  Nevertheless, they commented 

separately before beginning the interview that they were comfortable with the 

arrangements.  I audio-recorded the interviews as I was collecting a substantial 

amount of detailed information (Burton, Brundrett and Jones, 2014) and to assist 

iterative, data analysis as part of a constructivist-interpretive approach.  In my opinion, 

contemporaneous note-taking would have been cumbersome and could have 

impeded the flow of the interview conversation (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009).  

However, audio recordings can also distort the data and reduce the complexity of a 

social encounter because of its remoteness from the original interview and by losing 

contextual factors such as visual and non-verbal features (Cohen, Manion and 

Morrison, 2011).  I was ready to write down, during or immediately after the interviews, 
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any such relevant contextual details in case they acquired significance during analysis  

(ibid.).  However, there seemed nothing of pertinence to note. 

  

3.3.3  Data preparation and analysis 

I transcribed the interviews to become familiar with each individual ‘data item’ (Braun 

and Clarke, 2006, p.79) and to facilitate subsequent data analysis (Denscombe, 2010; 

Bazeley, 2011).  During the pilot interview stages, I also used the transcriptions to 

consider if the types of questions I was asking were enabling me to gather the type of 

data I required for my research (Gillham, 2000).   However, I acknowledged earlier 

that I should have been more diligent with this procedure. There were two separate 

stages of analysis, directed towards the main and the subsidiary research questions 

respectively.   

 

In stage one, I used thematic analysis, a qualitative analytic method, which may be 

used within a constructivist-interpretive methodological framework to identify, analyse 

and report themes within the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006).   This was relevant to my 

research as I wanted to interpret the leaders’ accounts and perspectives, to explore 

how they created the conditions for teacher learning associated with changes to 

practice.  I sought interpretation over the whole data set (ibid.) to capture rich, overall 

descriptions of the leaders’ organisation of educational change in school, ideas about 

teacher learning, and support of teacher resilience.  Additionally, guided by my 

constructivist-interpretive epistemology, I sought a more detailed, latent or interpretive 

level of analysis (ibid.).  This meant that the analysis would go beyond mere 

description to ‘where broader assumptions, structures and/ or meanings are theorized 

as underpinning what is actually articulated in the data’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 

p.85).   Thematic analysis within a constructivist framework ‘seeks to theorize the 

sociocultural contexts, and structural conditions’ (ibid.).  This approach, therefore, 

would support me with answering the main research question, to explore the 

conditions (with reference to the school’s culture, context and structures) created by 

senior leaders for teacher learning within the context of school change.   Moreover, 

this approach would also facilitate subsequent interpretation of the data to answer the 

sub-research question by applying theory (key areas and the stages of transformative 

learning theory) to the research topic. 
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I focused on letting the data speak for itself by using an inductive approach (Bazeley, 

2011; Creswell, 2018).  However, I acknowledged the ‘active’ role of the researcher 

and accepted that ‘themes do not just ‘emerge’ [sic]’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.96).  

I was influenced by the data analysis procedures promoted by Miles and Huberman 

(1994).  These incorporate continuous stages of data reduction, data display, 

conclusion drawing and conclusion verification (ibid.).  These strategies supported a 

reflective approach in my interpretation of the participants’ comments made during the 

semi-structured interviews.  This approach was also reflected in the thematic analysis 

guidance provided by Braun and Clarke (2006): familiarizing oneself with the data, 

through transcribing verbal data, producing initial codes from the data and then sorting 

these into possible themes, refining the themes, ‘identifying the ‘essence’ of what each 

theme is about (as well as the themes overall),… determining what aspect of the data 

each theme captures’ (p.92), and naming the themes.   

 

I used QSR NVivo (Bazeley and Jackson, 2013), a computer software tool.  NVivo can 

facilitate efficient data analysis for coding, organising, sorting and locating transcribed 

interview data  (Ozkan, 2004; Creswell, 2018) within a constructivist framework (Rich 

and Patashnick, 2002).  It also assisted me in applying Miles and Huberman’s (1994) 

and Braun and Clarke’s (2006) procedures (above).  ‘Mechanical unthinking’ (Gilbert, 

2002, p.219) might occur when coding is undertaken through qualitative data analysis 

software.  This happens when a researcher lacks a maintained focus on the area being 

researched.  I guarded against this by leaning towards an inductive approach of 

analysis (Creswell, 2018).  The use of two phases of analysis in which raw data was 

coded permitted data reduction and the organisation of an inherently complex 

narrative (Bazeley, 2011).  First-level coding, or the ‘free node’ (Bazeley, 2011, p.32) 

level of analysis, enabled me to openly code the text and label it with words/ phrases 

and assign connotation to the transcripts.  During second-level coding, I categorised 

the data into groups to develop patterns and themes (Miles and Huberman, 1994).   

These functioned as ‘parent nodes’ within ‘hierarchical, branching structures’, like tree 

diagrams, operating as links for the child (free) nodes which form ‘subcategories or 

types of concepts’ (Bazeley, 2011, p.83).  Appendices 11 and 12 illustrate extracts of  

my data analysis during these two levels of coding.   
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As mentioned earlier, the inadequate focus of some of my interview questions 

generated too much unfocused data.  Additionally, some responses to questions were 

off track, something I only realised after the event.  For example, Phyllis talked about 

change with teaching assistants (see Appendix 5), when my focus was on teachers.  

Therefore, not all the data was analysed.  Additionally, some of the themes from data 

analysis linked with impediments to senior leaders driving change and teacher 

learning.  For example, in Shelagh’s school, learning opportunities seemed limited as 

a result of leadership changes and proposals for the school’s future direction.  Whilst 

issues mentioned by leaders were interesting, because they would need to be 

resolved to nurture positive learning conditions, I do not have the scope to sufficiently 

detail these organisational challenges in my thesis due to word constraints.  I 

recognise that I noted my interest in exploring challenges to educational change within 

the informed consent information.   However, the focus in this thesis has been directed 

towards conducive, rather than inhibiting, conditions which facilitate teacher learning. 

 

During stage two of the analysis, I used themes generated from the first stage of 

analysis to answer the sub-research question.  I explored how an understanding of 

senior leaders supporting teacher learning as part of change might be developed with 

reference to key areas of transformative learning theory and the ten stages of the 

theory.    I used a deductive approach (Braun and Clarke, 2006) in which key areas 

and stages of the theory represented ‘a priori, or theoretically derived, codes’ (Bazeley 

and Jackson, 2013, p.82).  The key areas of the theory related to: meaning schemes, 

meaning perspectives, perspective transformation, types of adult learning, degrees of 

autonomy, and resilience (including emotion and commitment to change).  The stages 

aligned with Mezirow’s (1991) stages of transformative learning theory. 

 

3.3.4  Validity and generalisability 

Validity in qualitative research refers to good quality research undertaken to generate 

understanding (Golafshani, 2003) through the accuracy with which the findings (the 

participants’ perspectives) are truthfully reflected by the data (Noble and Smith, 2015) 

and are genuinely ‘about what they appear to be about’ (Robson, 2011, p.77).  

Reliability is a consequence of validity (Golafshani, 2003) and in qualitative research 

relates to the consistency with which the analytical procedures are utilised, whilst 

methodological and researcher biases which may influence the findings are explicitly 
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acknowledged (Noble and Smith, 2015).  This emphasises trustworthy procedures 

through which the methods are executed in a way that is reliant upon a researcher’s 

decisions being clear and transparent (Shenton, 2004; Noble and Smith, 2015).  These 

facets may be corroborated through an audit trail, involving a researcher who is 

unconnected to the research process in scrutinising the process, findings, 

interpretations and conclusions, and assessing the accuracy by which they are 

underpinned by the data (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Houghton et al., 2013; Creswell, 

2018).  To this effect, I received critical feedback from a reader, acting as a proxy for 

an external auditor.  My Ed.D supervisor also operated to peer debrief the thesis 

(Creswell, 2018).       

 

Generalisability - also termed applicability, transferability or external validity - 

considers the extent to which findings may be applied to other contexts (Golafshani, 

2003; Shenton, 2004; Noble and Smith, 2015). Since my semi-structured interviews 

were an interpersonal experience and sensitive to differences and nuances associated 

with meaning (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009), translation between contexts has been 

facilitated through contextual description (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; Turner, 2010) 

in my thesis.   For example, I have provided relevant details about the interviews, the 

leaders and their schools’ OFSTED grades, the research methods used and selections 

of raw data (leaders’ direct quotes) to enable alternative interpretations to be 

contemplated (Shenton, 2004; Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; Houghton et al., 2013).  

Nevertheless, since qualitative findings relate to a restricted number of participants 

and their contexts, demonstrating their external validity - that is how generalisable (or 

transferable or comparable) the results are - is contentious (Shenton, 2004; Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison, 2011).  However, Mertens (2014) concedes that if the context 

of the research is explained, then the onus is on the readers who may ‘generalize 

subjectively from the case in question to their own personal experiences’ (p.219).  

Although I acknowledge the uniqueness of the participants’ perspectives, others in 

similar professional situations to my participants may find it has relevance for them 

(Golafshani, 2003; Shenton, 2004).     

 

3.3.5  Ethical considerations  

Ethical considerations are aligned to ensuring morally correct decision-making and 

actions in relation to research (Wiles, 2013).  This was pertinent to my research, an 
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interview inquiry, which was underpinned by social interactions and which would affect 

interviewees by placing personal accounts into a shared domain (Kvale and 

Brinkmann, 2009).   

 

I adhered to the Institute of Education’s ethical guidelines (IOE, no date ‘a’), which 

required the British Educational Research Association’s (BERA, 2011 – now updated, 

see BERA, 2018) code of practice to be followed and the submission of an ethics 

approval form and associated information (IOE, no date ‘b’ ) (see Appendix 1).  The 

values within BERA’s (2011) code included an emphasises on autonomy, i.e. 

individuals volunteering their willingness to participate in research without coercion, 

and the stipulation of informed consent, confidentiality and anonymity (Wiles, 2013).  

Although the questions detailed on the ethics form were  different to those finally used, 

the research area and other research considerations generally remained the same, 

and so I did not complete a new ethics form.   

 

When I emailed potential participants, I provided information (see Appendix 2) to 

explain my research and the research process, as well as clarifying inherent 

delineations of anonymity and confidentiality.  The purpose of this was to help them 

decide whether or not they wished to participate in the research, without being under 

any compulsion (Wiles, 2013).  However, as explained earlier, the informed consent 

information was limited because it did not mention a research focus on transformative 

learning theory.  The ethical implications of this have already been discussed.   

 

Voluntary informed consent is central to an ethical framework  and is founded on an 

individual consenting to participate in research (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011; 

Wiles, 2013).  This then underpins the relationship between the researcher and 

researched (McNamee, 2001; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011).  Nevertheless, it 

cannot be a ‘one size fits all’ because the researcher cannot predict how consent might 

relate to every individual circumstance (Wiles, 2013).  Sometimes it is permissible for 

aspects of ethical issues to be negotiated with individual participants, so long as it will 

not impair the integrity and safety of the researcher, the researched or the content of 

data (ibid.).  For example, as explained earlier, a headteacher and deputy (both 

participants from the same school) shared an office and were in the office at different 

points during each other’s interviews.  However, prior to commencing the interview, 
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they both independently expressed that they were comfortable with this arrangement.  

Nevertheless, I acknowledge that this compromised confidentiality and anonymity for 

these participants. 

 

Confidentiality in research encompasses a principle of privacy such that participant 

identity is protected through anonymity procedures (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 

2011; Wiles, 2013).  This entails not disclosing what has been discussed during data 

collection in a way that would enable others to identify a participant (Smyth and Holian, 

2008).  Within the informed consent information, I assured participants that I would 

adhere to this tenet of confidentiality alongside anonymity, as long as comments made 

by them did not relate to professional malpractice or counteract a legal duty of care 

within education (Robson, 2011).  I was explicit in the informed consent information 

(Appendix 2) that pseudonyms (Robson, 2011) would be used for leaders and their 

schools in any reports, and that no revealing details about their institutions would be 

divulged.  Anonymity was also assured for any discussion with my research 

supervisor.  However, participants were made aware that extracts of their comments 

might be referenced or referred to in this thesis.   

 

I was mindful of asymmetry within power relations (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009); 

participants might have had perceptions of there being a differential of power between 

themselves, in a vulnerable position as interviewees, and me, as a researcher (Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison, 2011).   This could cause participants to provide cautious replies 

when being interviewed and impact negatively upon the credibility of the research.   

Therefore, within the informed consent information, I was open about my professional 

and scholarly status.  I sought to decrease barriers by positioning my role as a doctoral 

student undertaking research, akin to a ‘researching professional’ (student) rather than 

a ‘professional researcher’ (Wellington and Sikes, 2006, p.725).  Simultaneously, my 

revealed status as a deputy might have had the effect of making those who were in a 

similar professional position to myself feel on a more equal standing, whilst those in a 

more senior role might not have felt threatened at all.   

 

The informed consent information indicated that I wished to audio-record the 

interviews for the purposes of making transcripts and subsequent analysis.  

Nevertheless, I was aware that interviewees might have felt vulnerable with me using 
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a recording device to produce an electronic record (British Psychological Society, 

2014).  Therefore, I indicated that the complete interview would only be accessible to 

my research supervisor and myself, neither of whom had authority over the 

participants.  Moreover, I provided reassurance that the data, along with any 

transcripts, would be stored securely on my home computer and erased on conclusion 

of my doctoral studies (Gillham, 2009).  If participants had expressed reluctance to be 

recorded at any stage of the interview process, even after signing a consent form to 

participate, then I would have withdrawn them from the research.  Taking detailed 

notes of their responses during their interview would have been impractical and 

hindered the interview dynamics (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009).  

 

Although I was asking participants to consent to being audio recorded for the interview, 

I recognised that conversations could occur before and after.  There were instances 

when participants made pertinent comments relevant to the research after the main 

discussion; on such occasions I asked permission to continue recording as a memoire 

aide (Opie, 2004).  Additionally, whilst I clarified to participants that their responses 

would not be used against them, I was aware that they might ask for some comments 

to be kept confidential.   As long as these were not related to professional malpractice 

or counteracted a legal duty of care within education, I would have acceded to their 

request (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011).  I also informed participants that should 

they feel uncomfortable responding to any of the questions, then they could decline to 

answer (ibid.).  Additionally, I advised participants of their right to withdraw from the 

research process at any time without redress and, that if they withdrew, then their data 

would not be included in my research (ibid.). 

 

Prior to the interview stage, participants completed and signed a consent form (see 

Appendix 10), which delineated the key tenets underpinning their agreement to 

participate.  However, I reiterated key points from the informed consent information 

verbally (Robson, 2011) (see Appendix 13) before commencing the interview.  This 

served as a safeguard in case participants had not had sufficient time to properly read 

and digest the informed consent information, and reminded participants of the 

purpose, nature and process of the research in case they wanted to withdraw. 

 



 
 

79 
 

I made a decision to not ask for respondent validation.  Respondent validation may 

involve participants reviewing the ways in which their data has been interpreted by the 

researcher in relation to research findings (Mason, 2018).  It is a process that can 

provide an opportunity for participants to corroborate or refute the interpretation (ibid.).  

In this respect, it is an acknowledgement to neither the researcher nor participant 

having epistemological privilege (ibid.) over the validity of data interpretation. Also 

called member checking, it is suggested that its use increases the research credibility 

(Shenton, 2004; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011).   

 

Although I was aware that respondent validation could enrich the data, e.g. by 

contributing additional layers of interpretation, I did not apply it for the following 

reasons.  I was apprehensive that participants’ reactions to reading the draft analysis 

(Sandelowski, 1993; Morse, 1994; Angen, 2000) could potentially risk them disputing 

(Mason, 2018) or retracting statements (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009) which I might 

have considered to be of illustrative value in relation to my research focus.  

Nevertheless, in cases of dispute, I appreciate that I could have made subsequent 

modifications in response to participants’ suggestions and any disagreements over the 

interpretations could have been detailed by including participants’ comments (Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison, 2011).  I could have asked participants to agree to the accuracy 

of the content of their transcripts (Mason, 2018).  However, I was anxious that there 

might be a danger that participants would withdraw from the research if they read, 

reflected upon and became anxious about their comments in the transcripts (Kvale 

and Brinkmann, 2009) which had touched on sensitive school-based issues linked to 

the leaders’ approaches to change.  

 

Since I did not use respondent validation, I took other precautions to limit researcher 

bias and misinterpretation (Gubrium and Holstein 2002; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 

2011) of the qualitative data.  I took audio recordings of the interviews (Opie, 2004) to 

assist with my interpretation of the data during the analysis phase.  Additionally, 

transcribing the interviews provided me with an opportunity to highlight any remarks 

made by participants (see Appendix 14 for extracts) which might have gained 

significance when reporting the findings, or that I could mark for further discussion with 

the participants if needed.  Comments on transcripts from the first set of interviews 

were made with the intention of informing discussion with the participants in the 
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second interview, or in case they gained significance when reporting the findings.  

However, during the second interview I was more eager to pursue the line of enquiry 

from the interview schedule, rather than explore other areas relating to the initial 

interview.  With regard to follow-up procedures after the second interview, although I 

transcribed the interviews during data collection, I did not undertake detailed data 

analysis until much later because of work demands.  As six months had elapsed, I did 

not get back to any of the senior leaders.  Perhaps these weaknesses may be 

contextualised by the time constraints and work demands of me being a ‘researching 

professional’ (student) rather than a ‘professional researcher’ (Wellington and Sikes, 

2006, p.725).  Nevertheless, I engaged in audit trails (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 

2011; Mertens, 2014) with my research supervisor and a reader for cautionary and 

reflective purposes to limit researcher bias and misinterpretation.   

 

3.4  Conclusion 

This chapter has justified the research considerations I made that related to my 

methodological decisions.  I positioned the research paradigm within the constructivist-

interpretive framework, which used semi-structured interview techniques to gather 

examples and opinions from primary school senior leaders about change, teacher 

learning, and supporting teacher resilience.  I chose leaders as participants because I 

wanted to explore how they created the conditions to support teacher learning related 

to improved teaching practice as part of school improvement; this resonated with my 

then professional roles.  The selection of nine leaders was based upon a consideration 

of data saturation (Guest, Bunce and Johnson, 2006) and the time constraints for data 

collection balanced against my professional demands. 

 

I explained that I purposefully retracted from asking questions explicitly about  

transformative learning theory during the interviews.  This was because I considered 

it likely that senior leaders would be unfamiliar with phrasing about transformative 

learning theory and its nuanced use, and I did not want to risk them feeling awkward 

during their interviews.  Moreover, my research did not seek to undertake a reflection 

of senior leaders’ perceptions about transformative learning theory or look for proof of 

instances of transformative learning in practice.  I also reflected on the ethical decision 

not to inform participants that, as part of data analysis, their responses to questions 

would be interpreted against transformative learning theory, but conceded that in 
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hindsight I should have.  This second stage of data analysis was undertaken to explore 

how the theory might develop an understanding of how leaders created the conditions 

for teacher learning as part of school change.  I stated that my decision to avoid 

respondent validation was related to concerns about participants retracting statements 

or withdrawing from the research (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009).   The next chapter 

presents extracts from the interviews to illustrate themes emerging from data analysis.  

These are presented as the conditions created by the participant leaders to facilitate 

teacher learning to benefit improved teaching practice. 
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Chapter 4 Data Analysis 

4.1  Introduction 

This chapter describes the themes emerging from the data analysis that relate to the 

main research question: ‘How do English primary school senior leaders create the 

conditions for teacher learning within the context of change?’ In Chapter Five, these 

themes will be used to inform discussion about the main research question, and will 

be further explored against the key areas of transformative learning theory and the ten 

stages of the theory in relation to the sub-research question.     

 

For reference, an overview of the data analysis themes is presented in Table 2 (below).  

I consider the themes to encapsulate the conditions that senior leaders created to 

support teachers’ professional learning as part of school improvement.   

 

Table 2 Overview of data analysis themes  
 

understanding the need for change: 

• supporting teachers to see the bigger picture  

• putting the child at the heart of change 

• having expectations to be a lifelong learner 

• having discussions in an environment for open dialogue 

• having conversations involving wake-up calls and ultimatums 

practical activities: 

• internal collaboration 

• external collaboration  

supporting teacher resilience (including emotions and commitment to 

change):  

• establishing trust and professional relationships 

• protecting teachers and role-modelling 

• structuring and prioritising tasks 

• nurturing a joint responsibility to support resilience 

 

It will be noted that the themes in the table have been grouped under three headings: 
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• Understanding the need for change generally resonated with how senior 

leaders shared their rationale for change with teachers and set up expectations 

for change with them. 

• Practical activities pertained to initiatives which senior leaders had initiated or 

facilitated in relation to collaborative activities for their teachers, which occurred 

internally or externally to their schools, within the context of school 

improvement.  

• Supporting teacher resilience (including emotions and commitment to change) 

captured the conditions which I felt senior leaders established to support 

teachers’ resilience, their emotions and commitment to change, and, in so 

doing, would increase the likelihood for teachers to be engaged with relevant 

learning opportunities. 

 

Whilst the themes have been categorised under headings for this chapter, I do not 

consider that they are mutually exclusive.  For example, ‘establishing trust and 

professional relationships’ to support ‘teacher resilience’ would also be conducive for 

internal and external collaborative activities categorised under ‘practical activities’.  

However, for the purpose of this chapter and the discussion in the next chapter, the 

themes from the data analysis have generally been considered within just the one 

particular category I felt they were best suited to.   

 

Not all of the data collected during the interviews was coded and analysed.  This was 

because some of the questions used in the interviews did not contribute sufficiently to 

an understanding about the conditions which senior leaders created to support teacher 

learning.  In particular, the first interview had limitations which contributed to too much 

unfocused data being collected because of insufficient clarity of the questions.   For 

example, two questions asked in the first set of interviews were ‘If you were Education 

Minister, what would the education system be like?’ and  ‘Is there anything from 

educational systems abroad which you would like to adopt?’.    Originally, they had 

been posed to explore leaders’ ideas about education more broadly.  I had initially 

believed that responses might, during the data analysis, have had relevance to a 

rationale for leaders creating conditions to nurture teacher learning as part of change.  

This data, for example, might then have contributed to the themes categorised within 
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‘understanding the need for change’.   However, during the data analysis phase, I 

realised that these questions lacked clarity and yielded data of little value for my study.  

Moreover, some question prompts, such as those linked to leaders’ views on the 

standards agenda and the national curriculum, generated data which did not contribute 

sufficiently to the research focus.  

 

Whilst the questions asked overall within the second interview seemed stronger, those 

that asked directly about resilience (‘How do you define teacher resilience?’ and ‘Do 

you think (teacher) resilience can be taught or is it something innate?’) could have 

been more targeted to explore the leaders’ support of teacher resilience.  Moreover, 

prompts used in some interviews to explore the impact of teacher resilience on the 

children, or about the resilience of the leaders, yielded data that was not analysed 

because it lacked the focus about the leaders’ support of teacher resilience that I 

required. 

 

Nevertheless, the leaders’ responses did generate some useful ideas about the 

conditions they created for teacher learning which is associated with improvements in 

teaching practice within the context of school change.  I present extracts from the 

interviews to illustrate the themes emerging from the data analysis. 

 

4.2  Conditions created by senior leaders for teacher learning  

Understanding the need for change 

Some leaders’ comments suggested that teachers’ understandings about the need for 

change was an important factor in school improvement.  The ideas were structured 

around five key themes, which I believed could contribute to an environment in which 

leaders could enable teacher learning to strengthen teaching practice as part of 

change.  The themes were:  

• supporting teachers to see the bigger picture  

• putting the child at the heart of change 

• having expectations to be a lifelong learner 

• having discussions in an environment for open dialogue  

• having conversations involving wake-up calls and ultimatums 
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Supporting teachers to see the bigger picture  

Leaders considered that if their teachers had an awareness of their school’s bigger 

picture, then this could contribute to change.  Some comments related to the 

accountability framework and raising academic standards.  For example, Belinda 

emphasised that “In order to have permanent change, you need to have staff on board 

with you.  They need to see what you are seeing”.  Specifically, Belinda emphasised 

that supporting teachers to see the bigger picture could be enabled by teachers 

interpreting and understanding their pupils’ class-based academic data, and that this 

could act as a trigger for them to decide what practical action they needed to initiate 

in class.  She promoted the idea of teachers learning to consider the “small steps” they 

could “make in the classroom at grassroots level to change how children are learning.  

And when you start implementing those small steps, then you start to see a difference 

in terms of data”.  She commented that, through the processes of monitoring, 

evaluating and modifying practice, teachers could come to understand how class 

priorities could inform whole school priorities. 

 

Daniel and Ken remarked that sharing their schools’ improvement plans involved all 

teachers and supported them to see the bigger picture.   For example, Daniel 

commented that the plans enabled teachers to “be clear [about] expectations and feel 

valued that they do have a role to play and that they are going to make a difference”.  

Ken described that copies of improvement plans were left on staffroom tables, so 

teachers could provide “feedback in terms of what they think needs to happen next”.  

Ken also described the plans as “signposts in terms of priorities where the school is 

heading”. 

 

Meanwhile, Joel provided an example of where discussing the bigger picture had 

supported teachers to reflect and engage with change.  He illustrated it through 

reference to staff training, where the focus was on teachers working more effectively 

with teaching assistants to ensure better outcomes for pupils.  Joel approached the 

task “from a bigger picture vision – what is it we want and why is it we want that?”  He 

adopted a similar approach when he introduced the current national curriculum and 

explored its purpose. 
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Putting the child at the heart of change  

Senior leaders centralised the purpose of educational change around the pupils, an 

idea which was also associated with a degree of teacher accountability and a need for 

teacher learning.  For example, Ken considered that the school’s curriculum altered 

because “we’re much more as teachers now seeing education from the perspective of 

the client, which is the child, and what engages and what stimulates children”.  The 

curriculum focus had been amended to “broadening out the opportunities and 

experiences for the children” beyond classroom-based lessons.  Ken highlighted that 

“We’re much more reflective and having that element of reflection and evaluating our 

role in that”.  Ken referred to taking children out on trips, and Lila recalled pupils visiting 

Anne Frank’s House and attending evacuee nights at the school to bring history alive.  

In this illustration of enhancing the curriculum, the teachers could be regarded as 

learners who were reflecting upon and developing their teaching pedagogy.   

 

Ken also referred to changes in the expectations which the senior leaders had about 

how they expected staff to conduct themselves with children.  This had been 

developed through the positive behaviour policy, focusing on:  

 

the care of children.  I suppose one indicator is how you look 
after your most vulnerable children in the school... because it can 
be in a school like this one that children with difficulties are seen 
as a problem, and they are a good gauge in terms of where you 
are as a caring school and loving school.   

 

Ken recalled that: 

 

Children with learning difficulties, behaviour issues, were 
educated in part of the corridor where the learning assistants 
would gather and chat and where there was a bank of 
computers.  And the children were just contained.   

 

He reflected that there was subsequent training focused on the teachers’ direction of 

their learning support assistants.  This suggested that a form of teacher learning had 

occurred when revised ideas were put into practice. 

 

Finally, Phyllis commented upon her school’s visioning day, which foregrounded the 

needs of the children and their right to reach their academic potential, enabled by 



 
 

87 
 

better quality teaching.  She explained that “Not every child was accessing and 

achieving to their potential because they weren’t being given the opportunities”.  

Phyllis considered that: 

 

the transformation was enabling them [the pupils] to get that 
higher challenge and pitch, and taking them to where they could 
actually go and making sure they were getting the opportunities 
to do so through the teaching and facilitating of learning that was 
going on. 

 

Having expectations to be a lifelong learner 

Some of the leaders’ comments related to teachers and leaders as lifelong learners.  

For example,  Ken remarked that there was an expectation of lifelong learning shared 

with prospective teachers being shown around the school.  He emphasised that 

teachers “know when they come to this school that learning never stops... and we are 

always trying to improve ourselves, so that ultimately we improve the experience for 

the children”.  Ken also stressed the importance of colleagues sharing new learning 

from courses which they had attended, as well as senior leaders demonstrating that 

“we [as leaders] are constantly learning” from each other and sharing “things that 

we’ve seen in other schools or through training that we’ve been on”.  He asserted that 

this was for “the greater good, it’s for the journey of the school, and we all play a part 

in that”.  Meanwhile, Daniel regarded teachers as lifelong learners because:   

 

You’re always learning new things... and I really want people to 
go to a staff meeting and think this is my ideal, this is an 
opportunity for me;  I’m really going to develop my thinking and 
my learning, rather than oh there’s so much marking to do.     

 

Having discussions in an environment for open dialogue  

Belinda valued open dialogue to promote engagement with learning.  She considered 

that:  

 

having a professional platform for staff to openly oppose 
viewpoints and openly debate about something that is 
controversial is important, because that is your learning, that is 
where the learning is coming from... We learn from one another, 
instead of openly accepting oh that’s what we’re going to have to 
do.    
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She also advised that this was contingent upon the leadership team and if they did:  

 

not allow staff to talk about opposing views and to debate... you 
will get a climate in a school that is toxic... because everyone is 
not trusting one another, and trust is important to have for a 
school to go on its learning journey.    

 

Belinda’s comments suggested that features of teacher autonomy and empowerment, 

and establishing trust and relationships, were important in allowing debate about the 

reasons for change.    

 

Having conversations involving wake-up calls and ultimatums 

In some cases, learning opportunities associated with change seemed to resonate 

with senior leaders delivering wake-up calls and ultimatums, and/ or taking actions 

after, which alerted teachers to the need for alterations to occur in their practice.  

Leaders could use the message as a trigger to facilitate a teacher’s self-reflection and 

their buy-in to change, or conversely for teachers to leave the school if they were 

unhappy.  Having a wake-up call generally served as a warning sign to teachers that 

changes to their practice were necessary; ultimatums represented a final chance.  For 

this reason, I consider them separately. 

 

Wake-up calls: Pearl referred to two teachers whose lessons were normally graded 

‘requires improvement’ or ‘inadequate’1.  She noted huge changes with their 

demeanour because: 

                                    
They had to swallow their pride; they had to listen to what people 
were saying; and they had the guts to stick with it and take on 
board what needed to be put into place.  And I think through 
encouragement, through modelling, demonstrating, praise, they 
have actually changed.  They recognised they needed to change.   

                                       

Pearl explained how one of the teacher’s perceptions about her practice altered when 

she engaged in self-reflection.  The teacher realised that she was not as good at 

teaching mathematics as she thought and recognised “that she needed to learn some 

                                                           
1 Whilst schools might use the OFSTED evaluation schedule to undertake internal observations, there 
is no expectation for them to do this (OFSTED, 2018).  OFSTED (2013; 2018) do not grade individual 

lessons. 
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more”.  This seemed to have acted as a moment of sudden realisation and a catalyst 

for change, because the teacher became “switched on” and “it made her sit up and 

listen and start to learn”.  The teacher started “challenging herself”.   

 

Further examples of wake-up calls emerged in relation to senior leaders emphasising 

the importance of the children’s education and teachers coming to appreciate this.  For 

example, Daniel reflected on teachers’ habits of detaching their emotion, after 

receiving observational feedback, to advance their practice.  Underpinning this 

reflection was the ability to self-reflect, which Daniel considered to be what “makes 

you a good learner”.  Daniel seemed to indicate that the learning experience would be 

twofold: taking on board what had to improve, and appreciating that the feedback was 

to support improved practice for the sake of children’s education.    He emphasised:  

 

When I’ve spoken to teachers who have really moved their 
teaching on, they said that what has made a difference to them 
is feedback, where they come to appreciate that was a valid point 
and now I’m going to do this.   

 

Daniel confirmed that “they detach the emotion, learn from it and then look at it with a 

clear head”.  He acknowledged that it “takes time... [for teachers] to lose the emotional 

attachment” and make the spotlight about the children’s learning.  Daniel felt that this 

style of reaction showed a mature response, appreciating that these could be tough 

messages to hear.  He continued that sometimes allowing for a short interval of time 

after the feedback enabled the teachers to come to an understanding of what he had 

advised.  Daniel promoted teacher autonomy because he explained that he could have 

follow-up discussions with the teacher, a week after the observational feedback, to 

consider next steps, “giving them ownership of it”.   He continued, “Some teachers can 

say o.k., I get it was to do with questioning – I’m going to do this as a result” or “I’ve 

reflected on it, I’m already doing this”.  Phyllis also referred to the theme of bouncing 

back and acting upon feedback, linking it with the quality of possessing resilience.   

 

Meanwhile, Geoff commented about the collaboration undertaken between some of 

his weaker teachers, who “needed support to help them wake up to reality”, and 



 
 

90 
 

Advanced Skills Teachers (ASTs)2.  Geoff also referred to the conclusion of a local 

authority review which “felt the school was going to go special measures3”.  This 

judgement should have acted as a wake-up call; the teachers, however, were 

disbelieving of the predicted grade until “OFSTED told them they were special 

measures”.  Geoff continued that it “was a scare moment for a lot of staff” because 

suddenly they realised that they would be associated with the school’s grading.  

“Teachers are going to meet up with other teachers and they’re all going to go, oh, 

they work in that school.  You can’t hide from that”.  

 

Shelagh’s school was at the beginning of a learning journey and she described a 

teaching and learning audit undertaken by the local authority.   She reflected, “We all 

felt crushed, but if you’re honest you knew [what the outcome would be] already”.  

Nevertheless, she perceived it as an opportunity to alert the teachers because they 

needed to appreciate the school’s precarious situation.  Meanwhile, Joel commented 

that those teachers at his school who had taught elsewhere “knew the mess” which 

the school was in prior to his arrival as headteacher “and were accepting of the need 

to change”. 

  

Phyllis and Ken recalled how their schools needed to raise their pupils’ academic 

achievement when it was insufficient.  For example, Phyllis told of how she started at 

the school and identified a requirement for better quality teaching to support the pupils 

to reach their potential.  After identifying this, Phyllis held a staff development day 

which she called a “visioning day”.  The main focus directed the staff to the needs of 

the children and could have acted as a wake-up call.  Phyllis said that:  

                              

I was telling them what I felt was necessary; where I saw the 
school needed to go; and then the rest was over to them...  And 
we had an awful lot of joined-up thinking... and a lot of consensus 
on what was necessary. 

                          

                                                           
2 ASTs demonstrated effective practice within their own classroom and were then able to share this 
with teachers in other schools who needed support (see DfES, 2001; DfES, no date).  The AST 
designation was ended in September 2013 (DfE, 2013b), though a position with a different role was 
created for middle or senior leaders called Specialist Leaders in Education (see National College for 
School Leadership, 2011; DfE, 2014).    
3 A ‘special measures’ judgement is the lowest grade within an ‘inadequate’ outcome from an 
OFSTED inspection, e.g. see OFSTED (2013; 2018). 
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Teachers also had “a few shocks” because Phyllis had identified that pupils were 

underachieving academically within different year groups across the school.  She saw 

the day as one “that was the kind of starting point, it was kind of like a shock”.   On a 

subsequent occasion, Phyllis felt enabled to make changes on the back of an OFSTED 

inspection because “an outside agency lay it on the line”.  The report, as a trigger for 

action, “was completely and utterly open and honest with them where the school was 

at… said it exactly as it was”.  This provided her with ammunition as a “launchpad to 

make sure that everybody was clear on the work to be done”.  Similarly, Ken and Lila 

referred to OFSTED inspection grades driving the need for change at their school.  

Ken commented that a key message for teachers was the need to work at a fast pace 

because “this is children’s education that we’re talking about, and we cannot afford to 

take our time over this, because every day, every week and every month is precious 

in lost time, in lost learning time”.   

   

Ultimatums: The ultimatums, mentioned by senior leaders, were associated with more 

serious triggers for change, and linked to accountability mechanisms underpinning the 

educational system, such as OFSTED standards (similar to wake-up calls).  

Nevertheless, they triggered some positive outcomes.  For example, Pearl referred to 

changes of direction initiated by her headteacher who joined the school soon after it 

was judged ‘requires improvement’ by OFSTED.  The teachers at Pearl’s school were 

shocked by the OFSTED judgement because they thought their practice was 

acceptable. Pearl recalled that teachers were “very resistant” to the changes 

implemented by the head and “didn’t like it at all because they were very comfortable”, 

with “well behaved… quite passive learners; the teachers could get away with it”.   She 

mentioned that the head started to “bring in changes” and “started to do different 

INSETs, for example, [on] quality first teaching, and the teachers began to be made 

to feel uncomfortable”.   Pearl recollected that the head ensured that teachers made 

an informed decision to remain or leave by using an analogy of a journey: “right we’ve 

got a journey to go on and you are either on… or you are off the bus.  And sometimes… 

people get off the bus and that’s ok, because they can get off and go”.   

 

Pearl continued that “an awful lot of people…  left because they had to get off the bus, 

because they weren’t part of the vision that the senior leaders had for the school”.  The 

critical moment for teachers was when monitoring procedures commenced.  The 
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teachers “began to see that our head wasn’t going to back down and the message 

was consistent, and they saw that the head was supportive, but wouldn’t stand any 

nonsense”.  However, Pearl concluded that “now all the people, who are here, are all 

in it to win it.  And that is the atmosphere within the school, which wasn’t the case a 

year and a term ago”.  The “enthusiasm, [and] the excitement,.. when the new people 

came, overpowered the negativity of those people” who had been at the school 

previously.  This suggested that those who remained were indirectly supported by 

those who left, because they presumably took with them negative attitudes and 

resistance to change.   

 

Ken described a similar episode of teachers needing to leave the school because they 

were not accepting of the need to be engaged with school-based change.  He 

explained:  

 

We had people who began to understand what we were trying to 
do and for the members of staff that didn’t understand and 
weren’t willing, then this wasn’t the school for them... We had to 
work hard on encouraging them to find schools that suited their 
educational beliefs…   

 

Geoff also admitted that he had teachers who would never run with change “because 

they believe that their way is the right way... And for those teachers, it’s pretty much  

this is the way you’re doing it, and if you don’t like it, then you know where the door 

is”.   He deemed this a critical factor to “help teachers to change their mindset - come 

with me or goodbye”.  Moreover, Geoff highlighted that a school requiring change 

could not have teachers who would “drag morale down” and “change the meaning and 

the purpose of every staff meeting you do, and the very feeling, the very atmosphere”. 

 

Lila recognised that a school graded ‘special measures’ by OFSTED could mean that 

some teachers conceded that the school was “just not for them at that time”.  She 

continued that turnover occurred when her school was once graded ‘special 

measures’, soon after she became head.   Lila asserted her authority to make it clear 

that changes were necessary and it was for teachers to decide whether or not they 

wanted to stay.  Putting children’s education at the heart of her rationale for change,  

Lila commented:  
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I have a little saying, I have blood on the walls the first few weeks.  
They will know exactly what I am about.  I am very open and I tell 
them and if they don’t like it, they don’t have to stay... There’s 
going to be no repercussions.  You do what you want to do, it’s 
your life.  Children have to be here, you don’t.  You make the 
decision.     

 

Belinda also referred to the fact that teachers needed to accommodate change and 

that it was acceptable for teachers to leave if they felt the pressures to maintain 

standards.  She declared, “If there’s any point where people feel that it is too much or 

they’re getting stressed, then it’s their decision to make... And if you can’t cope, then 

you’re out”.  Belinda asserted, “You don’t want unhappy staff”, but continued: 

 

There’s no other way you can give some teachers leeway and 
others not.  It’s got to be fair and the expectation has got to be 
set from the very beginning - this is how it’s going to be done; if 
you don’t like it, that’s the door.   

 

Belinda had those honest conversations with teachers and reflected, “And that’s why 

we’ve had people leave”.  However, she reported that “the majority of the staff are 

[now] with us in terms of what we see”.  Belinda continued:  

 

If you cannot engage with the change, you will find yourself 
isolated because there’s nobody who’s going to support you 
anyway... you can draw up action plans for people, you can try 
to support them, but if they, themselves, are blocking it and being 
negative, there’s no way people will support you.   

 

Practical activities  

Senior leaders described some practical activities, associated with school 

improvement initiatives, which they had initiated or facilitated.  The data analysis 

themes related to: 

• internal collaborations 

• external collaborations 

 

Some of the leaders’ comments seemed to suggest that collaborative activities, 

occurring within and outside of the school, could help them to facilitate teacher learning 

to enhance teaching practice associated with school improvement.  Both internal and 
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external collaborations incorporated the following: modelling of good practice, 

empowering teachers with certain degrees of autonomy, establishing trust and 

relationships between colleagues, and supporting professional learning and 

development. 

 

Internal collaborations  

Opportunities for internal collaborations occurred in relation to peer collaborations, 

trialling initiatives, and leaders modelling practice to teachers 

 

Pearl and Geoff referred to peer collaborations in which teachers with weaker practice 

were supported by stronger colleagues.  Pearl talked about a local authority review 

which identified teachers with “strengths in particular year groups”, after which they 

were matched up with weaker teachers and directed to work on specific tasks.  Whilst 

this collaboration had been imposed, Pearl reported a positive vibe to the 

developments within the school and, eventually, a degree of teacher empowerment.  

She explained that colleagues were collaborating through “planning together and... 

wanting to find things out together more. There is a greater buzz than ever before”.   

 

Geoff talked about using team teaching to support change.  For example, he had 

utilised this within a lesson study4 approach where more effective teachers 

collaborated with their less effective colleagues.    He commented that the effective 

practice rubbed off on the less able teachers and, simultaneously, gave the weaker 

colleagues “someone else in the school to talk to” about improving their teaching in “a 

supportive way, rather than it being top-down”.   

 

Moreover, Geoff mentioned that after being supported by Advanced Skills Teachers 

(ASTs), some of his teachers felt  subsequently empowered:  

 

to support others [within the school], and actually that’s when 
they came into their own, because they took responsibility for 
leading and supporting someone else.  And I think that’s when 
you could see a transformation.  It was not them being done to; 
they gripped it so much that they could help others with it.    

                                                           
4 The lesson study entails peer collaboration supporting a learning process, e.g. where two teachers 
might collaboratively plan, team teach or observe one another and have post-lesson discussions to 
improve practice (see DCSF, 2009). 
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Daniel described “professional learning groups” which illustrated how changes in 

teaching practice were trialled and then led by teachers.  The collaboration entailed 

teachers from different year groups exploring solutions to pedagogical issues identified 

within the school.  Daniel related an example in which one group improved feedback 

marking and:  

 

set up a new marking scheme, and that’s completely come from 
the teachers; something that they trialled; played around with; 
found out what worked; led a staff meeting on it; whole school 
trialled it; and then they went back to it again with these are the 
things that we need to fine tune.   
 

In this way, he suggested, teacher empowerment and autonomy were enabled.  Daniel 

commented, “It’s not just leadership saying we want this, it’s class teachers saying 

remember we discussed this, and this is what was agreed.  So, they feel they’ve got 

more ownership of it”.   

 

Ken provided another example of initiatives trialled to improve practice.  He explained 

that since his school had been graded ‘outstanding’ by OFSTED it had created a safety 

zone and that “there’s lots of new things that you can trial, and staff come to us to 

say... can we have a go at this?”  This could also be considered an example of how 

leaders empowered the teachers and created autonomy, and which Ken referred to 

as “developing the [teacher] voice”.  

 

Pearl and Lila indicated that they directly modelled practice to teachers, which was an 

example  of internal, peer support.  Pearl identified that she supported a teacher who 

realised that she needed to improve her delivery in mathematics.  She did this by 

“working alongside her” to demonstrate practice, believing in her and motivating her. 

Pearl set goals in the form of practical tasks for the teacher to undertake with the 

children and the teacher acknowledged these made “a difference with her children”.  

Pearl also noted that the tasks developed the teacher’s self-confidence and, 

subsequently, the teacher attended training which gave her more ideas and enthused 

her further.  Pearl summarised the changes as resulting from “inspiration [and] 

encouragement, but recognising that she had a need to learn”.  Pearl concluded, 

“We’ve just recently observed her teach, and actually she’s good to outstanding in 



 
 

96 
 

maths.  And her children are loving it”.  In this instance, Pearl seemed to have 

empowered the teacher to eventually have some autonomy for her journey of 

improvement.  Pearl also commented about modelling the process of self-reflection to 

help teachers engage as learners.  She reflected that sometimes “you’ve actually got 

to... demonstrate to a teacher that you [as a senior leader] have also got things to 

learn”.  She continued:  

 

Just like you would role model things to children, you’ve got to do 
the same thing to adults... And through discussion..., by looking 
at the children’s books, by talking to them about their children 
and by saying I wonder why your children are not progressing?  
What could it be? 

 

Meanwhile, Lila related that she might go into lessons and intervene to model how 

teachers could improve practice.  She justified this: “You have to show them what the 

standard is”, because they might not have known, “and then they start to do it.  And 

then the more they do it, the more you praise them... and then they’re independent 

and learning from each other”.  

   

External collaboration  

Opportunities for external collaborations linked to the following themes: working with 

partner schools, activities with ASTs, and activities undertaken within a learning 

network, including lesson study. 

 

Shelagh and Geoff reflected on teachers visiting partner schools as positive learning 

experiences.  For example, Shelagh was enthused “for people to get out of our school 

and go to other schools… and seeing how they use targets [for children]”.  Meanwhile, 

Geoff reported how a Reception teacher changed the learning environment in her 

classroom after she visited another school and she suddenly recognised: “Oh, this is 

what it’s supposed to be like, I hadn’t realised!”  The change was rapid, completed 

within three weeks, and seemed to indicate some form of eventual empowerment.  

 

Geoff recollected the learning experiences of two teachers who were signed up to the 

school’s vision “but they didn’t know how to get better”.  They had identified learning 

activities which were not relevant to the national curriculum and so Geoff organised 
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for them to have AST support “for 6 months, literally doing a day a week.  Their change 

was a very slow, progressive change but it changed their mindset”.  However, Geoff 

acknowledged that they still had improvements to make and more training had been 

arranged for them.  Geoff also suggested that changes in perspective occurred in his 

school when he organised for teachers to observe practice demonstrated by ASTs 

with the teachers’ own pupils.    He continued that when they saw this with their own 

eyes, “they go, oh, that’s what you meant, that’s what you’re talking about!”  Moreover, 

Geoff mentioned that after being supported by ASTs, some of his teachers felt  

subsequently empowered to support others in the school.  

 

Lila commented on a learning network with which her school was involved; her Year 

5  teachers and the maths subject leader were working with other schools, a local 

authority and a university to explore a different style of teaching mathematics.  Lila 

mentioned how a lesson study approach was being used to facilitate this exploration.  

The teachers “had to plan collaboratively... deliver [the lesson], observe each other”, 

video the lesson and discuss results.  The initiative also involved external training and 

visitors to the school to watch lessons. Involvement in the network, which supported 

teachers’ professional development and learning, seemed to have granted teachers 

degrees of autonomy and empowerment.  

 
Supporting teacher resilience (including emotions and commitment to change) 

If senior leaders nurture teachers’ resilience and attend to their emotions, I consider 

that this could contribute to a conducive environment in which teachers are more likely 

to be committed to the professional learning opportunities associated with improving 

their practice.  Comments about senior leaders supporting teacher resilience related 

to: 

• establishing trust and professional relationships 

• protecting teachers and role-modelling 

• structuring and prioritising tasks 

• nurturing a joint responsibility to support resilience 

 

Whilst some of the comments did not directly relate to school improvement, they still 

suggested that leaders nurtured teachers’ positive states of mind and wellbeing as 
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well as a caring school atmosphere, all of which could also be supportive of teachers 

during school improvement initiatives. 

 

Trust and professional relationships  

I consider that establishing trust and professional relationships underpin the other data 

analysis themes linked to resilience, as well as some other themes detailed within 

other categories.  For example, Daniel commented on the sensitivity needed to 

facilitate teachers responding to observational feedback to improve their practice;  

Pearl detailed how she believed in, supported and empowered a teacher to  improve 

her mathematical teaching;  and Belinda  explained  how trust was important  between  

teachers  to allow them to engage in a professional dialogue and openly debate.  

Examples of trust and professional relationships linked to resilience are illustrated 

below.  

 

Pearl seemed to develop her teachers’ resilience when she used positively phrased 

language for advice and support.  She explained that:  

 

You can say to people well done, you’ve done this really, really 
well, and you move on to the next thing... As long as you 
actually... have that positive language, this is an area to develop, 
you’re more likely to develop that resilience.   

 

However, Pearl cautioned that for some teachers a sterner approach with “hard 

talking” would be needed.  Meanwhile, Belinda highlighted the benefits of looking after 

teachers to support their resilience:  

 

It’s about making sure that we think about them as human beings 
with feelings... and to have a good work-life balance is 
important... So, I’m picturing staff having... a particular day 
[when] the school closes early… a health class or something like 
that, or a platform for hobbies to be shared.  Something else 
that’s not just school-driven… something that builds the 
character’s mind.  And we’ve got that here.   

 

Belinda exemplified this with reference to her previous head leading meditation before 

INSETs and staff briefings and that activities like this were important because: 
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Yes, it is a job, but we need to start helping staff to build their 
resilience by doing things like this, so that they enjoy coming to 
school, not just work.  It’s more than that, I think, and that’s when 
you get people who enjoy what they do, and they start enjoying 
themselves, and they feel valued, worth everything they do as a 
person.  And then I think you will see people wanting to change 
for themselves.  And it’s coming from inner-change, so to speak.  
When it’s inside, you want to change because you want to 
become a better person; you want to become a better teacher; 
you want to become a better colleague.  All of that comes from 
people having to think for themselves how they can make those 
changes and, if they feel valued, they are more likely to do that.   

 

Daniel, like Belinda, commented on teachers’ welfare and promoted the importance of 

“looking after teachers with their physical health” and ensuring that they were working 

sustainable hours.   

 

Protecting teachers and role modelling 

Ken defined teacher resilience as “the drive to be the best that you can be in a culture 

of huge demands and not being blown off track by all the things that can come and 

impact negatively on what teaching is all about”. He commented on teachers trusting 

the senior leadership to support them to become the best they could be, by protecting 

them and “ensuring that there are the systems and the procedures in school to help”.  

Ken illustrated this with reference to the way senior leaders organised training and 

modelled for teachers how to undertake challenging meetings and engage with difficult 

parents.  This effectively empowered the teachers if they encountered such situations. 

 

Daniel commented that leaders could act as role models through discussions which 

they had with teachers about perseverance.  He commented: 

 

It’s being that role model for a start, the leadership as a role 
model to staff [that] it’s tough for all of us at the moment, but we’re 
all resilient, and we’ll get through it and we’re going to be better 
for it, and show that we have to persevere with things - to be 
honest, we tried this, it didn’t work, so now we’re going to try that.   
 

Phyllis similarly referred to developing teachers’ resilience “through leaders’ 

modelling” it in practice and through the school’s support structures “so that teachers 

know who they can go to, to ask if they have a problem”. 
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Structuring and prioritising tasks 

Geoff claimed that teacher resilience could be supported by senior leaders structuring 

or prioritising key tasks for teachers who were already motivated towards change, and 

he suggested that there was a degree of establishing mutual trust to support the 

change process.  Geoff stated that “if you can see which teachers have the potential, 

then it is building that trust; letting them know that they can come and see you” and 

then structuring their targets linked to school improvement targets.  He emphasised 

that this allowed senior leaders “to build their [the teachers’] resilience by giving them 

small targets, bit by bit”.   

 

Daniel also emphasised the need to prioritise tasks for teachers if they were 

consistently overworking and staying late unnecessarily.  He argued that teachers 

needed to know the school’s priorities and focus on the key tasks, otherwise “they’ll 

get to the stage where they’re not doing anything properly anyway. I think that’s an 

important thing, it shows that you value them”.     

 

Nurturing a joint responsibility to support resilience 

Phyllis emphasised that senior leaders could facilitate teachers’ resilience by 

reminding them who they could go to if they had a problem.  She also highlighted a 

collective responsibility to support resilience in relation to behaviour management, 

where support from various agencies had been cut and “the school has had to become 

more resilient... to finding ways to address what’s been taken away”.   Consequently, 

all teachers needed to follow agreed protocols for behaviour management and this 

built resilience internally, with teachers “collectively working together” and the leaders 

making sure that everybody was clear about the procedures.  Phyllis related a further 

example of resilience being a collective endeavour.  Virtually all her teachers had 

various responsibilities, and:  

 

with that responsibility and sense of belonging comes trust, 
because you build up and work on relationships, and then it 
comes full circle with teachers feeling able to cope, because you 
know you can trust people and that supports resilience too.   

 

Daniel drew on a similar theme of unity and trust, commenting that it was important to 

ensure that teachers were “supported within their year group – we’re a four-form entry, 
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there should be that level of support; [it] shouldn’t be one person carrying everybody, 

everybody has something to offer”.  Moreover, Daniel acknowledged that in times of 

change it was important to reassure teachers that they recognised the challenges and 

that “we’re all going through it together, but there is a plan to improve things”.  He felt 

that this helped teachers to “feel supported in the meantime.  And I think that’s a major 

thing for resilience”.   

 

4.3  Conclusion 

This chapter has detailed themes emerging from the data about the conditions which 

senior leaders could create for teacher learning to improve the quality of teaching 

practice as part of school development.  The themes captured some of the 

complexities of senior leaders being autocratic, on the one hand, and granting degrees 

of autonomy on the other.  For example, this tension could be illustrated with reference 

to leaders enabling an environment for open dialogue, in which teachers could openly 

discuss and debate different views about school improvement, as opposed to 

situations involving leaders delivering wake-up calls and ultimatums, which acted as 

catalysts to prompt teachers that alterations needed to occur in their practice.  This 

dichotomy echoes the tensions, described earlier in the thesis, between leaders 

having to direct change in response to the educational accountability landscape and 

facilitating the processes of teacher learning and change, so that teachers feel 

supported and in control with a degree of autonomy.  However, whilst wake-up calls 

and ultimatums linked more to autocratic leadership styles and a sombre style of 

direction, I feel that they simultaneously offered teachers a degree of autonomy.  This 

was because senior leaders placed the locus of control ultimately with the teachers, 

by presenting the teachers with an option to remain at their school and engage with 

change, or leave.  Moreover, conversations involving wake-up calls and ultimatums 

can still be part of professional dialogue  

 

In Chapter Five, the themes emerging from data analysis will be analysed against the 

literature relevant to the main and subsidiary research questions.  This is with 

reference to how senior leaders create the conditions for teacher learning to 

strengthen teaching practice within the context of school change, and how these 

processes can be further understood against transformative learning theory. 
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Chapter 5  Discussion   

5.1  Introduction 

This chapter integrates and discusses three areas in relation to the data analysis 

themes and relevant literature.  The first area, relating to the main research question, 

considers how senior leaders create the conditions for teacher learning which is 

associated with developing teaching practice within the context of school change.  The 

second and third areas consider how knowledge of this aspect of senior leadership 

might be further interpreted against the key areas of transformative learning theory 

and the stages of transformative learning theory.  These areas relate to the sub-

research question which explores how transformative learning theory contributes to 

an understanding about how senior leaders develop conditions for teacher learning as 

part of school-based change.  The teacher learning which is discussed is associated 

with a teacher’s transformative change, or transformative learning – i.e. learning 

associated with a change in perspective about teaching practice, pedagogy or views 

about education, and taking relevant actions, as ‘Learning includes acting on these 

insights’ (Mezirow, 1990a, p.xvi).   

 

The key areas of transformative learning theory referred to are: 

• meaning schemes – how senior leaders could have attended to teachers’ 

understanding of change, associated with, for example,  particular aspects of 

their teaching practice  

• meaning perspectives – how senior leaders could have aligned teachers’ 

broader world views about education with the national and school’s perspective 

about school improvement 

• triggers for a perspective transformation - how senior leaders could have 

supported the critical reflection or critical self-reflection of teachers’ practice, 

pedagogy, or educational world views, to trigger change relevant to school 

improvement  

• perspective transformation – how senior leaders’ actions could have promoted 

alterations in teachers’ perspectives about their teaching practice and/ or 

pedagogy and/ or views about education, linked to school improvement 

• types of adult learning – how senior leaders could have promoted instrumental 

(technical) and/ or dialogic (communicative) learning as part of change   
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• degrees of autonomy – how and to what degree senior leaders could have 

granted teacher autonomy within school improvement initiatives  

• resilience – how senior leaders could have supported teachers’ resilience, 

including their emotions and commitment to change 

 

The stages of transformative learning theory referred to are: 

1. Having a disorienting dilemma 

2. Self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame 

3. A critical reflection of one’s assumptions 

4. Relating feelings of discontent to others sharing similar views   

5. Exploring avenues for new behaviours 

6. Planning a line of action 

7. Gaining knowledge and skills to implement one’s plans 

8. Experimenting with new roles 

9. Building one’s confidence and competence in these new roles  

10. Reintegrating oneself back into society with one’s altered perspective 

   (Adapted from Mezirow,1991, pp.168-169.) 

 

There is recognition by some commentators that the stages may be treated with 

flexibility and that some stages may be omitted (e.g. see Taylor, 1997; Percy, 2005; 

and Kitchenham, 2008).  I have treated the stages flexibly by combining stages and in 

some instances I refer to stages 5-7 as ‘preparations for action’, and stages 8-10 as 

‘taking action’ because they share many similarities.  Stages 1-4 are associated with         

‘triggers for action’; however, each of these stages are referred to discretely in the first 

part of the discussion.  The chapter concludes with an overview of how the themes 

emerging from data analysis have been interpreted against transformative learning 

theory. 

 

 

5.2  Conditions for teacher learning and developing an understanding 

with reference to the key areas and stages of transformative learning theory 

The emerging data themes, associated with the conditions senior leaders established 

to support teacher learning as part of change, were categorised within the following 
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areas: understanding the need for change, practical activities and supporting teacher 

resilience (including emotions and commitment to change).  In each section below, I 

consider the data and literature in terms of the conditions that the senior leaders 

established in their schools and the relevant key areas and stages of transformative 

learning theory which may be associated with these conditions. 

 

Understanding the need for change 

Some leaders’ comments suggested that supporting teachers’ understanding of the 

need for change was important when introducing school improvement.  This had 

relevance for leaders acknowledging the accountability mechanisms which underpin 

national academic standards as part of the criteria power (aims and purposes) of 

education (Simkins, 2010), and sharing this with teachers as part of leading change.  

The themes emerging from data analysis were: 

• supporting teachers to see the bigger picture  

• putting the child at the heart of change 

• having expectations to be a lifelong learner  

• having discussions in an environment for open dialogue  

• having conversations involving wake-up calls and ultimatums 

 

Data grouped under these themes demonstrated the ways in which leaders promoted 

a ‘shared commitment to the goals and learning outcomes’ (Munro, 2005, p.2) of 

teachers’ professional learning.  

 

Supporting teachers to see the bigger picture  

The conditions established by senior leaders to support teachers to see the bigger 

picture could be seen in the work of several participants.  Belinda, for example,  

commented about supporting teachers to understand the importance of their classes’ 

academic data, which could inform and trigger class-based action (i.e. changes in their 

teaching practice) to impact upon whole school progress.  These comments 

demonstrated the importance of senior leaders being aware of, and sharing with 

teachers, their school’s current academic achievement and future trajectory.  This 

would be based on the leaders’ knowledge of their school’s context (Southworth, 

2004), and the external factors, e.g. ‘pressures and expectations from broader policy 
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context, such as OFSTED ratings’ and ‘league table positions’ (Braun et al., 2011, 

p.588).  Moreover, when Belinda shared with teachers how each of their class’ 

academic data could inform and trigger changes to their teaching practice to effect 

whole school progress, this could well have supported teachers to make links between 

their own school’s context and the wider, national educational context to understand 

where the school was headed as part of school improvement. This would also suggest 

that future instrumental (technical) learning (Mezirow, 1990b; Mezirow, 1991) would 

be necessary to bring about the changes in teacher practice.  Mezirow (1991) 

suggested that our understanding of situations is validated through communication, or 

critical discourse, with others.  When Belinda shared the information with teachers to 

guide school improvement, peer discussion could have been used as a productive 

medium to stimulate teacher learning as suggested by Kitchenham’s (2008) review of  

transformative learning theory.   

 

Similarly, peer discussion could have occurred when Daniel and Ken shared school 

improvement plans with teachers and encouraged their teachers to be involved in the 

writing of them.  Daniel and Ken’s references to empowering and involving staff in the 

writing of the plans suggested they were encouraging a degree of teacher autonomy.   

Degrees of autonomous decision-making are deemed important within transformative 

learning theory to support change (Cranton, 1996; Illeris, 2014).  Moreover, Daniel and 

Ken also stressed that the plans supported a clarity of leadership expectations, the 

directions in which their schools were heading, and enabled teachers to feel valued 

about their role with implementing the plans.  This suggests that a conducive 

environment for change was being established by leaders through: building positive 

relationships with their teachers; nurturing a positive school culture; enhancing teacher 

motivation and commitment (Day and Sammons, 2013).    

 

Peer discussion was also promoted by Joel when he led meetings with teachers to 

improve their work when working with teaching assistants, as well as implement the 

national curriculum (DfE, 2013).  He referred to using a bigger picture approach of 

“what is it we want and why is it we want that?”   This could have motivated teachers 

and driven discussion, especially about the rationale behind the school’s development 

of the curriculum.  This resonated with Cranton and King’s (2003) discussion that 
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autonomy to develop the curriculum, as professional learning, can engender 

transformative learning through new insights.  

 

In sharing the bigger picture of their schools with teachers, Belinda, Daniel, Ken and 

Joel could be seen to promote aspects of collaborative reflection and dialogic 

(communicative) learning associated with professional learning communities (PLCs).  

A PLC might be considered a conducive environment to nurture communicative 

(dialogic) peer learning because it involves collaborative, critical and reflective 

interrogation of practice to support teacher learning and growth (Bolam et al., 2005; 

Stoll et al., 2006; Fullan, 2016).  In such situations, Munro (2005) and Senge (2012) 

suggest, this could support leaders to provide a rationale for professional learning as 

part of a learning community involved with school improvement, and for a bigger 

picture vision to become distributed and owned.  In doing so, this could then help 

garner teachers’ commitment to change (Senge, 2006; Crossley  and Corbyn, 2010; 

Senge, 2012) and help leaders to nurture teacher resilience (Day and Gu, 2014).    
 

Transformative learning theory suggests that learners (teachers) may have insufficient 

information to proceed with making change (Mezirow, 1990b).   However, this issue 

may have been minimised when Belinda, Daniel, Ken and Joel shared their own 

school’s bigger picture with teachers.  As Mezirow’s (1990b; 1991) work has shown, 

obtaining wider knowledge (the bigger picture) could prompt learners (teachers) to 

explore their own meaning schemes (particular attitudes or beliefs related to specific 

pedagogical areas of the teachers’ practice), or their meaning perspectives (the 

teachers’ broader world views about education).  When leaders shared the school’s 

vision and bigger picture with teachers, this could have triggered perspective 

transformations for teachers by initiating disorienting dilemmas, prompting teachers to 

reconsider their educational philosophy and their role within the educational system 

(Kitchenham, 2008).  This may have been followed by the stages of teachers 

examining their beliefs with feelings of guilt or shame and critical reflection of their 

assumptions about the educational areas under discussion.  

 

Putting the child at the heart of change 

Some of the senior leaders’ comments suggested that the rationale they gave to 

teachers for change was that it served to benefit pupils.  One example was Phyllis’s 
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explanation that children should be enabled to reach their academic potential.  This 

indicated her understanding of the need for better quality teaching and highlighted the 

leader’s role in contextualising the school’s priorities and interests within the national 

and international landscapes of educational change (Southworth, 2004; Fullan, 2016; 

Clarke and O’Donoghue, 2016).  This also demonstrated how a leader’s rationale for 

change could become shared with and owned by teachers, thereby potentially 

garnering teacher commitment to school improvement initiatives (Senge 2006; 

Crossley  and Corbyn, 2010; Senge, 2012) and developing their resilience (Day and 

Gu, 2014). 

 

Through her visioning day, Phyllis highlighted a lack of pupil achievement across the 

school; this triggered discussion, reflection and next steps actions by teachers.  She 

acknowledged that “I was telling them what I felt was necessary, where I saw the 

school needed to go”.  This was associated with dialogic (communicative learning), 

where the teachers came to understand the meaning of Phyllis’s ideas, and with future 

instrumental learning (Mezirow, 1990b; Mezirow, 1991) which would be relevant to 

improvements needed by teachers in their practice.  Phyllis’s visioning day illustrated 

a characteristic of a professional learning community (PLC): leaders support their 

teachers’ understanding of how change can occur through collaborative, critical and 

reflective interrogation of practice associated with teacher learning and growth (Bolam 

et al., 2005; Stoll et al., 2006; Fullan, 2016)  to benefit pupil outcomes (Louis, 2006; 

Fullan, 2016).  When Phyllis raised the issue of insufficient pupil achievement with 

teachers, she illustrated Timperley’s (2011) suggestion that this awareness raising 

could be done through the presentation of statements or inquiry questions to stimulate 

discussion.  This also resonated with Southworth’s (2009) assertion that professional 

dialogue underpins teacher learning and that increasing opportunities for reflection are 

professional learning opportunities.  Moreover, it illustrated Kitchenham’s (2008) 

suggestion from transformative learning theory that peer discussion could be used as 

a vehicle for learning.  Phyllis’s encouragement of teacher discussion  also echoed 

transformative learning theory’s claim that change might be engendered by bracketing 

our preconceived ideas and critically reviewing the evidence and arguments we might 

have (Mezirow, 1990b) against other information.  From this position, the 

communicative learning (Mezirow, 1990b; Mezirow, 1991) that underpinned Phyllis’s 

message to teachers and the subsequent peer discussions could have enhanced the 
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teachers’ appreciation that the rationale of change was to benefit the pupils.  These 

discussions could also have facilitated teachers’ interpretation of new meaning 

schemes and perspectives, as part of a learning organisation.  This could have 

triggered teachers’  perspective transformations through disorienting dilemmas, linked 

to the purpose of education and the rationalisation that educational change was for 

the benefit of children.  In line with the stages of transformative learning theory, this 

could have led to teachers’ self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame and critical 

reflection of their assumptions about the educational themes under discussion.   

 

Phyllis’s actions aligned with Hallinger’s (2011) suggestion for an assertive, 

authoritative leadership style because of an ‘urgent need for improvement, a lack of 

demonstrated success, and uncertain confidence’ (p.135).   Phyllis’s authoritative 

leadership style resonated with part of Watkins, Marsick and Faller’s (2012) 

transformative learning theory model of facilitating learning in organisational change.  

This model could account for senior leaders presenting expectations to teachers in a 

top-down fashion.  Whilst this relies on ‘conformity and compliance’ (p.383) and is 

therefore a strategy which can meet with resistance, it could also be argued that 

teachers had independent (autonomous) choice to decide whether or not to become 

engaged as learners within school-based change.  An independence of choice to 

engage as a learner and commit to change could be interpreted as a personal, 

participatory decision (Henderson, 2002; Day and Gu, 2014), rather than merely 

conforming.  

 

Having expectations to be a lifelong learner 

Some of the senior leaders’ comments suggested that they promoted an expectation 

to teachers that they behave as lifelong learners.  Ken, for example, emphasised that 

teachers “know when they come to this school that learning never stops... and we are 

always trying to improve ourselves, so that ultimately we improve the experience for 

the children”.  He mentioned also that colleagues or senior leaders shared their 

learning and ideas from courses or what they had seen in other schools, which he 

believed was for “the greater good, it’s for the journey of the school, and we all play a 

part in that”.  Ken’s comments reflected the literature on ‘learning how to learn’ (Tusting 

and Barton, 2003, p.24)  This literature links to the idea of establishing cultural 

expectations for learning under which senior leaders can recognise and value 
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teachers’ professional experiences by encouraging reflection about them and sharing 

worthwhile practices with others (Kruse and Louis, 2009; Munro, 2011).  It also relates 

to ideas in the literature about PLCs which suggest that leaders support their teachers 

to learn continuously and collectively as a team through dialogue and with an 

understanding of how change can occur to benefit pupil outcomes (Louis, 2006; 

Fullan, 2016).  The shared community learning would also support a shared 

commitment to learning and change (Munro, 2005), which echoes Day and Gu’s 

(2014) claim that senior leaders could nurture teacher resilience by encouraging their 

emotional commitment to drive student achievement  Literature on lifelong learning 

also highlights the self-direction (Smith, 1990; Munro, 2011) and autonomy (Tusting 

and Barton, 2003; Keisler, 2017) of the adult learner. 

 

The sharing of practice between colleagues, facilitated by Ken, could have involved 

instrumental (technical) and dialogical (communicative) learning (Mezirow, 1990b; 

Mezirow, 1991), and have prompted changes in teachers’ meaning schemes or 

perspectives, and triggered perspective transformations through disorienting 

dilemmas (Mezirow, 1991).  As suggested through the stages of transformative 

learning theory, this could have further led to teachers’ self-examination and critical 

reflection of their assumptions about the educational topics under discussion.  

Additionally, when senior leaders shared ideas with teachers from training they had 

attended or what they had seen in other schools, this could have encompassed 

opportunities for the senior leaders to have been regarded as lifelong learners or co-

learners by their teachers (Nixon, 2016).  This is a behaviour recognised as beneficial 

in transformative learning theory literature (e.g. Mezirow, 1997; Cranton, 2016; Feriver 

et al., 2016). 

 

Having discussions in an environment for open dialogue  

Belinda emphasised the importance of having a “professional platform” for open 

dialogue to debate controversial issues in relation to school improvement initiatives.  

She identified this as important, “because that is your learning, that is where the 

learning is coming from”.  The literature on transformative learning theory recommends 

that leaders should promote collaborative communication (critical discourse) with 

others as part of critical self-reflection (Mezirow, 1991). It is acknowledged by 

academic scholars, including Kitchenham (2008), that peer discussion maximises 



 
 

110 
 

opportunities for learning in the context of interpreting new perspectives and meaning 

schemes.  Therefore, opportunities for open dialogue, such as those suggested by 

Belinda and recommended by Mezirow (1991), could have resulted in teachers 

experiencing dialogic (communicative) learning during their conversations with one 

another and acknowledging any implications for their practice.  

 

Opportunities to question viewpoints and openly debate controversial issues, as 

described by Belinda, could have triggered teachers to experience changes to their 

meaning schemes and perspectives, and acted as disorienting dilemmas for  

perspective transformations.   This could develop subsequent stages of transformative 

learning theory for the teachers: self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame and 

critical reflection of their assumptions about the educational areas which were being 

discussed.  This also aligns with the suggestion from the theory that a perspective 

transformation necessary for change and learning  involves a capacity to attend to 

alternative points of view initially considered discordant to our own (Marsick, 1990; 

Mezirow, 1991; Yorks and Marsick, 2000).    Opportunities for open dialogue and 

reflection, such as those described by Belinda, can be challenging.  However, 

educators (senior leaders) can nurture a culture of support in which their learners 

(teachers) can resolve issues relevant to their real-life experiences (Tusting and 

Barton, 2003) and see situations from different perspectives to develop their pedagogy 

(Loughran, 2017).  The ability for teachers to do this might be facilitated if the 

environment is experienced as safe, such as through the establishment of trust 

recommended by Belinda.  

 

Belinda considered opportunities for open dialogue to be important for enriching 

feelings of trust among staff and supporting conditions for change.  She explained that 

“trust is important to have for a school to go on its learning journey”.  Belinda’s 

comments resonated with Munro’s (2011) discussion about a school culture promoting 

trust through honesty, openness and regard for others.  Additionally, they echoed Nias, 

Southworth and Campbell’s (1992) suggestion that a collaborative culture could 

facilitate debate and enable teachers to face challenges in an open and trusting 

environment.  Through her comments about allowing for debate about the educational 

issues relevant to a school, Belinda reflected Day and Sammons’s (2013) discussion 

about ‘making teachers feel valued and involved’ (p.17) and where nurturing a positive 
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school culture can help garner teachers’ motivation and commitment.  This, in turn, 

mirrors Day and Gu’s (2014) claim that senior leaders could support teacher resilience 

by garnering their emotional commitment.   

 

It is also possible that leaders could capture their teachers’ internal motivation and 

commitment to learning associated with change initiatives  by granting degrees of 

teacher empowerment and autonomy to engage and participate in debate.  This would 

be in line with Cranton’s (1996) emphasis on the importance of learner ownership.  It 

also reflects that freedom to engage with critical reflection about one’s perspective is 

central to professional development and learning (Mezirow, 1991; Cranton, 1996; 

Cranton and King, 2003).   Finally, when she suggested that opportunities for open 

dialogue could also enrich the feeling of trust between teachers, Belinda demonstrated 

an intuitive awareness of the trust associated with the emotive dimensions of learning 

and which is highlighted within transformative learning theory (e.g. see Mezirow 2000; 

Illeris, 2014; Taylor, 2015).    

 

Having conversations involving wake-up calls and ultimatums 

Examples of wake-up calls and ultimatums were referred to by senior leaders and 

represented opportunities to develop teacher learning.  Wake-up calls generally 

served as warning signs to teachers that alterations needed to occur in their practice; 

ultimatums represented a final chance.  Therefore, each of these two themes is 

explored separately below when considering the conditions established by senior 

leaders for teacher learning.  However, there is a high degree of similarity between 

wake-up calls and ultimatums in relation to the key areas and the stages of 

transformative learning theory.  Therefore, I have combined the referencing of wake-

up calls and ultimatums in relation to transformative learning theory, where relevant. 

 

The situations in which wake-up calls and ultimatums presented themselves varied.  

Sometimes they were given directly by senior leaders, whilst at other times they 

came from outside agencies as part of school inspections, providing senior leaders 

with a rationale for school improvement.  The examples of wake-up calls and 

ultimatums illustrated the senior leaders’ roles as change agents in initiating and 

leading school improvement strategies (Muijs, 2012; Day and Sammons, 2013) and 

supporting their teachers to improve pupils’ academic outcomes.  They also had 
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relevance to Caldwell and Spinks’s (2013) idea of ‘self-managing’ schools, which have 

autonomy ‘to make decisions within a centrally determined framework of goals, 

policies, standards and accountabilities’ (p.30).  The examples presented in this 

section also resonated with reflective and experiential models of adult learning 

(Tusting and Barton, 2003).  This could position wake-up calls and ultimatums as 

triggering events for the process of reflective learning in which ‘people encounter 

problems and issues in their real lives and think about ways of resolving them’ (Tusting 

and Barton, 2003, p.5). 

 
Wake-up calls: Phyllis recalled how she identified and revealed to teachers that pupils 

were not reaching their potential, claiming “it was kind of like a shock”, which served 

as a wake-up call before teachers planned appropriate actions.   Phyllis also used the 

outcomes of an OFSTED inspection as a “launchpad” to make change; the report was 

“open and honest with them where the school was at”.  These examples alluded to an 

assertive style of leadership described by Hallinger (2011) as  warranted because of 

an ‘urgent need for improvement, a lack of demonstrated success, and uncertain 

confidence’ (p.135).  Similarly, Geoff referred to a ‘special measures’ outcome from a 

local authority review, but the vulnerable status of the school was not appreciated by 

staff until they received an identical outcome from an OFSTED inspection.  He 

commented that the OFSTED grade “was a scare moment for a lot of staff” because 

suddenly they realised that they would be associated with the school’s grading and 

“you can’t hide from that”. His comments suggested that the OFSTED report acted as 

an alarm for the teachers.  Geoff also organised collaborative activities between some 

of his weaker teachers and Advanced Skills Teachers because the teachers “needed 

support to help them wake up to reality”.    

 

Meanwhile, Pearl described two teachers whose lessons did not demonstrate good 

practice, but they had “to swallow their pride; they had to listen to what people were 

saying; and they had the guts to stick with it and take on board what needed to be put 

into place”.  Pearl commented that one of the teacher’s perceptions altered 

(presumably after feedback from previous monitoring or observation) when she 

recognised “that she needed to learn some more” and self-reflected and 

acknowledged that her teaching practice in mathematics was not as good as she 

thought.  It acted as a moment of sudden realisation and a catalyst for change, 
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because the teacher became “switched on” and “it made her sit up and listen and start 

to learn”; Pearl described how she subsequently demonstrated practice to the teacher 

and set her tasks.  These tasks made a difference to the pupils and developed the 

teacher’s self-confidence.  This aligned with senior leaders supporting teachers 

through the stages associated with transformative learning theory as ‘preparations for 

action’ (stages 5-7) and ‘taking action’ (stages 8-10).  These latter stages 

corresponded with a focus of supporting teachers to integrate their new professional 

practices, based upon their new perspective, in their everyday teaching.  In this way, 

these processes echoed one of Mezirow’s (1990a) tenets of transformative learning 

theory that ‘learning includes acting on these insights’ (p.xvi).  Pearl’s instructional 

leadership also promoted discussion and dialogue which resonated with Southworth’s 

(2004) explanation that this can enable teacher reflection for insight and enquiry into 

their practice 

 

Phyllis, Geoff and Pearl’s examples of wake-up calls (above) provided teachers with 

alternative points of view which were initially regarded as discordant to their own 

(Marsick, 1990; Mezirow, 1991; Yorks and Marsick, 2000), prompting them to question 

their educational world views and their practice.  The senior leaders’ delivery of wake-

up calls (and ultimatums) acted as emotive, eye-opening, thought-provoking 

conversations to challenge teachers’ presuppositions.  These events might well have 

triggered changes in the teachers’ meaning schemes and perspectives and initiated 

perspective transformations from the disorienting dilemmas (Mezirow, 1991).  

Moreover, in line with the stages of transformative learning theory, teachers could 

have self-examined their ideas with feelings of guilt or shame and critically reflected.  

These occurrences would echo Mezirow’s (1990b; 1991) claim that this process could 

involve questioning personal values and themes underpinning one’s self-concept, and 

disregarding ideas once held close.  This procedure could be regarded as threatening 

as it exposes vulnerabilities (Taylor 2015), making it potentially painful and emotive 

(Mezirow, 1990b; Mezirow, 1991).  Nevertheless, these emotive experiences could 

form the basis of disorienting dilemmas and could therefore have led to ‘personal 

development, learning and growth’ (Lundgren and Poell, 2016, p.23).  This also mirrors 

Halpin’s (2003) and Kruse and Louis’s (2009) explanations about how senior leaders 

could prompt teachers to critically evaluate assumptions, beliefs, values and outlooks, 



 
 

114 
 

which underpin the ways in which teachers think and hold perceptions of themselves 

and what may be achieved. 

 

Another example of teachers’ reflections was provided by Daniel, who gave feedback 

to teachers after observing lessons.  Daniel explained that he could leave a period of 

time to enable the feedback to sink in and then have subsequent conversations with 

the teacher to consider appropriate next steps.  Daniel stated that “they detach the 

emotion, learn from it and then look at it with a clear head”, although he appreciated 

that it took time for this style of reaction to develop because these could be tough 

messages to hear.  This suggested that Daniel acknowledged the affective dimensions 

of teacher learning; understanding teachers and their situations allowed him to help 

resolve issues (Ryan and Tuters, 2016) and enabled respectful but challenging 

conversations for the benefit of improving student outcomes (Timperley, 2011).  Clarke 

and O’Donoghue (2016) suggest that it is important for teachers to have their emotions 

understood and resilience supported by senior leaders to facilitate their commitment 

to change.  This may be illustrated by Daniel’s comment (above) about the way he 

gave observational feedback to teachers.  His comment suggested that he had 

emotional intelligence to appreciate the affective dimensions of teacher learning and 

recognise that teachers needed space and time to acknowledge and respond to tough 

messages.  Moreover, this reflects Mezirow’s (1990c) explanation about the 

importance of leaders’ supporting their learners emotionally, which fosters the trust 

required for critical self-examination and expressing feelings.   

 

When Daniel explained the method of how he delivered feedback to teachers, he 

commented that some teachers would say “O.k., I get it was to do with questioning – 

I’m going to do this as a result” or “I’ve reflected on it, I’m already doing this”.  Daniel 

believed that this process gave the teachers “ownership” of their improvement.  This 

echoed Tusting and Barton’s (2003) argument that there is a need for senior leaders 

to grant their teachers a degree of autonomy associated with ‘learning how to learn’ 

(p.24).  This way of working could promote learning from reflection about everyday 

professional experiences with an emphasis on self-responsibility for self-education 

and autonomy (Tusting and Barton, 2003). Alongside the teachers’ dialogic 

(communicative) learning (Mezirow, 1990b; Mezirow, 1991) to critically review what 

Daniel meant within feedback and the validity of his comments, this experience could 
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also have led to instrumental (technical) learning (Mezirow, 1990b; Mezirow, 1991) for 

teachers to make improvements in their practice. 

 

Pearl and Daniel’s supportive work with teachers to improve their practice also 

illustrated Munro’s (2011) argument that leaders could facilitate a culture of trust 

through honesty, openness and regard for others.  Their work also resonated with   

Southworth’s (2004) claim that monitoring procedures might be regarded as positive 

by teachers if they invite constructive feedback and learning opportunities.  The 

cultures nurtured by Pearl and Daniel could have enabled ‘classroom observation, 

feedback, collegial challenge and frank discussions about performance and pupil 

progress without staff becoming defensive or moving into denial’ (Southworth, 2004, 

p.129).   

 

Wake-up calls (and ultimatums) generally suggested authoritarian, top-down power 

exchanges to direct school improvement.  However, Watkins, Marsick and Faller’s 

(2012) model of facilitating learning is based on transformative learning theory and 

accounts for senior leaders dictating expectations, though this can meet with 

resistance.  Nevertheless, it could be argued that teachers had independent 

(autonomous) choice to decide whether or not to become engaged as learners within 

school-based change.  Mezirow’s (1997) theory proposes that a locus of control and 

self-determination can be experienced through a process of autonomous thinking as 

part of the critical self-reflection on which change is based.  Autonomy and freedom to 

engage with critical self-reflection about one’s perspective (as described by Mezirow 

(1991) and Cranton (1996)) could also have characterised the wake-up calls in Daniel 

and Pearl’s  descriptions of teachers gradually taking control of their own learning.   

Pearl claimed that a teacher’s change in her mathematical practice resulted from the 

teacher’s own realisation “that she had a need to learn”. Meanwhile, Daniel wanted to 

give teachers ownership of their next steps to consider how they would respond to his 

observational feedback.  An independence of choice to engage as a learner and 

commit to change or leave a school, even in response to a wake-up call (or ultimatum), 

could be interpreted as a personal, participatory decision (Henderson, 2002; Day and 

Gu, 2014), rather than merely conforming.  
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In most cases, using wake-up calls as a rationale for change supported the senior 

leaders to create a culture for change by helping rally staff commitment and unifying 

whole school direction (Crossley  and Corbyn, 2010; Senge, 2012).  This intrinsic 

motivation and emotional commitment could also have enhanced teacher resilience, 

as suggested by Day and Gu (2014).   

 

Ultimatums: An authoritarian style of leadership inspired by an urgency to improve, a 

lack of previously demonstrable success and a concern about confidence for future 

performance (Hallinger, 2011) were evidenced in the events which served as 

ultimatums.   For example, Lila described that her school received a ‘special measures’ 

outcome from an OFSTED inspection soon after she joined the school.  She recalled 

that she asserted her authority to make it clear that changes were necessary and it 

was for teachers to decide whether or not they wanted to stay:  

 

I am very open and I tell them and if they don’t like it, they don’t 
have to stay... There’s going to be no repercussions.  You do 
what you want to do, it’s your life.  Children have to be here, you 
don’t.  You make the decision.     

 

The conversation underpinning Lila’s ultimatum (and discussions involving other 

wake-up calls and ultimatums) demonstrated dialogic (communicative) learning, 

because of the interaction between the person communicating and those attending to 

the conversation (Mezirow, 1990b; Mezirow, 1991).  Leaders make themselves 

understood and teachers learn to understand and evaluate the validity of the meaning 

behind the conversations.  In this instance, after Lila emphasised that teacher change 

was necessary to improve children’s education, teachers could have critically reviewed 

their positions of understanding.  Lila acknowledged that teachers had left and Ken, 

Lila’s deputy, recollected that for teachers who “didn’t understand and weren’t willing, 

then this wasn’t the school for them... We had to work hard on encouraging them to 

find schools that suited their educational beliefs… ”.  

 

Meanwhile, Pearl commented on her headteacher’s clarity with the school’s leaning 

journey, made in the wake of a ‘requires improvement’ OFSTED inspection outcome: 

“right we’ve got a journey to go on and you are either on… or you are off the bus.  And 

sometimes… people get off the bus and that’s ok”.  Whilst it was a comment about the 
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leadership of her headteacher, Pearl would presumably have aligned herself with 

supporting the leadership of change through her role as deputy.  The ultimatum 

seemed similar to Crossley and Corbyn’s (2010) analogy of a school’s learning journey 

for school change and having the ‘right people on the bus’ (p.63) to do the right things.       

 

Pearl recalled that many teachers left, getting “off the bus, because they weren’t part 

of the vision that the senior leaders had for the school”.   She continued that monitoring 

procedures started and that the teachers “began to see that our head wasn’t going to 

back down… and they saw that the head was supportive, but wouldn’t stand any 

nonsense”.   This suggested that Pearl’s headteacher had challenged teachers ‘to get 

on the bus or get off it’ (Crossley and Corbyn, 2010, p.63) and to make decisions about 

their commitment to school improvement.  In this way, the ultimatum described by 

Pearl to drive change also echoed Day and Gu’s (2014) suggestion that senior leaders 

could develop teachers’ resilience by garnering their emotional commitment to drive 

student achievement.  Pearl referred to a positive outcome of the ultimatum: “now all 

the people, who are here, are all in it to win it.  And that is the atmosphere within the 

school, which wasn’t the case a year and a term ago”.  This suggested that the 

teachers’ exodus was conducive to creating a positive learning atmosphere for 

teachers joining and/ or remaining at the school.  This also echoed Guerra and 

Nelson’s (2009) emphasis on the importance of changing teachers’ beliefs, not just 

their behaviours.  This could occur through senior leaders providing a rationale and 

vision for change to garner teachers’ commitment (Crossley  and Corbyn, 2010).  This 

would also support an argument that senior leaders’ delivery of wake-up calls and 

ultimatums could prompt teachers to experience the stages of disorienting dilemmas, 

self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame, and critical self-reflection of 

assumptions about the educational elements under discussion. 

 

Practical activities 

There are lots of similarities between the data relating to internal and external 

collaborations categorised under ‘practical activities’.  Therefore, these themes are 

combined and discussed together.  Senior leaders referred to opportunities for internal 

and external collaborations for their teachers in relation to: working with partner 

schools, peer collaboration work with stronger colleagues from the teachers’ school or 
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with  Advanced Skills Teachers5 (ASTs), leaders modelling practice to teachers and 

directly supporting them, teachers working in professional learning groups and trialling 

initiatives, and activities undertaken within a learning network.   

 

Shelagh and Geoff reflected on teachers visiting partner schools to look at good 

practice as positive learning experiences and which enabled teachers to learn from 

external sources (Nias, Southworth and Campbell, 1992).  For example, Shelagh 

valued teachers visiting a school to see how children’s targets were set.  Meanwhile, 

Geoff explained that a Reception teacher transformed her classroom’s learning 

environment after she visited another school and suddenly recognised, “Oh, this is 

what it’s supposed to be like, I hadn’t realised!”  The change was rapid, completed 

within three weeks, and seemed to indicate some form of empowerment.  The episode 

was indicative of instrumental learning about technical knowledge (Mezirow, 1990b; 

Mezirow, 1991) and appeared to promote a deep level of reflection by the teacher.  

This light-bulb moment may have acted as a catalyst for shifts in the teacher’s meaning 

schemes and perspectives, to trigger a disorienting dilemma and perspective 

transformation  (Mezirow, 1991).  This may very well have also led to the other stages 

of transformative learning theory with the teacher having a period of self-examination 

about her practice with feelings of guilt or shame, engaging with critical self-reflection, 

making ‘preparations for action’, and ‘taking action’.  The latter phase reflects 

Mezirow’s (1990a) assertion that  ‘learning includes acting on… insights’ (p.xvi) from 

critical self-reflection. 

 

Pearl and Geoff organised peer collaborations in which teachers with less successful 

practices were supported by stronger colleagues.  Pearl reflected that teachers with 

“strengths in particular year groups” were paired with weaker teachers after a local 

authority review.  She explained that colleagues were subsequently collaborating 

through “planning together and... wanting to find things out together more”.   

Meanwhile, Geoff referred to using team teaching to support change.  He recalled that 

after initial support from ASTs, some teachers felt empowered and “took responsibility 

for leading and supporting someone else”.  He explained that “you could see a 

                                                           
5 Although the AST status no longer exists (DfE, 2013b), it was the senior leaders arranging for their 
teachers to receive support by ASTs, as part of professional learning, that I regarded as being 
relevant to my research. 
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transformation” because “they gripped it so much that they could help others with it”.  

This could suggest that these teachers engaged with instrumental and/ or dialogic 

learning (through their initial work with ASTs), and had shifts in their meaning schemes 

and perspectives (Mezirow, 1990b; Mezirow, 1991).  Such actions could, according to 

transformative learning theory, have triggered disorienting dilemmas and perspective 

transformations through the content (the what), process (the how) or premise (the why) 

reflections on practice (Cranton and King, 2003), as well as leading to stages of self-

examination with feelings of guilt or shame, and critical self-reflection about practice.  

The collaborations also resonated with senior leaders enabling their teachers to 

prepare for and take actions relevant to change, again illustrating Mezirow’s (1990a) 

claim that learning from reflection includes taking action.   

 

At Geofff’s school, the support subsequently given by the more capable teachers (after 

their practice developed) to other weaker teachers was delivered as part of an 

organised lesson study approach  in “a supportive way, rather than it being top-down”, 

and echoed the practices of  peer leadership (Southworth, 2009).  This gave his 

weaker teachers “someone else in the school to talk to” about improving their teaching 

in a supportive and non-hierarchical way.  This acted as delegated self-direction in 

professional learning, which could have simultaneously supported the development of 

school improvement initiatives (Munro, 2011) and resilient qualities for change by 

drawing upon teachers’ intrinsic motivation and emotional commitments to making 

improvements (Day and Gu, 2014).  These characteristics echoed the theory of 

andragogy, ‘the art and science of helping adults learn’ (Knowles, 1980, p. 43), 

because they promoted the motivated self-direction (Tusting and Barton, 2003) of 

teachers as learners. The activities that Geoff arranged were associated with school 

structures and systems for professional learning (Southworth,  2004), including peer 

demonstration and coaching (Joyce and Showers, 2003).  This echoed that ‘teachers’ 

professional learning lies at the heart of school improvement’ (Southworth, 2004, 

p.128) and a conducive culture for improvement ‘scaffolds a systematic set of 

professional learning opportunities’ (Munro, 2011, p.57).   Moreover, the peer support 

would have promoted opportunities for the teachers to have discussion and dialogue 

to allow for ‘reflection, insight and enquiry into… [their] practice’ (Southworth, 2004, 

p.105).   
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Geoff also employed ASTs for half a year to support two teachers who were signed 

up to the school’s vision and ready to engage with change but “they didn’t know how 

to get better”.  He recognised that although “their change was a very slow, progressive 

change… it [the collaborative work with ASTs] changed their mindset”.  It could be 

suggested that the teachers made their own decisions to engage with learning 

because they had a certain readiness to learn, supported by internal motivators 

(Cranton, 1996).  This could be understood in terms of transformative learning theory, 

which emphasises the autonomy (independent choice) of the individual to engage with 

the learning about their practice  (e.g. Cranton, 1996; Illeris, 2014). Meanwhile, the 

gradual mindset changes of the teachers aligned with Kitchenham’s (2008) and 

Cranton’s (2016)  descriptions of disorienting dilemmas as a gradual, cumulative 

process of everyday experiences.  Additionally, Geoff suggested that other teachers 

had undergone a perspective change after he organised for teachers to observe ASTs 

visiting their school to teach their classes.    He continued that when they saw this with 

their own eyes they realised “oh, that’s what you meant, that’s what you’re talking 

about!”  Overall, the different ways in which Geoff organised the AST support for 

teachers suggested that he was aware of individual needs and provided bespoke 

support based on each teacher’s existing knowledge (Munro, 2011). It also illustrated 

instructional leadership through a hands-on approach indirectly through delegation, to 

influence teacher practice (Hallinger, 2009; Muijs, 2012; Day and Sammons, 2013).     

 

Another type of support was illustrated by Pearl and Lila, who modelled practice to 

teachers.  Pearl reflected that she did this for a teacher “by working alongside her”,  

after the teacher realised that she needed to improve her mathematical teaching.  This 

suggested that Pearl was aware of the teacher’s competency and provided bespoke 

support for professional learning based upon her existing knowledge (Munro, 2011). 

Pearl also referred to modelling the process of self-reflection about practice for 

teachers.  She would look at children’s books and question the teachers, asking “I 

wonder why your children are not progressing?  What could it be?”  Meanwhile, Lila 

explained in her interview that she would intervene in lessons to suggest how teachers 

could improve. She commented,  “You have to show them what the standard is”, 

through praise and practice, “and then they're independent and learning from each 

other”. These actions aligned with literature about instructional leadership (e.g. 

Hallinger, 2009; Muijs, 2012; Day and Sammons, 2013) in which leaders have a 
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pedagogical vision and use a direct, hands-on approach to influence teacher 

instruction and practice to ultimately support student learning.  Lila’s modelling of 

practice in class was indicative of instrumental learning, whilst Pearl’s modelling the 

process of self-reflection about practice was indicative of instrumental and dialogic 

learning (Mezirow, 1990b; Mezirow, 1991).  These strategies by leaders could have 

also prompted their teachers’ content (the what), process (the how) or premise (the 

why) reflections about practice (Cranton and King, 2003), triggered changes in the 

teachers’ meaning schemes and perspectives, and initiated perspective 

transformations from disorienting dilemmas (Mezirow, 1991).  

 

Some leaders referred to how autonomy featured in their school improvement 

initiatives.   For example, Ken commented about staff wanting to trial out initiatives 

and which he referred to as “developing the [teacher] voice”.  Meanwhile, in Daniel’s 

school “professional learning groups” were established to trial and improve teaching 

practice.   They were indicative of instrumental learning (Mezirow, 1990b; Mezirow, 

1991) and content reflection about practice (Mezirow, 1991; Lundgren and Poell, 

2016).  Daniel explained that one group trialled a new approach designed to improve 

feedback marking, delivered training to other teachers on it and monitored the 

effectiveness of the marking.  Teacher empowerment and autonomy were enabled 

because Daniel commented that the initiative had “completely come from the teachers” 

and “It’s not just leadership saying we want this, it’s class teachers saying remember 

we discussed this, and this is what was agreed.  So, they feel they’ve got more 

ownership of it”.  This supported Harris, Jones and Huffman’s (2018) description of a 

‘professional learning team’ leading improvement as part of a ‘within school model’ 

(p.5) of a professional learning community.  Establishing the learning group also 

suggested that senior leaders valued their teachers’ professional experiences by 

encouraging them to share worthwhile practices with others (Kruse and Louis, 2009; 

Munro, 2011).  This  also mirrored Munro’s (2011) suggestion that professional 

learning opportunities for teachers should allow them to engage in learning episodes 

with and from each other, as part of school improvement. 

 

Moreover, the professional learning group could illustrate the autonomy - the 

independent choice of individual teachers to engage with the learning about their 

practice - which is relevant to transformative learning theory (Cranton, 1996; Illeris, 
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2014).    This aligns with the bottom-up mode of change in Watkins, Marsick and 

Faller’s (2012) transformative learning theory model of facilitating change.  This is 

because the group’s actions resonated with a collaborative, autonomous and 

empowered approach, with change at the team level that filtered throughout the 

organisation (ibid.). Such actions also illustrated literature about how senior leaders 

could develop their teachers ‘as professionals with autonomy over their professional 

goals for self-improvement’ (Keisler, 2017, p.5), and value their teachers as self-

directed (Smith, 1983; Smith, 1990; Munro, 2011) and lifelong learners (Tusting and 

Barton, 2003; Senge, 2006; Senge, 2012).   

 

In line with the other examples of collaborations so far described, work undertaken 

within the professional learning groups (whether being directed by or leading 

colleagues) could have prompted changes in teachers’ meaning schemes or 

perspectives and triggered disorienting dilemmas and perspective transformations 

(Mezirow, 1991).  This could have also accompanied stages of self-examination with 

feelings of guilt or shame and critical self-reflection about practice.  Teachers were 

also enabled by senior leaders  to prepare for and take actions relevant to change, 

echoing that taking action is a fundamental element of learning (Mezirow, 1990a).   

 

Autonomy was also a theme which underpinned Lila’s reference to her school’s 

engagement within a learning network involving internal and external collaborations.  

Lila had given consent for the Year 5 teachers and the maths subject leader to 

collaborate with other schools, a local authority and a university to trial a different 

teaching style in mathematics.  They used a lesson study approach “to plan 

collaboratively... deliver [the lesson], observe each other”, video the lesson and 

discuss results.  The initiative also involved external training and visitors to the school 

to watch lessons. There seemed to be degrees of teacher autonomy and 

empowerment supporting teachers’ professional development and learning.  This 

illustrated key tenets of andragogy (‘the art and science of helping adults learn’ 

(Knowles, 1980, p. 43)) to promote the motivated self-direction of learners (Tusting 

and Barton, 2003) and support professional learning as part of school improvement 

(Munro, 2011).  Moreover, an external network would have enhanced the teachers’ 

professional learning through their exposure to a wider pedagogical base than that 

existing in their own school, as suggested by Kruse and Louis (2009).  Degrees of 



 
 

123 
 

autonomy, deemed important by transformative learning theory to support change 

(Cranton, 1996; Illeris, 2014), had been granted to teachers.  The teachers made their 

own decisions to engage with learning because, supported by internal motivators, they 

had a certain readiness to learn, (Cranton, 1996).   

 

Generally, the ways in which collaborative activities were organised suggested that 

leaders were promoting a culture which valued the characteristics of  ‘learning how to 

learn’ (Tusting and Barton, 2003, p.24), including group learning and a degree of 

eventual autonomy.    The activities also illustrated characteristics of ‘learning 

enriched’ (Telford, 1996, p.20; Stoll, 2011, p.106) schools in which leaders facilitated 

teacher collaborations and mutual support for continuous learning.  These structures 

and systems could have guided their teachers’ professional learning through 

mentoring (e.g. peer-to-peer support where practice was respected and shared 

between colleagues) and coaching to support improved practice (Kruse and Louis, 

2009) and school transformative change (Timperley, 2011).  The peer collaborations 

also illustrated comments in the literature about ‘distributed leadership practices’ in 

which teachers ‘significantly influence their colleagues’ practice’ (Volante, 2012, p.14) 

and ‘learning-centred leadership’ where all teachers ‘support and shape the quality of 

teaching and learning’ (Southworth, 2004, p.162).  Moreover, the collaborative 

characteristics were illustrative of Hallinger’s (2011) description of ‘leadership for 

learning’ (p.126),  which is initiated by senior leaders to ultimately improve their pupils’ 

outcomes and which recognises the importance of teacher learning. 

 

The themes described in this section were underpinned by social constructivist 

theories of adult learning, highlighting for senior leaders that learners (teachers) 

benefit from interaction with others (Tusting and Barton, 2003) through collaborations.  

This would be relevant to senior leaders promoting collegiate inquiry as part of a 

learning community, as suggested by Hord and Sommers (2008), to engage with 

change, and Stoll et al.’s (2006) descriptions of professional learning  partnerships 

and openness to learning from various sources.  The themes also related to reflective 

and experiential models of adult learning, which describe learning as being ‘generated 

when people encounter problems and issues in their real lives and think about ways 

of resolving them’ (Tusting and Barton, 2003, p.5).   
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Success of collaborations seemed indicative of leaders promoting a culture of trust 

and relationships for positive, emotional experiences between the teachers and their 

partners. This had facilitated teacher growth and development (Spillane, Halverson, 

and Diamond, 2004) because the collaborations had enabled ‘peer analysis, 

classroom observation, feedback, collegial challenge and frank discussions about 

performance and pupil progress without staff becoming defensive or moving into 

denial’ (Southworth, 2004, p.129).  This again highlights the need to attend to the 

affective dimensions of learning deemed important according to transformative 

learning theory (see Mezirow 2000; Illeris, 2014; Taylor, 2015).  It also reflects the 

need to support learners’ resilience described by Mezirow (1991) because change is 

also contingent upon emotional strength and steely determination. 

 

Supporting teacher resilience (including emotions and commitment to change) 

Conditions for promoting resilience, which included supporting teachers’ emotions and 

commitment to change, were associated with the following data analysis themes: 

establishing trust and professional relationships, structuring and prioritising tasks, 

protecting teachers and role-modelling, and nurturing a joint responsibility to support 

resilience.  Since there is a lot of similarity between these themes, particularly in 

relation to establishing trust and professional relationships, they will be discussed 

together.  Some of the comments made by leaders within these  themes did not directly 

relate to learning opportunities or school improvement initiatives.  However, they were 

indicative of fostering a teacher’s positive state of mind and wellbeing and enhancing 

a positive, caring school atmosphere (Bingham and Bubb, 2017).  Literature suggests 

that this would also be supportive of teachers and of their commitment during school 

improvement initiatives (Day and Sammons, 2013; Day and Gu, 2014).  

 

Senior leaders created the conditions for establishing trust and professional 

relationships.  Comments coded for this  reflected the importance of leaders’ emotional 

intelligence - their understanding of teachers and their situations - to help resolve 

issues (Ryan and Tuters, 2016), support school improvement (Day and Sammons, 

2013; Clarke and O’Donoghue, 2016), and shape ‘teachers’ commitment, resilience 

and effectiveness’ (Day and Sammons, 2013, p.39). They also mirrored Munro’s 

(2011) suggestion that leaders can facilitate a culture of trust through honesty, 

openness and regard for others.  For example, Daniel commented on the sensitivity 
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needed by leaders to enable teachers to hear and respond to observational feedback 

to improve their practice.   The monitoring procedures to which he referred gave 

teachers space and time to reflect on messages which could be difficult to hear.  

However, they were indicative of being a positive endeavour because they involved 

constructive feedback and learning opportunities (Southworth, 2004), with the culture 

enabling respectful but challenging conversations for the benefit of improving student 

outcomes (Southworth, 2004; Timperley, 2011).  Additionally, Pearl described how 

she believed in, supported and empowered a teacher to improve her mathematical  

teaching.  Moreover, similar, respectful conversations were reflected in her description 

of using positively phrased language when she offered advice and support.  She 

explained that “As long as you... have that positive language, this is an area to develop, 

you’re more likely to develop that resilience”.  Daniel and Pearl’s examples (above) 

reflect Mezirow’s (1991) assertion that change for learners is also dependent upon 

affective dimensions: ‘It is not enough to understand intellectually the need to change 

the way one acts; one requires emotional strength and an act of will in order to move 

forward’ (p.171).  This emotional strength was facilitated by Daniel and Pearl and 

further relates to transformative learning theory because, as Mezirow (1990c) asserts, 

educators (senior leaders) can provide emotional support as part of ‘a secure 

environment that fosters the trust necessary for critical self-examination and the 

expression of feelings’ (pp.359-360).   

 

When senior leaders structured and prioritised tasks for their teachers, this also 

suggested that conditions of trust were established to support resilience.  Geoff 

commented about leaders “building that trust” with teachers by “letting them know that 

they can come and see you” and then structuring their targets linked to school 

improvement.  Geoff claimed that this enabled him to strengthen his teachers’ 

resilience “by giving them small targets, bit by bit”.  Meanwhile, Daniel considered that 

it was important to provide guidance to prioritise tasks for teachers if they were 

regularly overworking and staying late.   

 

Other types of support conducive to resilience included senior leaders protecting their 

teachers by ensuring procedures were in place, by acting as role models, and by 

simultaneously empowering them. Ken referred to resilience as “the drive to be the 

best that you can be in a culture of huge demands and not being blown off track by all 
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the things that can come and impact negatively on what teaching is all about”. He 

commented that teachers trusted the senior leaders to support them with this by 

ensuring that there were “systems and the procedures in school” to protect them.  Ken 

commented that this had been facilitated through leaders’ organising training and role 

modelling on how to undertake challenging meetings and engage with difficult parents.  

These activities illustrated that a characteristic of resilience is that it is continuous.  

Resilience is ‘more than the ability to bounce back in response to acute challenges.  It 

is the ability to sustain quality and renew commitment over time’ (Day and Gu, 2014, 

p.85).   Sustaining commitment was also pertinent to Daniel’s comment that those in 

leadership could act as role models through the discussions which they had with 

teachers about perseverance: 

 

It’s… leadership as a role model to staff [that] it’s tough for all of 
us at the moment, but we’re all resilient, and we’ll get through it 
and we’re going to be better for it, and show that we have to 
persevere with things - to be honest, we tried this, it didn’t work, 
so now we’re going to try that.   

 

Daniel further acknowledged that, in times of change, it was important to reassure 

teachers that the leadership team recognised the challenges and that “we’re all going 

through it together, but there is a plan to improve things”.  He felt that this helped 

teachers to “feel supported in the meantime.  And I think that’s a major thing for 

resilience”.     

 

Daniel also indicated that it was a collective responsibility to support teacher  

resilience. He explained that it was important to ensure that teachers were “supported 

within their year group” since it was a four-form entry school and it “shouldn’t be one 

person carrying everybody, everybody has something to offer”.  Phyllis also referred 

to a collective responsibility.  She reflected that most of her teachers had 

responsibilities and: 

 

with that responsibility and sense of belonging comes trust, 
because you build up and work on relationships, and then it 
comes full circle with teachers feeling able to cope, because you 
know you can trust people and that supports resilience too.   

 

Attending to the wellbeing and welfare of teachers also highlighted the ways in which 
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leaders nurtured professional relationships and trust so they could support teacher 

resilience.   For example, Belinda described her previous head leading meditation 

before INSETs and staff briefings as part of a holistic support of teachers.  Daniel also 

commented on teachers’ welfare and promoting the importance of “looking after 

teachers with their physical health” and ensuring that they were working sustainable 

hours.  The conditions, established by the senior leaders for supporting resilience and 

emotional commitment to change, contributed to the development of collaborations 

and positive internal school relationships relevant to a professional learning 

community (Kruse and Louis, 2009) engaged with change initiatives and collegiate 

inquiry (Hord and Sommers, 2008).   

  

There is no stage in transformative learning theory which relates directly to educators 

(leaders) fostering learners’ (teachers’) resilience.  However, I suggest that conditions 

for resilience could facilitate the stages of the theory through fostering emotional 

commitment, wellbeing, trust and relationships.   The examples detailed in this section 

were illustrative of transformative learning theory literature, detailing how leaders can 

attend to and support learners’ (teachers’) emotions and commitment to change 

(Mezirow, 1991) within environments promoting resilience (Mezirow 2000; Illeris, 

2014; Taylor, 2015).  

 

5.3  Overview of relating the data analysis themes to transformative 

learning theory 

This section presents a summary about how the themes emerging from data analysis 

were referenced against transformative learning theory. Tables 3 (Key areas of 

transformative learning theory) and 4 (Stages of transformative learning theory) 

present a visual overview.  A tick in the table indicates that at least one reference has 

been made between the theme and a particular key area or stage of the theory.  

 

Table 3 references the data analysis themes against key areas associated with  

transformative learning theory, where relevant.     It will be noted in the table that all of 

the data analysis themes, except for senior leaders supporting teacher resilience, were 

interpreted against all or virtually all of the key areas.  The data analysis themes 

represented the conditions created by senior leaders for teacher learning to improve 

teaching practice within the context of change, noticeably school improvement.  These 
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Table 3  Relating the data analysis themes to key areas of transformative 

  learning theory 
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bigger picture  

 
✓ 

 
✓ 
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putting the child at the heart of  
change 
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having expectations to be a  
lifelong learner 
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having discussions in an  
environment for open dialogue 
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establishing trust and  
professional relationships;  
protecting teachers and  
role modelling; structuring and  
prioritising tasks; nurturing a  
joint responsibility to support  
resilience 

 
would be conducive to an environment fostering the 

key areas 
 
 

 

conditions were examples of opportunities, established by leaders, that could trigger 

the thought processes for teachers’ learning (indicating shifts in teachers’ meaning 

schemes and perspectives, to trigger disorienting dilemmas, and to experience  

perspective transformations), that could develop aspects of instrumental and/ or 

dialogic learning for teachers, and that could promote degrees of teachers’  autonomy.  

They also linked to leaders promoting conditions to support teachers’ resilience 

including their emotions and commitment to change.  One reason that might help 
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explain these findings is that the conditions for teacher learning were generally created 

in response to a driving urgency for school improvement.  As reflected in the 

discussions, the key areas of transformative learning theory may be deemed 

conducive to supporting conditions for teacher learning associated with an urgent need 

for change. 

 

In relation to senior leaders supporting teachers’ resilience (including their emotional 

states and commitment to change) the following conditions were developed: 

establishing trust and professional relationships, protecting teachers and role-

modelling, structuring and prioritising tasks, and having a joint responsibility to support 

resilience.  These elements were deemed to be conducive to an environment fostering 

the key areas associated with transformative learning theory and support the 

conditions for teacher learning associated with changes in practice.  These conditions  

enhance a teacher’s positive state of mind and wellbeing and enhance a positive, 

caring school atmosphere (Bingham and Bubb, 2017); these aspects are highlighted 

within literature as being supportive of teachers and of their commitment during school 

improvement initiatives (Day and Sammons, 2013; Day and Gu, 2014). 

 

Table 4 presents an overview of the themes emerging from data analysis which are 

referenced against Mezirow’s (1991) stages of transformative learning theory. It will 

be noted in the table that reference to the stages of transformative learning varied 

according to the theme.  Themes categorised within ‘understanding the need for 

change’ were referenced against the first three stages – the ‘triggers for action’.  These  

stages  were:  a  disorienting  dilemma,  self-examination  and  critical (self-) reflection.  

This could be considered logical, since an understanding about needing change could 

have been conducive to triggering the thought processes for change.  Senior leaders 

having conversations with their teachers involving wake-up calls and ultimatums were  

also referenced against the stages associated with ‘preparing for action’ and ‘taking 

action’.  This could be because they seemed to have acted as more sombre prompts 

that change needed to occur in teachers’ practices and could have had greater impact 

to motivate teachers.  The internal and external collaborative tasks, categorised under 

‘practical  activities’, were also referenced against the stages linked to ‘triggers for 

action’, ‘preparations for action’ and ‘taking action’.   It could  be  suggested  that  the  
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Table 4 Relating the data analysis themes to the stages of transformative 

  learning theory 
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establishing trust 
and professional 
relationships; 
protecting teachers 
and role modelling; 
structuring and 
prioritising tasks; 
nurturing a joint 
responsibility to 
support resilience 

 
 

would be conducive to an environment fostering the stages 

 

referencing of them against the ‘triggers for action’ – the initiating thought processes 

for learning – was relevant because most of them were associated with improving 

practice with a sense of urgency. The referencing of these collaborative tasks against 

the ‘preparations for action’ and ‘taking action’ had relevance to Mezirow’s (1990a) 

assertion that  ‘Learning includes acting on… insights’ (p.xvi) from critical reflection.   
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Meanwhile, it was suggested that when senior leaders supported teachers’ resilience, 

which would include their emotions and wellbeing, this would simultaneously be 

conducive to an environment nurturing teachers’ commitment, during school 

improvement initiatives (Day and Sammons, 2013; Day and Gu, 2014).  

 

The stage relating to sharing discontent with others was not represented in my 

findings.  However, it should be recognised that senior leaders were describing 

episodes of school improvement and ideas about teacher learning, and commenting 

about supporting teacher resilience.  They were not describing initiatives undertaken 

to engender their teachers’ transformative learning or how their comments related to 

the theory.  There were no expectations in my research to interpret leaders’ comments 

against every stage of the theory.  Either way, the omission of some stages is 

permissible in transformative learning theory (Taylor, 1997; Percy, 2005; Kitchenham, 

2008), though a disorienting dilemma and critical reflection are key components 

(Cranton, 2016).  As discussed earlier, no stage in transformative learning theory 

directly relates to leaders nurturing learners’ resilience.  However, I feel that conditions 

created by senior leaders associated with supporting teacher resilience would be 

conducive to a learning environment promoting the stages of transformative learning 

theory.  

 

5.4  Conclusion 

This chapter has presented the emerging themes from my analysis of the data, 

drawing on relevant literature to address my focus on the ways in which senior leaders 

create conditions for teacher learning associated with school change.  The themes 

were further interpreted, where relevant, with reference to literature about key areas 

associated with transformative learning theory and Mezirow’s (1991) ten stages of the 

theory.  I felt that this analysis could be relevant to senior leaders, who might draw on 

it to strengthen their leadership of school improvement initiatives.  This will be 

discussed further in Chapter Six.   

 

All of the data analysis themes, except for senior leaders supporting teacher resilience 

(including emotions and commitment to change), were interpreted against all or 

virtually all of the key areas.  However, I consider that the conditions described by 

senior leaders to support teachers’ resilience would be conducive to an environment 
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fostering the key areas associated with transformative learning theory, and enhance 

teachers’ commitment to their professional learning associated with changes in their 

practice.   
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Chapter 6 Conclusions and Future Implications 

6.1  Introduction 

This final chapter begins by acknowledging key limitations of my research, focussing 

on the methodology, and I recommend improvements if the study were to be repeated.  

Following this, I answer the research questions, after which I reflect on the contribution 

of my research to knowledge.  Next, I comment on the proposed research 

dissemination.  Finally, I suggest that future investigation through action research 

could further explore the ways in which transformative learning theory might contribute 

to our understanding of the ways in which senior leaders can create the conditions to 

support teacher learning in the context of change. 

 

6.2  Limitations and improvements 

In this section, I reflect upon the limitations of my research and suggest ways in which 

I would make changes if I were to repeat the study.  

 

Sampling, confidentiality and anonymity 

In hindsight, instead of recruiting leaders according to OFSTED categories, I could 

have recruited from schools demonstrating evidence of school change and 

implementation, such as those from learning networks.  I might also have developed 

questions to ask leaders about these key examples of school improvement, as well as 

any additional examples of change which they had initiated.  

 

My small sample size was chosen as a compromise between working towards data 

saturation and enabling me to manage my research and my professional roles 

simultaneously.  The compromises that pragmatism foisted upon me might have 

limited the generalisability of my study.  Additionally, I recognise that decisions over 

the ratio size of heads to deputies within each OFSTED category did not seem to affect 

the quality of the data I collected, and my research was not seeking to make 

comparisons between OFSTED categories or between leadership roles.  Moreover, 

reflections about teacher learning might be considered as being limited, during the 

second interview, from the participant who changed schools during the interim period 

between interviews.   
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Finally, the time constraints to undertake my research led me to interview two leaders 

from the same school who shared an office and were present at different points during 

each other’s interviews.  This limited confidentiality and anonymity for these 

participants. 

 

If I were to repeat the study, I would:  

• seek to interview a larger number of participants  

• select senior leaders (irrelevant of whether they are heads or deputies) from 

schools (irrelevant of whether they are graded ‘outstanding’, ‘good’ or ‘requires 

improvement’ by OFSTED), such as those from learning networks,  which are 

involved with school improvement initiatives  

• withdraw participants who change schools during the data collection phase 

• decline participation from senior leaders working within the same school to 

enhance anonymity 

• make greater efforts to check beforehand that interviews will occur in a private 

setting to enhance confidentiality (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009) 

 

Voluntary informed consent 

Unfortunately, I did not inform participants, within the informed consent information or 

interviews, that a sub-element of my research was focused on transformative learning 

theory, and that, as part of data analysis, their responses to questions would be 

interpreted against the theory.  I am also aware that I did not specify the exact duration 

of the interim period between the two interviews or refer to the gap task.  Finally, I 

acknowledge not gaining participants’ consent to my publishing or presenting extracts 

of the report further than the needs of producing my thesis.   

 

If I were to repeat this study, I would amend the following within the informed consent 

information: 

• inform participants that I was going to interpret their responses around 

transformative learning theory, and provide a coherent explanation of the theory 

which they could understand 

• provide specific details about the duration of the interim period between the 

interviews 
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• make reference to the gap task in the voluntary consent information and 

consent form 

• indicate how the data would be used to gain the participants’ approval for data 

use, or utilise an end-of-interview document indicating future data use (Kaiser, 

2012) 

 

Interview schedule and interviews 

The question schedules (and prompts) for the interviews had limitations which 

contributed to too much unfocused data and lacked clarity for my research focus.  

Several questions were misguided and should have been more relevantly phrased.  I 

was not seeking to explore senior leaders’ perspectives about transformative learning 

theory or to prove that they had engendered transformative learning within their 

teachers.  However, I could have still asked questions relevant to the theory about 

leaders promoting opportunities for teachers’ reflection to support teacher learning.   

 

If I were to repeat this study, I would: 

• be more reflective and critical when undertaking the pre-piloting and piloting of 

questions to inform the interview schedules relevant to the research focus 

• undertake a more thorough data analysis (in addition to a cursory content 

analysis) of preliminary interviews to inform the interview schedules 

• consider asking questions relevant to transformative learning theory, using 

appropriate language which would have meaning for participants and support 

data analysis 

• explore past, present and future change over the course of three interviews and 

the opportunities that senior leaders could provide for teacher learning 

 

Off-track responses and following up questions from participants’ responses  

I realised too late that some responses to questions asked during interviews were off-

topic.  For example, Phyllis talked about change with teaching assistants when my 

focus was on teachers.  It was only when I revisited the interview during the initial 

transcription that I realised the errors (see blue highlighted text, Appendix 14, Phyllis’s 

interview one, extracts 2-4, pp. 209-210) and made efforts in subsequent interviews 

to clarify that I was asking questions of senior leaders related to their teachers’ 
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learning.  Examples of my other reflections about Phyllis, her responses and potential 

follow-up questions, as well as that about others, may be found in Appendix 14 (see 

green highlighted text, pp. 209-212).  However, I recognise that I did not pursue 

conversations in the second interview to probe further about responses given in the 

first interview.  Furthermore, analysis of transcripts and consideration of follow-up 

questions from the second interview were not undertaken until six months had 

elapsed, because of work demands; I did not get back to any of the senior leaders.   

 

It may also be considered that Joel and Shelagh’s voices were not fully illustrated in 

this thesis.  This is because at the data analysis stage, I realised that most of their 

responses in interview represented impediments to senior leaders driving change and 

supporting teacher learning.  Due to word constraints, my thesis has deliberately 

refocused upon reporting conducive conditions, rather than inhibiting factors, to 

facilitate change and teacher learning.   

 

If I were to repeat this study, I would: 

• be more alert to interviewees’ responses to questions during the interview to 

keep interviewees on track 

• undertake analysis and follow up questions after interviews with participants 

within a timely manner to ask for clarification or to probe further 

• allow more time to develop answers and understandings with each participant 

• keep focused during interviews about conditions conducive to teacher learning, 

to collect more meaningful data relevant to the research question 

 

Gap task 

Senior leaders did not engage with the gap task I gave them which was to make notes 

of any teacher learning which occurred in the period between interviews. I assume this 

because they did not refer to it or produce any documentation during the second 

interview.  This lack could have limited the richness of the data I collected.   

 

If I were to repeat this study, I would: 
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• detail any requirements regarding a gap task within the informed consent 

information (and the consent form) and discuss this with potential participants, 

prior to them volunteering 

• email additional reminders about the gap task between interviews 

• verbally remind participants about the gap task at the beginning of the second 

interview 

 

Respondent validation 

I did not seek respondent validation as part of the data analysis due to concerns about 

participants retracting statements (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009), disputing the 

transcripts (Mason, 2018), or withdrawing from the research if they read their 

transcripts (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009) or a draft analysis (Angen, 2000).  I am aware 

that had I asked for the validation it could have enriched the data with additional layers 

of interpretation, and limited researcher bias and misinterpretation (Gubrium and 

Holstein 2002; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011). 

   

If I were to repeat this study, I would:  

• engage with respondent validation 

• make subsequent modifications in response to participants’ suggestions with  

any disagreements over the interpretations detailed, by including participants’ 

comments and criticisms (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011)   

 

6.3  Answering the research questions 

The main purpose of my research was to explore aspects of the leadership of change.  

This section answers the main and subsidiary research questions, about the 

conditions created by senior leaders to support teacher learning, for improvements in 

teaching practice as part of school change, and how this might be further interpreted 

with reference to key areas and stages of transformative learning theory.   

 

The main research question posed was: 

How do English primary school senior leaders create the 

conditions for teacher learning within the context of change? 
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The data analysis themes were categorised under three areas: understanding the 

need for change, practical activities, and supporting teacher resilience (including 

emotions and commitment to change).  These analytic themes positioned the senior 

leader as central to creating a culture in which learning opportunities could be seen to 

have arisen as part of a change process.  In this way, my research has confirmed 

perspectives found in the literature which argue that leaders must provide a supportive 

environment for teacher learning to occur (Hoban, 2002; Gu and Day, 2013; Cranton, 

2016).  I comment below about the ‘actions’ employed (i.e. the conditions established) 

by senior leaders for teacher learning.  These actions represent the data analysis 

themes.  

 

Actions that related to senior leaders developing teachers’ ‘understanding the need 

for change’ indicated leaders undertaking the following:  

• sharing the bigger picture about school improvement  

• putting the child at the heart of change 

• promoting an expectation to be a lifelong learner  

• having discussions in an environment to openly debate controversial issues 

about school improvement initiatives 

• having conversations involving wake-up calls and ultimatums  

 

These actions were illustrative of how senior leaders drove teacher learning by sharing 

a rationale for change with teachers and fostering a ‘shared commitment to the goals 

and learning outcomes’ (Munro, 2005, p.2) related to their professional learning 

(Senge, 2012).  The examples demonstrated the importance of leaders acknowledging 

the accountability mechanisms underpinning national academic standards and 

sharing these with teachers as part of leading change.  This also suggested that 

leaders supported their teachers to make links between their school’s context and its 

improvement pathway and the broader, national educational context and vision.   

 

The actions falling under the theme of ‘practical activities’ related to school 

improvement initiatives which senior leaders had initiated or facilitated and which 

involved both internal and external collaborations.  These activities were illustrative of 

senior leaders promoting collaborative activities associated with their school’s cultural 
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structures and systems for teachers’ professional learning (Southworth,  2004).  This 

echoed Southworth’s (2004) assertion that ‘teachers’ professional learning lies at the 

heart of school improvement’ (p.128), and Munro’s (2011) suggestion that a conducive 

culture for improvement ‘scaffolds a systematic set of professional learning 

opportunities’ (p.57).   

 

Senior leaders referred to opportunities for internal and external collaborations for their 

teachers in relation to: working with partner schools, peer collaboration work with 

stronger colleagues from the teachers’ school or with  Advanced Skills Teachers 

(ASTs), leaders modelling practice to teachers and directly supporting them, teachers 

working in professional learning groups and trialling initiatives, and activities 

undertaken within a learning network.   

 

The actions through which senior leaders nurtured ‘teacher resilience (including 

emotional wellbeing and commitment to change)’  related to undertaking the following: 

• establishing trust and professional relationships 

• protecting teachers and role-modelling 

• structuring and prioritising tasks 

• nurturing a joint responsibility to support resilience 

 

Some of these actions did not directly relate to learning opportunities or school 

improvement initiatives.  However, they aligned with the conditions which I felt senior 

leaders established to enhance teachers’ commitment to change and, in so doing, 

would increase the likelihood for teachers to engage with relevant learning 

opportunities.  The actions were indicative of enhancing a teacher’s positive state of 

mind and wellbeing and the development of a positive, caring school atmosphere 

(Bingham and Bubb, 2017), which would also be supportive of teachers and of their 

commitment to school improvement initiatives (Day and Sammons, 2013; Day and Gu, 

2014). 

 

The sub-research question posed was: 

How might knowledge about the ways in which senior leaders  

 



 
 

140 
 

organise teacher learning  be developed with reference  to  key 

areas and the stages of transformative learning theory?  

 

I have explored two dimensions of transformative learning theory.  The first related to 

some of its key areas to consider how the theory might contribute to an understanding 

about how senior leaders create the conditions for teacher learning associated with 

change.  The second dimension explored the staged nature of the theory.  This 

dimension considered the stages that a learner might experience when change is seen 

as necessary, when preparations for action are taken, and when action is taken. 

 

To answer my sub-research question, the themes that emerged during data analysis 

- the conditions established by senior leaders for supporting the teacher learning 

associated with change - were interpreted against the following key areas:  

1. meaning schemes – associated with leaders’ awareness of teachers’ 

understanding of change, for example, in their teaching practice 

2. meaning perspectives – associated with leaders aligning teachers’ world views 

about education with the national and school’s perspective about school 

improvement  

3. triggers for a perspective transformation (a disorienting dilemma) - associated 

with senior leaders supporting teachers’ critical (self-) reflection about their 

practice, pedagogy or educational world views, as triggers for change  

4. perspective transformation – where senior leaders could have engendered 

changes in teachers’ perspectives about their practice, pedagogy or 

educational views 

5. types of adult learning – where senior leaders could have promoted 

instrumental (technical) and/ or dialogic (communicative) learning   

6. degrees of autonomy - granted to teachers by senior leaders  

7. resilience – how leaders could have supported teachers’ resilience, emotions 

and commitment to change 

 

These key areas are relevant to how the theory might develop our understanding of 

teacher learning associated with change; they are conducive to supporting conditions 

for learning.  
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All of the activities described by the leaders, except those for supporting resilience, 

were referenced against all or virtually all of the key areas.  These key areas were 

associated with senior leaders’ actions which could:  

• trigger a teacher’s thought processes that underpinned a need for them to learn 

as part of school improvement (to promote shifts in a teacher’s meaning 

schemes and perspectives, and to trigger a disorienting dilemma as a basis for 

perspective transformation)   

• support instrumental (technical) and/ or dialogic (communicative) learning 

about teaching practice  

• be conducive to teachers being granted some degree of autonomy with learning 

as part of the process of change  

• be conducive to senior leaders supporting teachers’ resilience, attending to 

their emotional wellbeing and garnering their commitment to change   

 

The senior leaders’ actions were generally made within the context of an urgent need 

for change.  These actions, associated with the key areas of transformative learning 

theory, could help senior leaders create the conditions for teacher learning associated 

with an urgent need for improvements in teacher practice.  

 

The conditions that senior leaders established to support teachers’ resilience 

(including their emotional wellbeing and commitment to change) were:  

• establishing trust and professional relationships 

• protecting teachers and role-modelling 

• structuring and prioritising tasks 

• having a joint responsibility to support resilience   

 

They could be deemed to be conducive to an environment which foster the other key 

areas of transformative learning theory, and which in turn would support the conditions 

for teacher learning associated with change.  These actions to nurture resilience 

simultaneously support a teacher’s positive state of mind and wellbeing and enhance 

a positive, caring school atmosphere - these elements are noted within literature as 

being supportive of teachers and of their commitment during school improvement 

initiatives (Day and Sammons, 2013; Day and Gu, 2014). 
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The second dimension of transformative learning theory is its staged nature.  Despite 

that, the referencing of the conditions conducive for teacher learning (described 

above) against the stages could be of use to senior leaders.  They could use the 

examples presented to develop opportunities to trigger their teachers’ actions, and to 

help them prepare for and take action, in relation to professional learning associated 

with changes in teaching  practice.  

 

The opportunities senior leaders provided which could have enabled teachers to 

experience the ‘triggers for action’ (disorienting dilemmas, self-examination, and 

critical (self-) reflection) were highlighted within each data analysis theme, except for 

those categorised under ‘supporting teacher resilience’.  For actions categorised within 

‘understanding the need for change’, this seemed appropriate since this 

understanding was considered conducive to triggering mental processes for change.  

In addition, examples of senior leaders having conversations with teachers involving 

wake-up calls and ultimatums were also referenced against the stages associated with 

‘preparing for action’ and ‘taking action’.  I felt that this was appropriate because these 

conversations appeared to serve as sombre warnings that changes needed to occur 

in teachers’ practices and could have motivated them to prepare for and take action.   

 

The practical tasks involving internal and external collaborations, organised by senior 

leaders for teachers, were referenced against the first three stages associated with 

‘triggers for action’ and the stages associated with ‘preparing for action’ and ‘taking 

action’.   In relation to referencing these against the ‘triggers for  action’ – the initiating 

thought processes for learning and change – this seemed pertinent since most of the 

collaborations were associated with an urgent need to improve practice.  The 

referencing of the collaborative tasks against ‘preparing for action’ and ‘taking action’ 

resonated with Mezirow’s (1990a) assertion that  ‘Learning includes acting on… 

insights’ (p.xvi) from critical (self-) reflection.   

 

No activity was referenced against the stage relating to sharing discontent with others.  

This may be explained by appreciating that the leaders were discussing in interview: 

school improvement, ideas about teacher learning, and supporting teacher resilience.  

They were not describing activities they had provided to engender their teachers’ 

transformative learning or how their comments were associated with the theory.  
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Therefore, there was no expectation that every stage would be represented; indeed, 

it has been acknowledged that not every stage is necessary within transformative 

learning theory (see Taylor, 1997; Percy, 2005; Kitchenham, 2008).  There is no stage 

in the theory which was directly relevant to leaders nurturing teacher resilience.  

However, it could be suggested that conditions supportive of resilience (including 

emotional wellbeing and commitment to change) might connect to the stages of 

transformative learning theory because they would be conducive to the environment 

in which the stages played out.  

 

In summary, I have found that the conditions established by senior leaders for teacher 

learning associated with improvements in teaching practice within the context of 

change are: supporting teachers to understand the need for change; initiating or 

facilitating internal and external collaborations between their teachers and a variety of 

partners; and supporting teachers’ resilience, which also encompasses attending to 

their emotional wellbeing and commitment to change.   I have also found that these 

conditions may be interpreted against key areas of transformative learning theory and 

some aspects of the stages of the theory.  This can help to explain the conditions 

provided by leaders for teacher learning, and how the learning may occur through 

stages of triggering mental processes to take action, preparations for taking action and 

the actual taking action. 

 

6.4  Contribution of my research to knowledge 

To answer my two research questions, this research has explored two areas.  Firstly, 

it has made links, where relevant, between literature on the context and culture of 

leadership and change, and the themes emerging from my data about the conditions 

which senior leaders created for teacher learning as part of change.   I proposed that 

teacher learning could be facilitated by senior leaders when they undertook the 

following: developed teachers’ understanding about the need for change; initiated or 

facilitated internal and external collaborative activities as part of school improvement 

strategies; and supported teachers’ resilience, including their emotions and 

commitment to change. 

 

Secondly, it has examined how an understanding of this topic may be developed with 

reference to key areas and the stages of transformative learning theory.  The research 
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used this theory about ‘adult learning addressed to those involved in helping adults 

learn’ (Mezirow, 1991, p.33) as a conceptual framework.  This was to further an 

understanding about the role of English primary senior leaders in developing  teachers’ 

professional learning which ‘lies at the heart of school improvement’ (Southworth, 

2004, p.128).  I had been unable to find previous studies which made use of this theory 

to understand how senior leaders could support teachers’ professional learning in 

English primary schools; my work, therefore, marks a unique contribution to 

knowledge.   

 

Transformative learning theory acknowledges that it is ‘not enough to understand 

intellectually the need to change the way one acts; one requires emotional strength 

and an act of will in order to move forward’ (Mezirow, 1991, p.171).  This suggests that 

change is also dependent upon the emotional strength and determination associated 

with resilience.  My research has explored the value of senior leaders supporting the 

conditions for teachers’ resilience, including their emotional wellbeing and  

commitment to change.  The themes that emerged in relation to resilience were 

indicative of promoting a teacher’s positive state of mind and wellbeing, and a caring 

school atmosphere (Bubb and Bingham, 2017).  These areas could support teachers’ 

commitment during school improvement initiatives (Day and Sammons, 2013; Day and 

Gu, 2014). 

 

Extracts from leaders’ interviews were used to illustrate the data analysis themes (the 

conducive learning conditions) and were interpreted against key areas and the stages 

of transformative learning theory.  These could help inform other senior leaders who 

wish to develop conditions to support teachers’ professional learning associated with 

improvements to teaching practice and could strengthen their leadership of change. 

 

6.5  Dissemination 

Upon completion of my Ed.D, I will provide a brief explanation of transformative 

learning theory and a ‘key findings’ report for the participants.  This report will 

incorporate an executive summary, conclusions and recommendations, as 

recommended by Burton, Brundrett and Jones (2014), to enable the leaders to reflect 

on any relevance for their leadership where they facilitate teacher learning as part of 

change.  Further to this, I will use my thesis as a basis to write journal articles, e.g. 
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within the area of transformative learning theory and adult learning, and to present at 

research conferences such as BERA.  This is in line with my employer’s drive to 

disseminate my research to a professional audience.  

 

6.6  Future research 

As I develop my research in the future, I could examine senior leaders’ perspectives 

about transformative learning theory and report on specific programmes of school 

improvement associated with transformative learning.  Given that one of my new 

professional roles is to support teachers as researchers, this could be conducted 

through cycles of action research, which have been linked to transformative learning 

theory (Mezirow, 1991; Christie et al., 2015).  Nixon (2016) has presented research 

about how senior leaders participated on an equal level as their teachers to advance 

action research strategies to benefit student outcomes.  If senior leaders were to 

experience/ gain an understanding about transformative learning, e.g. within an action 

research context, they might consider more conscious or deliberate use of its stages 

(Illeris, 2014; Cranton, 2016) as part of their leadership of teacher learning to support 

school improvement.   

 

Commonalities between transformative learning theory and action research include: 

active participation to develop an action plan, promotion of dialogue, undertaking 

action, observing and analysing the consequences, and critical reflection on the results 

to inform further successive cycles of planning, action and reflection (Mezirow, 1991; 

Taylor, 2007; Christie et al., 2015).  However, the body of literature which links 

transformative learning theory with educational action research (e.g. see Taylor, 2007; 

Christie et al., 2015) is small and is limited to adult and higher education, rather than 

the primary sector.  In the future then, my future research might contribute to exploring 

how a relationship between action research and transformative learning theory could 

support primary school senior leaders to develop teacher learning associated with 

change.  Such a project might be undertaken through monitoring teacher-led action 

research projects (Lambirth and Cabral, 2016) as part of a situated learning approach, 

rather than solely relying on self-reported-incidents of the occurrence of transformative 

learning, which is a weakness ascribed to previous research (Lundgren and Poell, 

2016).  In any such future project, I could include an examination of the inherent 

tensions  between the autonomy and the jurisdictions of teachers involved in action 
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research projects (Bubb, 2010; Lambirth and Cabral, 2016; see also Nixon, 2016).  

Not only is this pertinent for those who advocate the importance of free choice within 

action research (Lambirth and Cabral, 2016), but it also resonates with discussions 

about the individual freedoms underpinning transformative learning theory (e.g.  

Mezirow, 1991; Cranton, 1996; Cranton, 2016).  Moreover, a dilemma in an 

individual’s professional practice can act as a catalyst for action research, echoing 

how a disorienting dilemma can trigger individual transformation (Christie et al., 2015).  

Therefore, it could prove worthwhile to explore whether teachers experience 

transformative learning when engaging with action research, to examine the difference 

it makes to how they see themselves as learners and the ways in which they engage 

with professional learning relevant to school improvement.       

 

6.7  Conclusion 

My thesis has explored how English primary school senior leaders create conditions 

for teacher learning, associated with improvements to practice, within the context of 

change, and how this might be interpreted with reference to transformative learning 

theory.  Identifying the conditions for learning was based on themes that emerged from 

leaders’ responses to interview questions about leading change, teachers as learners 

and supporting teacher resilience.  Reference to transformative learning theory was 

undertaken because the theory is addressed to ‘those involved in helping adults learn’ 

(Mezirow, 1991, p.33) within the context of change.  I feel that my research has 

highlighted the important role that senior leaders undertake as the educators and 

facilitators involved with teacher learning as part of change.  I believe that my research 

could benefit leaders wishing to deepen and strengthen their leadership of change by 

considering the conditions they create for teacher learning.   

 

My contribution to knowledge has been presented around three areas:  exploring links 

between the context and culture of leadership and the conditions senior leaders create 

to develop teacher learning which is associated with change; referencing the 

conditions necessary to support teacher learning against the key areas and stages of 

transformative learning theory; and exploring the value of senior leaders supporting 

the conditions for teacher resilience.   
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‘Teacher change is the key to educational change and the way 

children’s learning will happen in the future.  Without creating a 

positive learning environment for teachers, we cannot hope to 

create educational change on a wider scale’  

(Walker, 2002, p.142). 

 

I have shown that senior leaders can nurture teacher learning positively, even against 

the demands of an accountability framework, within a culture of providing professional 

learning opportunities via appropriate support mechanisms, structures and systems.  I 

believe an understanding of how the conditions are created by senior leaders for this 

learning as part of school-based change, including opportunities for critical reflection 

and/ or critical self-reflection, may be developed with reference to transformative 

learning theory.  This is because it is a theory addressed to those supporting adult 

learners making change (Mezirow, 1991).  
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Section 2  Research Summary 

Please provide an overview of your research.  This can include some or all of the following: 

purpose of the research, aims, main research questions, research design, participants, sampling, 

data collection, reporting and dissemination.  It is expected that this will take approximately 200-

300 words, and you may write more if you feel it is necessary. 

Purpose of research 
Given my professional, educational panorama, contextualised by the national demands for raised 
academic standards and international competition, I want to make current school improvement as 
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the stages, phases and contradictions linked to change.  I wish to explore how teachers' thinking and 
practice might be transformed by leaders of English primary schools and how they can engender 
change within their institutions.  One popular tenet of driving change is Mezirow's (1991) conception 
of transformative learning and seeing oneself as a learner in the process of change.  I deem it prudent 
to explore this as part of my future research, whilst examining ideas about environmental and 
contextual structures that help staff to fully engage with professional learning.   
 
Simultaneously, I am interested in considering whether participants' ideas encompass a more 
holistic, educational approach which aims to nurture the ‘whole’ child.  Themes and ideas might 
extend ideas about prevalent, English educational paradigms beyond pupil achievement in statistical 
league tables to consider the nature and intentions of, and future possibilities and implications for, 
educationalists, education and ultimately opportunities for future society.  Ideas might be suggested 
which can enhance professional practice for myself, my workspace and for practitioners in similar 
positions.   To my knowledge, no one has explored the utility of Mezirow's theory for primary school 
educationalists to improve practice within the current English educational landscape.  
 
Main research questions  

• What are leaders' conceptions of education and school transformation? 

• In what ways can senior leaders instigate change in their school? 

• What do senior leaders think might underpin approaches to school improvement to 
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Research design 
I will be employing a small scale, qualitative enquiry into the perceptions of deputy headteachers and 
headteachers.  The raw data will comprise of interviewees’ in-depth verbal responses, and contextual 
details about the interview noted by the researcher.  I will use a constructivist, interpretive approach 
to data analysis. 
 
Participants and Sampling 
I will use purposive sampling to identify participants for the research.  Although this sampling limits 
external validity, ‘it does not pretend to represent the wider population’. (Cohen, Manion and 
Morrison, 2007, p.115).  This procedure will enable me to meet particular requirements of a project 
(Robson, 2002), specifically to access those who have ‘in-depth knowledge’ because of their 
‘professional role’ (Cohen, 2007, p.115).     By conducting interviews, I wish to examine the 
perceptions of those who are responsible for and involved in the strategic management of change 
within schools, specifically headteachers and deputy headteachers.  Purposive sampling aligns itself 
to the interpretive/constructivist paradigm (Mertens, 1998), which I will be adopting for my research.   
 
I will be recruiting nine leaders, from primary state schools in urban environments in the south-east 
of England, by writing to them (see attached 'letter for participants and consent information').  
Suburban schools in the south-east of England, which includes my setting, have certain similarities, 
for example economic, social and cultural diversity; pupils entering the English education system 
from abroad; pupil mobility linked to immigration and migration; English as an additional language.  
These aspects can impact upon a school's academic standards. 
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Schools will be selected from those that have had their inspection based upon the current 2012 
Ofsted framework (see Ofsted, 2014), when the last major raft of watchdog changes occurred.  I 
intend to have a sample of three leaders from each of the following OFSTED school inspection 
outcome categories: ‘outstanding’, ‘good’ and ‘requires improvement’. 
 
Data collection 
Semi-structured interviews will be used to examine the perceptions of headteachers and deputy 
headteachers who are responsible for and involved in the strategic management and implementation 
of change within their schools.  Semi-scripted interviews will be employed because I am planning to 
use an interpretive paradigm to guide my research and wish to explore perspectives in depth.  l will 
use a semi-scripted format to have guided conversations underpinned by fluid rather than rigid 
questions, providing flexibility over the order, alteration or omission of questions (Robson, 2002; 
Simons, 2009) should participants feel reticent to answer.  It also enables me to interrogate or clarify 
participants’ responses as part of an interpretive approach.  Semi-scripted interviews were utilised to 
gather additional, relevant information in McCrone et al.’s (2008) research, which honed in on school 
improvement strategies as part of research into change management.  I had considered consulting 
with colleagues through group interviews, but rejected this for fear of the participants becoming less 
likely to discuss sensitive aspects of school improvement pertinent to their setting.   
 
I intend to carry out two, thirty-minute interviews - one during the Autumn 2014 term and the other 
during the Spring 2015 term. The reason for two interviews is to enable participants to note any 
instances of teacher learning during the interim period between interviews.  Colleagues might be 
asked to keep a journal of critical incidents to share in the second interview and which might prompt 
further questions as part of a co-researching exercise.  This should also facilitate an enhanced depth 
of shared understanding about educational concepts over which we deliberate.    
 
Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007) advocate that interviews should be located within private, quiet 
settings. I will suggest that interviews should occur within participants’ private offices, where they are 
less likely to be disturbed. I propose to audio-record the interviews to assist subsequent, iterative, 
data analysis as part of a constructivist approach.  Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007) warn that 
audio recordings can distort the data and reduce the complexity of a social encounter, because of its 
remoteness from the original interview, by negating contextual factors such as visual and non-verbal 
features.  In line with their recommendations, I will note these details as they may acquire significance 
during analysis.  
 
Reporting and dissemination 
I will produce a ‘key headlines report’, to be based on a summary of selected key findings and 
produced for participants at the conclusion of my thesis.  I also intend to report back to colleagues 
within my own setting, which might influence their practice and support school transformation, change 
and, in the long term, improve standards for pupils. 
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Robson, C. (2002). Real World Research. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. 
 
Simons, H.  (2009).  Case Study Research in Practice.  London: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

 

Section 3  Security-sensitive material 

Security sensitive research includes:  commissioned by the military; commissioned under an EU 
security call; involves the acquisition of security clearances; concerns terrorist or extreme groups. 

a. Will your project consider or encounter security-sensitive material? 
Yes  

 
No  X

 

 

Section 4  Research participants Tick all that apply 

   Early years/pre-school 
   Primary School age 5-11 
   Secondary School age 12-16 
   Young people aged 17-18 

   Unknown  
   Advisory/consultation groups 
   No participants 

√    Adults please specify below 
Headteachers and deputy headteachers of primary 
schools 

 

Section 5  Research methods Tick all that apply 

√   Interviews 
  Focus groups 
  Questionnaire 
  Action research 
  Observation 
  Literature review 

  Controlled trial/other intervention study 
  Use of personal records 
  Systematic review 
  Secondary data analysis 
  Other, give details:         

 
Section 8  Ethical issues 

What are the ethical issues which may arise in the course of your research, and how will they be 
addressed?  

 
I will adhere to the Institute of Education’s ethical guidelines (IOE, 2010; IOE 2013; IOE, 2014a; IOE, 
2014b), which requires the British Educational Research Association’s (BERA, 2011) code of practice 
to be followed and the submission of an ethics approval form and associated information (IOE 2014c).  
Although voluntary informed consent is an ethically integral, contractual relationship between the 
researcher and researched (McNamee, 2001; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007), it has limitations 
(Malone, 2003).  Specifically, both the researcher and researched can be unaware of how a 
qualitative study may develop over time (Zeni, 2001; Malone, 2003; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 
2007).   I am cognisant that acknowledgement and consideration of ethical issues at the planning 
phase does not preclude other ethical quandaries from arising during subsequent research phases.  
Ethical standards are often abstract, challenging researchers with their application (Simons, 2009).  
Nevertheless, I will provide potential participants with sufficient information to explain the intention of 
the research and the research process, as well as clarifying inherent delineations of anonymity and 
confidentiality.  Potential participants will also be invited to contact me should they have any further 
questions regarding the research.  This should support them to decide whether or not they wish to 
participate in the research without being under any compulsion.    
 
I am mindful that participants may have perceptions of there being a differential of power between 
themselves, as interviewees and considering themselves as being in a vulnerable position, and me,  
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as a researcher (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007).  In the informed consent letter, I will reduce 
barriers by positioning my status as a doctoral student undertaking research, akin to a ‘researching 
professional’ (student), (Bourner, Bowden and Laing, 2001; Wellington and Sikes, 2006) or a 
'scholarly professional' (Gregory, 1997) rather than a ‘professional researcher’.   Moreover, I am 
positioned between the polarities of being both an insider and outsider researcher (Bridges, 2001; 
Loxley and Seery, 2008).  I am an insider as a professional member of the educational community 
serving as a deputy headteacher, but an outsider to potential participants' individual institutions.  
Advantages to insider or member research (Sikes and Potts, 2008) is that it enables a researcher to 
undertake a study in a location of which they have intimate knowledge and an understanding of the 
context (Robson, 2002).  This assists the researcher to maintain a degree of sensitivity, knowing best 
how to approach people and to be attentive to their responses, and retain some status of ‘street 
credibility’, with an understanding of the requirements and demands of the profession (Robson, 
2002).  Hence, I have explicitly indicated that I am a deputy headteacher on the potential participant 
letter.  These aspects may facilitate the interview, in addition to supporting the interpretation of 
participants’ comments at the analysis stage.      
 
Participants might also fear that they may be ‘exposed if they share information or be at risk if they 
raise problems that may be very relevant to the issue' (Smyth and Holian, 2008, p.40). Indeed, a 
semi-structured, interpersonal interview ‘encourages an openness that can lead to unexpected 
disclosures of issues interviewees would have preferred to keep private’ (Simons, 2009, p.43).  For 
example, I am cognisant that I will be garnering the potentially sensitive nature of participants' 
perspectives relating to school improvement and the standards agenda of raising academic 
achievement in English and mathematics.  Such discussion might affect a colleague's professional 
identity, and therefore, I need to approach with extreme caution.   The fundamental, ethical principle 
of doing no harm will need to be reviewed during the interview process and when producing the final 
report so that ‘I do not unintentionally exploit a person’s openness’ (Simons, 2009, p.97).    To help 
reduce anxiety, I will inform them that pseudonyms will be used in the thesis report for their name 
and their school's name, and no contextual details will be divulged in a ‘key headlines report’, to be 
based on a summary of selected key findings and produced for participants at the conclusion of my 
thesis.  This degree of anonymity will be upheld for any future reports or presentations based upon 
my research. 
 
Representing the views of participants within a research report is fraught with tension, and questions 
of credibility could be used to critique my research which is exploring participants’ perspectives about 
education, educational transformation, facilitating educational change in their school and how these 
impact upon pupil achievement.    I wish to capture their views, ideas and reactions, both the positive 
aspects and the challenges as part of their school’s past, present and future learning journey.  I 
concede that the authenticity can also be challenged by the mere fact that I have my own perspective 
when interpreting the data which might (though hopefully not) misrepresent interviewees’ spoken 
thoughts. To increase validity, I could ask participants to corroborate my views as part of a process 
called member checking (Robson, 2002).  However, this could engender problems linked to 
comments they make about any sensitive areas which they raise about  education generally or in 
their school.  For example, interviewees may see comments that they wish not to appear, disagree 
with my interpretation or increase a propensity for participants to withdraw consent for including their 
comments in the final report (ibid.).  Moreover, this could impact upon time constraints for completing 
my research.  Thus, even though I am sympathetic to participants co-authoring statements with the 
researcher within a semi-structured interview (Kvale, cited in Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007, 
p.349), I openly acknowledge that the findings are located within my perspective.  I aim to guard 
against researcher bias and misinterpretation (Mertens, 1998; Gubrium and Holstein 2002; Cohen, 
Manion and Morrison, 2007) of the qualitative data through the use of audio recordings (Opie, 2004) 
to facilitate interpretation after transcription, by undertaking audit trails (Mertens, 1998; Cohen, 
Manion and Morrison, 2007;) with my research supervisor for cautionary and reflective measures.   
 
Oakley (1981, p.41) suggests that 'finding out about people through interviewing is best achieved 
when the relationship of the interviewer and interviewee is non-hierarchical and when the interviewer 
is prepared to invest his or her own professional identity in the relationship'.  I feel that this helped to 
facilitate participants' responses in my IFS where I interviewed deputy headteachers - professional 
colleagues at an equal level of seniority to myself.  However, even when I interviewed a headteacher,  
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who naturally had a more senior position to me, she explored very sensitive issues of her professional 
credibility which directly related to her professional identity.  Her responses provided rich data, which 
I reflected upon in my findings.  My target population for my thesis is similar to my IFS to the extent 
that I will be recruiting senior leaders who will be headteachers or deputy headteachers.    
 
Potential participants will be informed that I wish to audio-record the interviews for the purposes of 
making transcripts and subsequent analysis.  Nevertheless, I am aware that interviewees may feel 
uncomfortable with using a recording device to produce an electronic record (Yin, 2009).  However, 
I will explain that the data sets will be accessible only to my research supervisor and me, who have 
no direct links to or authority over the participants.  Additionally, I will advise prospective interviewees 
that the data will be stored securely on my computer and destroyed on conclusion of my thesis.  
Although I will clarify to participants that their responses will not be used against them, I am aware 
that they might ask for some comments to be kept confidential.   As long as these are not associated 
with professional malpractice or counteract a legal duty of care within education, I will accede to their 
request.   
 
I will notify participants that probing questions might cause them to partially answer or avoid 
responding (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007), and, therefore, I intend to frame questions which I 
would feel comfortable answering. Although this step is intended to minimise tension because of the 
potentially intrusive nature of interview questions, there remains a contentious element.  Malone 
(2003, p.812) questions the golden rule ‘never to take actions upon others that we would not be 
satisfied to have taken upon us’ as recommended by Lincoln (1990) and Smith (1990).   Malone 
(2003, p.812) questions the human 'ability to sufficiently imagine ourselves in others' positions, 
especially when our judgement may be clouded by the rationalization of self-interest'.  In my context, 
this locates me as a self-interested doctoral student undertaking interviews to gather data for my 
thesis.  Therefore, I will also advise participants that should they feel uncomfortable with responding 
to any of the questions, then they may decline to answer  
 
Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007) stress interviews should occur within private, quiet settings.  I 
will suggest to participants that interviews are conducted within their private offices at school or at an 
appropriately private but professional space.  Colleagues will be informed that once I receive a 
declaration of their interest, via post, phone, e-mail or text, to be interviewed, I will contact them to 
arrange appropriate next steps and for them to sign a consent form. 
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at: http://www.nwp.org/cs/public/print/resource/ethicalissues/epilogue/zeni.html.  [Last accessed 15th 
December 2013.] 

 

Section 9  Attachments Please attach the following items to this form, or explain if not attached   

a.  
Information sheet and other materials to be used to inform potential 
participants about the research. 

Yes X  No   

b.  Consent form 
Yes X  No   

c.  The proposal for the project, if applicable N/A 
Yes   

No  X

 

d.  
Approval letter from external Research Ethics Committee, if 
applicable N/A 

Yes   
No  X 

 

      

 
Section 10  Declaration 

 I confirm that to the best of my knowledge this is a full description of the ethics issues that may 

arise in the course of this project 

Name Ashley Brett 

Date 30th May 2014 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.nwp.org/cs/public/print/resource/ethicalissues/epilogue/zeni.html
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Dear  
 
Invitation to participate in doctoral research 
 
I am a deputy headteacher and research student currently undertaking a Doctor in 
Education at the Institute of Education, University of London. My area of research is 
centred on school leaders' ideas about their teachers’ learning and resilience 
associated with education, school improvement and change.  I am writing to invite you 
to participate in my study, which will take place in the Autumn and Spring terms of next 
academic year and involve two 30-45 minute interviews - one in the Autumn 2014 term 
and one in the Spring 2015 term. 
 
I have included details (see below) of the research in the form of an information 
handout, but am happy to answer any questions you have before you agree.  If, after 
reading the information, you feel potentially interested or wish to have a discussion, 
please do contact me via my personal details at the top of this letter.  

 

I would be delighted if you could participate in this project and very much look forward 
to hearing from you. Thank you for taking the time to consider this invitation. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

 

 

Ashley Brett 

 

 

Potential participant’s name and 

address details 

Ashley Brett 
(Residential address supplied) 
 
e-mail: address supplied  
Telephone or text: mobile number 
supplied 
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School leaders' ideas about their teachers’ learning and resilience associated with 

education, school improvement and change  

(September 2014 – April 2016) 

Information for potential participants  
My name is Ashley Brett and I am a Doctor in Education student at the Institute of 
Education, University of London.  This leaflet tells you about my research.  If, after 
reading the attached details, you feel potentially interested or wish to have a 
discussion, please may I invite you to contact me via my personal details at the top of 
this letter. I am pleased to answer further questions that you may have and to explain 
the research process in more detail. 
 
Why is this research being done? 
This research is being undertaken to gather your thoughts about being a leader and 
making changes in your school as part of school improvement and the teacher learning 
and resilience which underpins this.  I am interested in representing your perspectives 
and your personal experience.  The interview discussions and research findings might 
have relevance for and positively support others in similar leadership positions.   
 
Who will be in the project? 
Nine primary school leaders, from a range of schools, will participate in this research.  
 
What will happen during the research? 
Participation in the research will involve one-to-one interview conversations in two 
parts - one in the Autumn 2014 term and one in the Spring 2015 term.  
 
What will the questions focus on?  
Themes will focus on your perspectives about facilitating educational change in your 
school, and how this might be nurtured through conditions which support your 
teachers’ learning and their resilience.    I wish to capture your views and ideas, both 
the positive aspects and the challenges as part of your school’s learning journey.  
 
What will happen to you if you take part? 
The interviews can take place at your school and I will liaise with you about a suitable 
time.   
 
If you agree to participate, I will make an audio recording of the interview so that I can 
transcribe it and use the transcript for my analysis. I am not looking for right or wrong 
answers; I am only interested in your thoughts.  The audio recording and the raw data 
transcripts will be destroyed at the end of my doctoral studies. 
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Could there be problems for you if you take part? 
There are no envisaged problems with you being interviewed and no responses will 
be used against you*.  I acknowledge that probing questions may make some people 
uneasy.  I shall endeavour to use questions which I would feel comfortable answering.    
Should you feel uncomfortable with answering any of the questions during the 
interview, then we will not pursue them. If you have any problems during the research 
process, please inform me.   
 
I wish to clarify my position as an independent research student bound to 
confidentiality and ethical principles to which I must adhere.  I hope that this fosters 
your trust and confidence in me as a researcher to share honest and open responses. 
 
Will doing the research help you? 
I hope you will enjoy participating in this research. Some people find the experience 
of contributing to doctoral research quite novel and exciting, and the opportunity to 
reflect on and talk about their personal experiences a positive and useful endeavour.  
Indeed, some participants feel that the research process and conversations help them 
from a personal, professional point of view, because they have the opportunity to 
reflect and time to think.  
 
Who will know that you have participated in the research? 
Your responses will be treated within the limits of research confidentiality and not 
discussed with other participants or any member of your school community or local 
authority*.  The raw data collected during the research will only be accessible to me 
and university research supervisors, whom are external to your school, the local 
authority and have no direct links to or authority over you.  This data will contribute to 
key headline summaries and conclusions, and brief extracts might be referenced or 
referred to.   However, the school name and your personal name will be altered to 
enhance anonymity in my final thesis report which I will submit as part of my doctorate.  
Audio recordings, transcripts and notes will be stored in a safe place and destroyed at 
the conclusion of my doctoral studies.   
 
I will produce a ‘key headlines report’ upon the conclusion of my studies.  This report 
will be a summary of selected key findings specifically written for participants. 
  
This research will be reviewed and approved by the Research Ethics Committee, 
University of London, prior to the interview stage. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(*as long as these are not related to professional malpractice or counteract a legal duty of care within 

education) 
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Do you have to take part?  
There is no obligation for you to participate, and you have the option of withdrawing 
from the research process at any time, or choose not to answer some of the questions, 
without being under any duress.  
 
You can inform me of your interest to participate or make further enquiries by e-mail, 
text or telephone, details of which are listed at the top of the letter addressed to you 
or at the end of this information handout.  I will then contact you to provide further 
details and/or answer any questions you may have.  I will liaise with you about a time 
to undertake the formal interviews.  Should you be willing to participate, you can sign 
a consent form prior to or at the interview stage.  
 
Will you know about the research results? 
I will send you a short report to document the key findings by August 2016.  Should 
there be a delay, I will keep you updated accordingly. 
   
Who is funding the research?    
I am funding this research. 
 
 
This research will be reviewed and approved by the Research Ethics Committee, 
University of London, prior to the formal interview stage. I adhere to the British 
Education Research Association’s ethical guidelines (BERA, 2011). 
  
 
Thank you for reading this information 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ashley Brett 
(Residential address supplied) 
 
e-mail: address supplied  
Telephone or text: mobile number 
supplied 
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Main questions Prompts 

What does education mean to you?  
 
If you were Education Minister, what would 
the education system be like?  
 
Is there anything from educational systems 
abroad which you would like to adopt?  
 

Your view aligning with government view? 
 
Challenges in education  
 
Standards agenda 
 
View about national curriculum  
 

What does school transformation mean to 
you? 
 
Do you see school transformation and 
improvement the same or different? /How 
do you compare school transformation with 
school improvement? 
 
Has your school undergone transformation 
or improvement? 

National changes (as transformative) 
 
National curriculum 
 
Personal examples of transformation 
 

What changes have you instigated in  
your school? 
 

How?  
 
Challenges 
 
Do(ne) anything differently? 
 
Vision driving the change? 
 
Supported by educational frameworks - 
government policy  
 
Enabled to make change - effect of Ofsted 
grading 
 
Impact on children 

Were there any shifts in teachers' 
perspectives to engage with change? OR 
If there was one key thing you could do to 
transform teachers' perspectives, what 
would that be? 
 
 
Has your leadership role radically 
transformed or has it slowly developed?  
 
Has your leadership style altered over time 
in this school? 

Examples 
 
If there was one key thing you could do to 
transform teachers' perspectives, what would 
that be? 
 
What changed their (teachers) perspective? 
 
What things helped teachers' learning? 
Teacher reactions to change/attitudes 
(perspective)/ turnover 
 
Teachers 'buying into'/supporting change/ 
teacher stability 

What's the vision for the school? - (added 
in after Phyllis’s interview) 

Future vision of school 
Future changes for the school 
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                   Main questions                                             Prompts 

How have things moved on, since I last 
spoke to you, regarding teachers as 
learners? 

 

Given all the demands and pressures 
which a teacher faces, is there a way to 
support teachers to see the school's 
bigger picture? 
 
How do you get teachers to understand 
themselves as learners to engage with 
change? 
 
How do you get teachers to be 
learners? 
 
How do you create a learning culture 
amongst teachers? 

Learning communities 
 

What is your understanding of teacher 
resilience?  
  
'How do you define teacher resilience?'  
- (refined after Geoff’s interview) 
 
Do you think (teacher) resilience can be 
taught or is it something innate? – 
(refined after Geoff’s interview) 
 
If you want to encourage a perspective 
change in teachers, to engage with 
change, how important do you think 
teacher resilience is? 
 
How can leaders develop the resilience 
of teachers? 

One off versus continuous/ daily 
 
Take with you/ different types built up in 
different settings 
 
Examples 
 
Impact on the children 
 
Leader resilience – how? 
 
Benefits 
 
Support its development 
 
Wellbeing 
 
Trust 
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Appendix 5  Initial content analysis of Interview 1 from the first set of 
interviews - general theme identification (REFER TO CAPITILIZED WORDS, 
WHICH ARE BRACKETED, UNDERLINED AND IN BOLD FONT) 
 
A.B.:  What does education mean to you?   
 
Phyllis: Everything.  Education is everything.  From the minute you get up to the 
minute you go to bed.  In the broader sense.  I'm going to pull on something I say to 
the children virtually every day and certainly every assembly.  A day away from 
Grassbanks School is a day wasted.  And a moment away from Grassbanks is a 
learning opportunity lost.  And if you speak to the kids here, they can echo that back 
to you.  Simply because everything they are exposed to something occurs; it's 
consolidation of something, it's repetition of something, or something completely new.  
Education is about moving yourself on in lots and lots of ways and if it doesn't happen 
there and then, it's about seeing what has to happen to improve the minds and body 
and life, just getting the max out of everything on offer.  That's education.  (REASON 
FOR EDUCATION - DRIVER FOR CHANGE AND POSSIBLE MOTIVATION FOR 
TEACHER LEARNING) 
 
It's also, I suppose, if you look at it from the side of the more standardised point-of-
view equipping children, adults, whatever the age, with the skills to learn and to move 
their own learning on to live a better life, to lead a good life, to lead the life they want 
to live.  And to see past their own noses, to know there is something else, even if they 
don't quite know what that is to have that curiosity, to go off, find it, search for it, and 
ultimately enjoy it.  That to me is education.  (IMPROVED LIFE CHANCES) 
 
There's a bit of fun in there too.  I think childhood is the most phenomenal time and 
experience, if allowed to be.  One of the things I said to someone once, to a parent 
who was complaining in another school where I was an Executive Head,  and her 
complaint was very valid on this occasion, and I said to her, "Fair enough leave it with 
me, and we'll make sure it doesn't happen again," and she said, "Thank you for 
listening."  And we talked about other things, “You know, the thing is, when children 
come here, I expect it to be joyful.  Yes, we have our bits and pieces and comings and 
goings, but you like to think they really want to come into school, because it's a joyful, 
safe place to be, and they enjoy the learning and they enjoy mixing with their friends, 
and they have their bits and pieces and they're nudging to find their way in society, but 
they're in a  place where they know they can do that, and still come out on top.  And I 
think that has to be key.  (FINDING YOURSELF) 
 
A.B.:  You were talking about children moving on in lots of different ways, 
moving themselves on.  What would you say were those ways, what areas? 
 
Phyllis: In terms of emotional development, in terms of social development, in 
terms of being able to co-exist, alongside other people in the world who may not be 
the same as them, who may be different in terms of what they believe in, how they live 
their lives, what their different abilities and disabilities might well be.  Moving on in 
those directions to be able to adapt, cope at worse, manage very effectively at best, 
themselves in any given situation, in an increasing confidence and proactive way, so 
that they're contributing as well as getting something out of the world that they actually 
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live in.  And particularly at a localised level, their own community.  (CONTRIBUTION 
TO SOCIETY - POTENTIAL GUIDING TOOL FOR TEACHERS FOR MORALE?) 
 
A.B.:  Would you say there are challenges that education is facing? 
 
Phyllis: On different levels, I think the most immediate challenge, and that's not 
just this year or next year, is how this somewhat open and liberated profession to a 
degree, how they actually respond to the freedom and how well children learn as a 
result of that.  Or how far diverse it may just go and how they keep an eye on that and 
how that's monitored.  I was going to say policed, but that's too strong.  Certainly 
monitored.  Because Ofsted's shifting the goalposts all the time.  Credibility can slip if 
that keeps happening.  You have to slip onto the Ofsted website to see what's 
changing, and there's something wrong with that because it should all be moving 
together.  (DEGREES OF SCHOOL AUTONOMY) 
 
A.B.:  What's your view about the standards agenda with English and Maths?  
(Question not necessary)  
 
Phyllis: I think the foundation subjects have taken a massive knock.  I think it's 
reflected in the very booklet we all got for the national curriculum on the most simplistic 
level.  It always does go to the English and the maths, and yes there has to be an 
absolute level that everyone has to reach.  But I think what gets forgotten, and I think 
what happens still is that it is not recognised that, at certain parts of children's growing 
through school, certain subjects and areas and approaches are there to develop 
aspects that need to be developed at that time of their lives.  So, the ongoing thing of 
early years versus older children, you should see role play you should see dressing 
up all the way through.  Children have already decided what they're good at and what 
they're not good at by the time they're 4, 5 years old.  That is so very wrong.  They 
have decided whether they are good at sport or not good at sport and excluded 
themselves from playing certain games in the playground at a very young age.  And 
that already has cut off a massive aspect of their lives.  And that's a development 
issue.  And there's very little recovery from that, because once they have that in there, 
that whole self-prophesising thing comes to be at a time when they are trying to seek 
and understand who they are and what they are in the world, with a sense of their own 
identity and value and importance.  They are being thrust towards these assessments 
and tests in various things or some sort of an explicit measure usually going back to 
the cores that gives them a picture of themselves, which doesn't mean to say it's 
accurate, it just puts in a shadow every other aspect of them.  And going back to the 
development of any child, the stage that we work in is frankly I think the most important, 
the primary stage, the early years of primary.  Because we want to protect them, well 
no we want to equip them to realise that some things we do better than others perhaps, 
but we have a passion different to others.  We are capable of trying everything and 
making our own decisions without feeling inadequate.  I think so many kids are made 
to feel inadequate now.  They don't realise that in their heads, which is why I think it 
leads really quickly and very directly into lots of mental health issues in young children, 
which the government is now only starting to recognise, which is shocking actually.  
Because a child can be depressed from toddler age, and the word depressed is usually 
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with adults, and it's not.  So, there are so many things with this age group that we work 
with that have to be recognised and taken into consideration, and not just English and 
Maths.  
 
But I've never felt the shackles of national agenda anyway, because I think if you are 
doing right by the school and children you're dealing with anyway, then of course to a 
degree you are going to be guided by some of that.  But actually, the needs that are 
there in front of you dictate what has to happen and it's how you make that happen 
which is your freedom.  And I would suggest the common thing, really simple, is 
parents will come in and say something about the homework and say, "I didn't want to 
show him the way I do it, because he gets upset and it's different to the teacher," and 
I'll say, "Our take on this is we don't care how they learn it, as long as they learn it, so 
let them choose their own method.  And if you think the one you have is better, then 
they'll decide for themselves."  But that's them being autonomous learners.  If you say, 
"No, no, you have to do what the teacher says," then you're doing them a disservice, 
so don't be afraid.  And I say the same to the teachers as well, especially the younger 
crew who haven't quite got the feel for that yet.  Whatever you have to do, just make 
sure they're making progress.  And sometimes you have to go off the beaten path to 
do that - feel the freedom to do that, you've got it now, so do it.   
 
A.B.: If you were Education Minister, what would the education system be like? 
(MEANING OF EDUCATION; VISION - POTENTIAL GUIDE FOR RATIONALE OF 
TEACHER LEARNING?) 
 
Phyllis: I think performance tables and I think accountability, the public 
accountability I feel has to be there.  I feel personally has to be there.  I think there has 
to be accountability at all levels, and I don't dispute that.  What I resent are the blunt 
tools by which that accountability comes about.  There are certain things, yes, that 
have to be and that's measuring and that's accountability, but there has got to be a 
better way of showing what schools do.  And showing off I should say what schools 
do, as opposed to this results-driven only, constant beating schools with a whip.   I 
would remove that.  I would have a huge department researching to help schools move 
forward and show what they can do in a published format that the public understand, 
but not in the straight-jacketed way it is now (SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY).  That 
would be I think what I would want to do.  That would be the public side of it.  If I was 
the Education Minister and I was to have a dream of or wish for a school what would 
that be?  The highest possible quality of teacher training there is.  I would start at the 
very beginning, so every child has a teacher who has been totally trained, exposed to 
situations.  Get the profession recognised for the absolute pivotal role it is in any child's 
life.  That would be what I would do because that's where it starts.  Not more of English 
or more of art, or it should just be music and art, forget all that; you get your teacher 
in the room, one that understands how a child operates, one who wants to know every 
single child, and one who has got the strategy the tools of the trade to teach, because 
they've had a thorough, thorough, thorough training.  That would be my dream. 
 
A.B.:  What things do you think we've got right in our educational system? 
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Phyllis:  [Ponders for 5 seconds].  Well, I don't think you can take away from the 
fact that there has to be an emphasis on, at a very basic level, English and maths.  
(Ponders for 5 seconds).  What else have we got right?  (Ponders for 10 seconds).  I 
think that handing over to leadership to make more autonomous decisions has got to 
be right, and I think the National College, and they had these fantastic 'Seizing 
Success' conferences up until 2 years ago, when they changed them into something 
else and did a joint thing with the N.A.H.T. (National Association for Headteachers), 
where they have got lots and lots of people spouting different theories and idealisms 
and all that kind of thing.  I think that's great because it then either comes from or is 
translated into research, and I think there's the beginnings of research-driven 
education, and to know we're close to what it needs to be, because there's still too 
much - we have to get this and we have to get that, and you can't argue with that.  
That's from the minute they get baselined to the minute they finish A-Levels.  But I 
think the beginnings of that approach and a little less meddling is probably one of the 
best things in today's world, contemporarily speaking.  In the actual school itself, I think 
with regard to one size they [the government] did right in letting schools decide how 
their curriculum looks.  I think that was, I won't say brave decision, I think it was maybe 
strangely done, but I was one of the advocates, yes, thank you.  But equally, the fear 
kicked off and the kind of, I don't know what my curriculum looks like, or I don't know 
what I want it to look like, when actually everybody was saying the same thing to a 
greater or lesser degree, but it was all about actually well make it look like what you 
think the school needs with your staff and I think they got that bang right, I'm very 
happy with that. (DEGREES OF SCHOOL AUTONOMY - IMPACT AS DRIVER OF 
TEACHER AUTONOMY?) 
 
A.B.:  What does school transformation mean to you? (REASON FOR 
EDUCATION - DRIVER FOR CHANGE AND POSSIBLE MOTIVATION FOR 
TEACHER LEARNING) 
 
Phyllis: Children getting the absolute maximum exposure to learning that they 
possibly can on a day-to-day basis here.  That's what I feel.  If I just go back to what 
was roughly 4 years ago, and my impressions of the school were, first and foremost, 
when I came in and thought what an incredibly enthusiastic group of children.  There 
were times when, through the early months, I actually had thoughts about how these 
children could teach themselves if they weren't being taught, picturing if they were 
getting the best teaching in the world where they would be.  There were certain 
measures in place, for example, the end of Key Stage 2 SATs there was a fantastic 
Level 4+ %, but I was looking at them and was thinking this is really a bland measure.  
I could see Level 6s floating all over the place.  Not a single Level 6 was coming 
through.  For me the transformation was enabling them to get that higher challenge 
and pitch, and taking them to where they could actually go, and making sure they were 
getting the opportunities to do so through the teaching and facilitating of learning that 
was going on. And to me that was what was necessary.  So, for the question, what 
does school transformation mean, it meant for me giving them that deal, that package, 
because they were not all getting it.  Not every child was accessing and achieving to 
their potential because they weren't being given the opportunities.  (GREATER 
ACHIEVEMENT NEEDED - DRIVER OF CHANGE; TEACHER ACCOUNTABILITY) 
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And that wasn't a direct and deliberate thing, that was a training implication 
(POTENTIAL TEACHER LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES) which jumped out, having 
gone round, sat back, looked; I mean I looked.  I think I had the good fortune to start 
during the summer term, so I started in May.  There's not an awful lot you can do at 
that time of the year, because everything is already timetabled, scheduled.  The final 
assessments are happening, the SATs are taking place.  Everything is a done deal; 
it's not like a September start.  And it actually gave me a really good opportunity to 
see what was going on and evaluate in depth.  Which is exactly what I did.  I did that, 
at that stage, casually walking in and out of classes, looking at books, talking to 
children an awful lot, plonking myself in the playground, plonking myself over in the 
lunch hall, having lunch and eating with them.  Really, really getting to know the adults 
who were resistant, because I was just a new face, and then the children who were, 
as they always are, welcoming and warming and caring and all that kind of thing.      
When I got a clear picture of how the school was, it became equally clear what needed 
to be done.  And that was where the school development plans come into action.  You 
have to be very, very clear and there has to be utter acuity what's there to decide, what 
comes next.  And it was deciding what was the priority, and the priorities were there; 
just seemed to be hundreds of priorities.  So, I just brought it back to the child (CHILD 
AS NUCLEUS FOR DRIVING CHANGE).  And I did that by holding the visioning day 
with a huge number of staff that didn't know me from Adam.  But I had to set my stall 
up somewhere, I had to start somewhere.  And they had to see what my expectation 
was and then I needed to see what was their reaction and response was as well.  So, 
we did have the big vision day, and I facilitated it.  Looking back now, I must have been 
mad, because you get people in to do that.  I'd never done that before, but I like mad 
and I like challenge.  And the two together; it was a case of if I don't do this, it has to 
be me in a way.  Because that will tell them who I am.  They'll know what I am.  And 
they need to know that to either start feeling secure and buying into it or thinking I'm 
out of here.  They'll know.  I wasn't telling them what to do, I was telling them what I 
felt was necessary, where I saw the school needed to go, and then the rest was over 
to them.  And we did.  We had a terrific day.  And we had an awful lot of joined-up 
thinking, clearly that hadn't been too obvious to me in the first instances, because 
when people sat down to do the activities, and we brought them back together at the 
end, there was a lot of shared views and a lot of consensus on what was necessary, 
and a few shocks (WAKE UP CALLS; SIGN UP FOR CHANGE - POTENTIAL 
DRIVER FOR TEACHER LEARNING AND CHANGE).  So that was the beginning of 
it all.  So that was the kind of starting point, it was kind of like a shock.  Because you 
were looking at the potential Levels 6s, we have the standards agenda as well and the 
views of education that you were saying so everything was going... Everything 
together.  But it wasn't just Level 6s for the SATs.  I was looking at the Year 3s and 
thinking to myself, you could be so much better, you could be doing so much more 
and achieving so much more.  So, it was seeing that thought going all the way through 
the school, across all year groups.  But that was a very blunt measuring tool.  However, 
it was enough to indicate in simple language to everybody here the potential we had 
sitting.  
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A.B.:  Do you see school transformation and improvement the same or 
different? 
 
Phyllis: They are completely interwoven because you don't change a thing 
unless there is a need and something better to go towards.  Therefore, that's 
improvement by pure definition.  And that type of transformation needs to be agreed 
and acknowledged by all as being necessary due to advancement of whether it's 
standards, whether it's outcomes results, generally that of learning.  So, you can't 
separate one from the other in my book at this stage certainly.  Perhaps when a school 
is much more mature and the leader is still there and they're working towards 
improvement, just building on one thing onto another by doing something good that's 
even better, that's to a point still a transformation.  It's different tones of change really.   
 
A.B.:  What's your perspective of what is going on now nationally with regards 
to 'educational transformation'? 
 
Phyllis: What is happening currently, we know things are political, so I'm not 
going to go near that part of the discussion.  In terms of what it looks like in reality on 
the ground and in practice, I feel the shock factor has come from what was there to be 
followed was directed, and that means you don't have to think hard about what's going 
on because you are being told and instructed.  I love now that we can actually take 
the core that we've been given and make it work, given the school's systems are in 
place to ensure that that's high quality and clear, that the curriculum at my school, this 
school, our school would be different to the curriculum to a degree in another school 
(DEGREES OF SCHOOL/TEACHER AUTONOMY - TO BE POTENTIAL 
LEARNERS, TO GROW, TO MOVE FORWARD).   
 
But there are certain elements that remain the same, because that's what's needed in 
terms of what's good education and what's good learning.  I'm pleased with the change 
(POTENTIAL OPPORTUNITIES FOR TEACHER LEARNING).  I'm only sorry it all 
came at once to teachers who were trained not to think in that way before.  My thinking 
would have been if that was the plan, why didn't you start at the teacher training 
colleges and bring it in gradually, as opposed to all at once.  It just gave an argument 
for setting things up for failure; actually, it wasn't, but it's not the best organised.  The 
actual thinking that should happen I totally support.   
 
A.B.:  What changes have you instigated in your school? (SCHOOL 

AUTONOMY TO DRIVE CHANGE/POTENTIAL TEACHER LEARNING 

OPPORTUNITIES) 

Phyllis: What I have felt is that what I am doing they should have done nationally.  
We've used a year to prepare for change, prepare for doing away with and prepare for 
getting creative.  Because the word creative, people say we need to get creative 
(POTENTIAL TEACHER LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES), but some people aren't 
able to get creative just like that.  It is not just one of those things you pick up.  I don't  
think we are anywhere near to where we need to go in terms of what the new 
curriculum looks like.  We still are very much at the starting point.  We've shifted off 
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from the starting line, but we're still on a starting point because it needs to evolve.  And 
the way I now see it, what has been done nationally, what wasn't as easy to do before 
was, a curriculum that could be quite static has now become dynamic because there's 
simply no choice.  You have to keep shifting and changing and evaluating it and 
moving it on.  And there's so little for the non-cores   in terms of direction that you have 
that freedom to do it.  It's just how that will be monitored should be more of a concern,  
I think nationally, more than anything else.  But I'm pleased, I fully embrace it and 
members of staff embrace it as well.  They're not totally clear on what they're doing as 
in all the way, because they can't be until they get themselves totally immersed in how 
it looks on a day-to-day, week-to-week, term-to-term basis.  (BUYING INTO 
CHANGE) 
 
A.B.:  With changes you have made since you have been here, would you have 
done anything significantly differently?   
 
Phyllis: I think year-on-year, I have done differently in a very subtle way.  Looking 
back, I probably came in quite heavy handed in that I evaluated what I felt needed to 
be done.  Were I in another school, I would be more considered in my way of putting 
that to staff [I should have noted this word and kept the conversation about teachers 
specifically, not staff in general], who weren't of that mind and that view as to how we 
would shift that forward.  The school was labelled as a coasting school and their results 
were reasonable, their progress was not good.  That came when all the shift from 
attainment at Level 4+, which the school was sitting high on, went back to, as it should 
have always been, on progress.  And the progress wasn't even close to what they 
needed to be.  It was not in a good place.  It was due an Ofsted.  So therefore, action 
had to be pretty quick, but nevertheless, it still needed everybody to buy into it.     And 
as it turned out then not everybody did.  And a good 50% of staff left [I realise now that 
this ‘staff’ is referring to learning support assistants (LSAs) - see later discussion.  
Wanted the conversation about teachers not LSAs.]  in the first year, or it was pointed 
out that perhaps this was not the best place if that's how they felt.  Without sounding 
like you need to leave or anything.  But, unfortunately, a school is not going to move 
forward or anything unless everyone's going the same direction with the same vision.  
So, back to would have I done anything differently, maybe a little more diplomatically?  
But the actions would have had to remain the same because there wasn't any other 
way to do it.   Might have just handled it better.  (EMOTIVE ASPECTS ASSOCIATED 
WITH INSTIGATING CHANGE.   RATIONALE FOR CHANGE, SCHOOL 
AUTONOMY TO DRIVE CHANGE.) 
 
A.B.:  Is there anything else you might have done differently?   
 
Phyllis: -less ruthless, that kind of thing? 
 
A.B.:  Yes, if you want to share. Was it that people had to change or wanted to 
change?  [I should have specifically mentioned about teachers, not staff.] 
 
Phyllis: I'm going to speak about something that I think you are going to find very 
relevant for what you're doing here.  I think I'm going to take a strand, it would be 
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easier to reflect the answer to this question.  It was the staffing structure.   The staffing 
structure here was not conducive to maximum impact on learning and that had to be 
looked at in various aspects.  In the first instance, which is not the one that I'm going 
to go into detail with, it was at the teacher level  [That is what I was interested in, but 
the headteacher is not going to talk about it – does not explicitly say she doesn't want 
to talk about it.]  The second instance, which I am going to go into detail with, is the 
learning support assistants (LSAs) or teaching assistants (TAs).  When they first came 
onboard as TAs, it was just to do the general clearing up.  When it became clear over 
the years that this was no longer the role, they didn't want to leave, but didn't accept 
the role.  So, when I fully evaluated the role and where we were at and what exactly I 
needed from them, and that was the vision side, they were either going to have to buy 
into it or we were going to have to look around as to how we were going to negotiate 
that.  Because they were having, we backed this all up with the data, they were having 
zero impact.  Virtually none.  And certainly none that could be put into numbers via 
their interventions, via their in-class support and often we had situations where there 
were capability issues going on.  So, when you saw that, we looked at fourteen 
individuals who were coming into a certain amount of money salary-wise, and you 
can't ignore that when you're a leader.  You have to still consider that because you 
have to justify value for money.  But in terms of actual learning, it wasn't impacting.  
And it wasn't just that all of them weren't impacting or there were just a small number 
who weren't; it was the way they were operating that wasn't impacting, and that had 
to be addressed.   
 
The vision I had for that was they were being put with children who teachers were 
finding difficult to teach.  So, it's back to the whole thing of why would you give 
untrained, unqualified individuals a job that teachers were finding difficult themselves.  
So, the answer to that was specialist teaching, which is where the specialist teachers 
came in.  The other bit was what do I see the role of the LSAs as being?  And I felt the 
role of the LSAs was simply, in my view, probably very, very, very contentious, was to 
meet the demands or the detail in statements that I had to legally stand by.  So, for 
example, one child had twenty-five hours; that had to be met in their statement.  For 
me, that was where the LSAs were most needed.  Now that wasn't so much that those 
children were getting the worst deal, they were not.  But my hands were tied.  So, 
when I came to restructure, what I put forward was the type of LSA I need was one 
who was able to work with a child with a statement and who's willing to accept the 
training that is needed to work with and support that child with a statement in class, 
alongside the teacher as directed.  That was the vision.  I also had to decide how many 
were needed, and we based that on the current number of statements we had in the 
school at that time, and that was seven.  I had fourteen TAs.  I made it clear to them 
what I needed and if they felt that was something they wanted to buy into.  And seven 
fell away, just fell away.  Didn't want to know, weren't interested and accept that this 
was the direction the school was going in. 
 
A.B.:  What were staff's [meaning teachers, but she is talking about LSA 
pruning] reaction to this change?   
 



 
 

186 
 

Appendix 5 continued  Initial content analysis of Interview 1 from the 
first set of interviews - general theme identification 
 
Phyllis: To say I was transparent from the beginning is an understatement.  I 
kept the LSAs up-to-date only minutes between what they knew and what the teachers 
knew after.   So, they had the knowledge before anyone else.  I followed what is the 
procedure anyway set by the local authority, which is then set nationally.  But I kept 
everybody in the know as to the whys.  The reasoning behind and the direction we 
had to go and what we should get when we reached that end, so to speak, so it was 
totally and utterly clear.  Nothing was based on budget.  Everything was, you have to 
write a business plan, was driven by standards and learning.  Nothing else.   
 
A.B.:  Was there a turnover with staff during that period [meaning teachers]? 
(Had mentioned 50% of staff leaving.]  [Keep to word ‘teacher’ next time – not staff.] 
 
Phyllis: During that period, with that going on, all teachers bought into it.   And 
the reason I believe they did was because I didn't come here and do that right away.  
I came here and evaluated.  I watched very closely.  When I came here, I dealt with 
the teaching staff, what I felt was missing, and what needed to change.  That's another 
story in the strand.  [I should have mentioned that I was interested in the teachers.]  
The one that I am telling you about is one we came to at such a point that when we 
came to the one-to-one interviews with each of the LSAs, not the re-employment ones, 
but the ones where I said this is where we stand, this is what I'm going to do, and this 
is how it might affect you personally, and this is your opportunity to put questions to 
me.  Everyone told me how much they loved their jobs, but they didn't want to do what 
I was asking of them.  They liked their job as it was.  They didn't see their job as being   
helping children to learn, yes, but other things as well.  And that's not unusual.  And in 
all honesty, they had been employed in that capacity, so for them this was no longer 
the job they had applied for when they first came.  But what I was saying was things 
have now moved on and your role has changed and I'm going to offer you the 
opportunity to train to become what these children now need, and it's down to you to 
decide whether that is something you want to follow.  So, some did and some didn't, 
and what you see today are the ones who did.  And the ones who weren't interested 
decided not to reapply for their jobs.       
 
A.B.:  Was your vision driving the change? 
  
Phyllis: That is the bit that you build up to.  That is a huge process and a lengthy 
one before you even get to where you want to go.  Had my vision been different or if 
there had been other factors which had a place, such as money, then the business 
plan would have been written not based on standards or lack of, because of their role.  
It would have been based on finance and the school could no longer function with the 
way things are, and that is just cost-cutting and job-cutting, and that's different.  And 
that's more common of what you see.  Mine wasn't driven by that, my finance was fine.   
 
A.B.:  Did you feel supported by the educational frameworks and government 
policy to implement the changes you wanted? 
 
Phyllis: Yes.  Wholly.  I also felt particularly supported in terms of national by the 
fact that I had an OFSTED inspection, which I welcomed with open arms, and was 
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completely and utterly open and honest with them where the school was at and still 
didn't try to paint the school in a bad light, said it exactly as it was, and I felt to give me 
a really good launch pad to make sure that everybody was clear on the work to be 
done.  Because an outside force, an outside agency, lay it on the line.  
(ACCOUNTABILITY - OFSTED - DRIVER FOR CHANGE AND POTENTIAL 
TEACHER LEARNING) 
 
A.B.:  Were there any shifts in teachers' perspectives to engage with change? 
 
Phyllis: That's a brilliant question.  If I could take you back to when we did our 
teaching and learning policy, it was a complete and utter melt of minds, where 
everybody brought their thoughts, their views, what teaching and learning really looks 
like.  Although we have many, many commonalities, when you have people getting up 
quite confidently. 'Well, I think this and I think that', and they go off in a tangent in this 
direction and that direction, and then we have to pull them back because this day had 
to produce a Teaching and Learning Policy, that is where I felt we clicked as a staff. 
(PERSPECTIVE CHANGE IN TEACHERS; POTENTIAL TEACHER LEARNING) 
 
A.B.:  How long ago was that? 
 
Phyllis: That was in June [4 years ago].  We've done the vision, year-on-year 
and looked back at them.  Every time we've seen them.  So, for example, the vision 
goes at the front of every Governor report, at the front of every calendar of events, 
goes at the front of every significant document.  So, once it's done, it's in your face 
everywhere you go.   
 
The vision was an incredible day.  It was looking at everybody's roles and why they do 
what they do, and what has that got to do with the child.  So yes, I know you are the 
midday lady, but how do you impact on that child's life on a day-to-day basis?  
Caretaker, how do you do it?  SENCo [Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator], how 
do you do it?  And it was also the perspective of others, on what they interpreted to be 
somebody's jobs.  So, what did the midday think the SENCo did, and what did the 
SENCo think the E.A.L. [English as an Additional Language] person was doing?  So, 
it was a whole mishmash of who does what, why and how, and what exactly do we all 
want to see happening as a result of our jobs?  And that's 3 or 4 years ago we did 
that?  
 
And we still go back to it every so often and see if it's still relevant.  The aims are 
broader.  They are to do with what we want the school to achieve, you'll see them out 
there.  And the Teaching and Learning Policy was the big, big glue to hold together 
everything we believe we should be doing, as far as our pedagogy and teaching and 
learning and practice is concerned.  So, a very simple example, every lesson should 
have a focus group: A teacher working with a particular group for a particular period 
of time.  Not just English and Maths, it should be everything including P.E. [Physical 
Education].  Do people agree to that; if you don't, can we talk about it?  And that all 
went straight into the Teaching and Learning Policy.   
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A.B.:  If there was one key thing you could do to transform teachers' 
perspectives, what would that be?  
 
Phyllis: It largely depends on the perspective.  If I could answer it coming in 
slightly differently, but I hope it answers, what do I think the perspective of a teacher 
should at least be?  I would have to say that they are doing and thinking about how 
every child in that class makes progress, and how they make it their ultimate aim to 
have that happen, however they do it, by employing whatever strategies they can.  
What we do with the Teaching and Learning Policy is frame it, a bit like the national 
core curriculum.  There are certain things that just have to happen.  But the craft, which 
a teacher brings to it, has got to be driven by their utter aim of making each child learn 
and progress.    
 
A.B.:  Has your leadership role radically transformed or has it slowly 
developed?  
 
Phyllis: I think it is both.  I think it has slowly developed and now looking at it 
from its starting point from where it is now, it is quite radical.  It is quite a dramatic 
change.  It's also about shifting through.  And that you'll leave because that's more 
important.  But you've got to mentally learn to not be niggled by that, because that is 
actually more important and [refers to absence capability of a staff member]  ...you're 
rattled because this is not fair, the school shouldn't have to suffer as a result, 
regardless of your sympathies for the individuals involved.  When you've read a 100 
of those [e-mails from colleagues who are absent because of illness] you start to think 
actually the procedures will deal with you; me, I have too much to deal with over here.  
You're not putting it on the back burner, but procedures will deal with that; there is 
nothing more you can do.  Mentally, not being niggled by that takes time, and there 
are hundreds of similar examples.  Those things shift.  I quickly cut through, so you 
notice on a  personal level when I sit down to have meetings, when everybody at a 
school I am supporting as an Executive Head starts going into the detail of things, I go 
deaf; I actually have to go 'Can we come back to the points that are relevant to this 
meeting, please'.  And not intending to sound at all brusque or rude, but time is of the 
essence, and it's too valuable, and this is not suitable for the here and now.  Even 
though you need to get your answer right now, and he needs to get his answer right 
now, actually as a leader you've got to stop that.  So, if you work that through, not just 
in meetings but in lots of things - planning, development points, it's a skill and a 
development skill in itself.   
 
(Ask about future vision for school in subsequent interviews.) 
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A.B.:  You've been through a massive change since I last spoke with you.   
 
Geoff:  Slightly.  I thought I was coming into one thing and have walked into 
something very, very different.  So, I am back at the beginning of a journey that I 
started in a previous school two years ago.  That journey that I didn't particularly 
wanted to repeat; that whole journey from scratch and having to start that all over 
again.  There is still a slight fear that the local authority is going to pressure you to go 
academy and take away the leadership, “Either you go academy or we will replace 
your governing body and you will go academy.  So, if you get that ‘requires 
improvement’, they can do that.  They have three objectives, one of which is to ensure 
that all of their schools are at least good. 
 
A.B.:  So, it literally is if you get requires improvement, you are pushed to 
become an academy. 
 
Geoff:  Mmm.  So, there is another layer to what I'm having to do in leadership 
in terms of I'm compiling a file of how we are working with other schools, how we are 
using other schools, how we are working within the consortia and learn off each other, 
so you cannot force me to do that because we are already learning from that process.  
So, there's another thing that you didn't really want to do [compile the folder as 
evidence], but you've got to prove that you're doing it, as a contingency for later on. 
(LEARNING COMMUNITY, CONSORTIA; DEGREES OF SCHOOL AUTNONOMY) 
 
A.B.:  I know you have only been here a short period of time.  Would you have 
an example of teachers as learners? 
 
Geoff:  I think of one teacher.  Another member of staff came to get me the other 
day to say, "You need to come, we've got a teacher bawling her eyes out in the corner 
of the classroom."  So, I went in there and chucked everyone else out, and actually 
that's part of it as well because they've got to bond with you.  And if they've got other 
people trying to step in and say things that might not be very useful, then they're not 
going to build their trust of you as a leader.  And we sat down and got to the bottom of 
what was making her so upset, and it was that she didn't know what to do.  She felt 
like she was a failing teacher because she didn't know how to make it any different.  
No-one had given her the correct procedures, the correct planning, the correct 
schemes of work, the correct outlines for different year groups.  And she was just 
absolutely terrified that she was failing and it was all her own fault.  That's not her own 
fault.  How is that her own fault?  That's leadership fault.  That is pure and simple 
training.  That's absolutely heart-breaking because you've got a teacher who has the 
potential to be good, who has been let down by poor leadership.  And yes, she might 
have had maternity leave at the wrong time, but then you look at what do you do when 
they return.  How do you put them on coaching so that they catch up on the things that 
they missed?  How do you involve them with their ‘keeping in touch days’ [when they 
are off on maternity leave]?  So, it might be if you are going to be returning to teaching 
and you know that, you might want to come along to these INSET days so that you 
don't miss out on the next big thing.  So, it breaks my heart for those staff because it's 
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not their fault.  And I felt like that in my last school as well.  And a lot of the focus has  
gone into saying to staff, "Right, then this is the training that we put in place, this is not 
your fault.  This is the training."  And reiterating that so many times, and trying to get 
them to understand that it's not their fault.  In that case, it was quite easy, because I 
could go away, print off a load of stuff that I had ready from previous schools and say, 
"Right, actually, these are the objectives.  This is it."  And she looked at it, stopped 
crying and went, "I can do that."  And it was like that's all you need to focus on. 
(TEACHER LEARNING, SENIOR LEADERS SUPPORTING/ENABLING, EMOTIVE 
ASPECTS; TRUST/PROFESSIONAL RELATIONSHIPS) 
 
A.B.:  Given all the demands and pressures which a teacher faces, is there a 
way to support teachers to see the school's bigger picture? 
 
Geoff:  I think there is.  I think the main focus for me in coming in here and having 
a school development plan, which was one hundred pages long, too woolly and 
ridiculous, no teacher is going to be able to picture that.  I would rather be able to 
present staff with by the end of next term this is the picture; and in five years we'll be 
there, but by the end of next term.  So, it's step-by-step.  I think that teachers prefer 
that, because there are also miniscule deadlines within that.  Within two weeks I want 
you all to do this, within four weeks I want you to do this.  So, they know within a term, 
they know within a year, but there's that how to manage it now (SENIOR LEADERS’ 
SUPPORT, SHARING VISION/BIG PICTURE).  I recently had a very interesting and 
unexpected turn of events in that on the back of a LA review, on the back of presenting 
a single plan, I realised that one thing that hadn't been done within the health and 
safety audit, was the stress risk assessment for the staff.  And you have to draw up an 
action plan.  And part of the audit is have you done this, or are you part of a well-being 
programme?  And I thought great I have just given my staff a single plan, I have just 
given them a LA review, a monitoring schedule when everything is going to be 
scrutinised, and I'm now going to say, "How stressed are you?" 
 
And I had to think this is never going to go well.  Time was of the essence and there 
are different ways to do it.  So, I got all of the staff together and went through the 
questions with them and said, "This is a completely trusted area, you can say what 
you like, whatever you say I will record, there are no judgements on you, but we can 
talk about solutions to those as we go as well, and, therefore, I'll draw up the action 
plan as well.”  And the nice thing was that the teachers who were the most stressed 
were the newer teachers, because they were still trying to figure out how to manage 
day-to-day things, let alone having a single plan, let alone having a review; all of those 
things they had never had to experience before. And then at the same time, the more  
experienced teachers were stepping in and saying, "But how about you doing this 
instead?”  Try this, try that.  And because it was such an open forum, they were all 
helping each other.  And their suggestions became the action plan.  So, it was like well 
we're all going to do that then, that works for you, how are you going to manage this.  
And it was lovely.  It ended up being a bit of an hour discussion after school, which 
they probably could have done without, probably wanted to work and mark books.  
However, the result of it was quite an open forum about their worries and stresses and 
how to manage them.  And I came away with a really clear action plan that was defined 
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by them as to these are the things that worry us, these are the things that stress us, 
and we've agreed on things that can release that.  And I wasn't expecting that on the 
back of a LA review.  (TRUST, PROFESSIONAL RELATIONSHIPS) 
 
A.B.:  You seem to be providing that supportive environment. 
 
Geoff:  It's like with children, having a clear behaviour policy isn't it?  If they know 
their boundaries, they know what their expectations are, they behave better.  
(KNOWING EXPECTATIONS) 
 
A.B.:  How do you think you can get teachers to understand themselves as 
learners to engage with change? 
 
Geoff:  I do place a lot of faith in lesson study and working together and learning 
from each other.  When I've been in large schools, that's been within a coaching 
approach and that was me delivering the coaching to teachers according to their 
needs.  Here, what I've got are four class teachers plus an Early Years teacher.  The 
Early Years teacher is separate to the model.  Then I've got two very strong teachers 
and two who are struggling.  So, they're bonded up, so there's a strong teacher with a 
not so strong one, and they are looking at the practices of the other pair.  So even how 
do they mark books,  what do they do that's really good there, how can we make ours 
like that?  And whilst the strongest of the pair might already be doing it, it's just rubbing 
off.  And it's also giving them someone else in the school to talk to, and ask how can I 
do this in a supportive way, rather than it being top-down?  (SENIOR LEADERS 
SUPPORTING/ARRANGING TEACHER LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES; LESSON 
STUDY, TEACHER COLLABORATION; MODELLING PRACTICE; MECHANISMS 
FOR CHANGE; PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT LEARNING; TEACHER 
EMPOWERMENT) 
 
A.B.:  And they [two teachers who are struggling with the school] are part of a 
consortia too? 
 
Geoff:  Yes.  Within the consortia, there's a group of early years teachers, Key 
Stage 1 teachers, Key Stage 2 teachers, the Year 6 teachers, the deputy heads; they 
all have different meetings and work together.  At the last headteachers' one, it came 
back with we'd benefit with all the Year 2 teachers doing some writing moderation 
together.  So that happened last week.  So, you've got ten schools that have been part  
of a tight consortia for well over ten years.  And no matter how the headteachers have 
changed, the other headteachers have immediately homed in and welcomed that  
head in.  And every year one of the INSET days is all the schools together for an 
inspirational day, where they have a guest speaker come in.  (TEACHERS AS 
LEARNERS/TEACHER LEARNING; SENIOR LEADERS SUPPORTING THIS; 
MECHANISMS TO SUPPORT CHANGE; PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
LEARNING; BUYING INTO CHANGE WITHIN CONSORITUM; COLLABORATION; 
EMPOWERMENT) 
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A.B.:  How well do you think that model functions within a bigger group of 
schools? 
 
Geoff:  I think within the consortia, it is working.  There is a ceiling for a certain 
number.  They visit each other's schools to look at each other's practice.  The larger 
that huddle becomes, you end up people going off at tangents and lose focus.  Once 
it gets too big is stops being supportive. 
 
A.B.:  And besides being part of that consortia, you're supporting teachers 
back here at school?  
 
Geoff:  Yes.  And positively encouraging them.  That's been particularly 
challenging for the early years teacher, who is an NQT, no-one else in the school 
teaches early years, no one else experienced with early years.  And then if she did 
speak to someone else within the consortia, no one else had done learning zones. 
 
A.B.:  What's your understanding of teacher resilience?   
 
Geoff:  Teacher resilience are those teachers who are up for change and can 
go with it, with the right open mindset.  It's like the growth mindset.  It's that for 
teachers.  This is how we change, being open to it.  It's not about not getting emotional.  
You're going to get emotional because you love it.  It's how you handle that and build 
it into a different way of practice.  It's about growing a tougher shell maybe. (GROWTH 
MINDSET; EMOTIVE ASPECT OF RESILIENCE) 
 
A.B.:  Do you see resilience as responding to something adverse as a one-off 
event 
 
Geoff:  -no 
 
A.B.:  -or do you see it as continuous? 
 
Geoff:  It is continuously developing.  And I see that more so with teachers, in 
that your NQTs have less resilience, but as teachers go through more and more 
change in their careers and have different experiences, the resilience can grow. So 
that's not from one experience that they're just resilient to that.  It's about as a 
practitioner being able to reflect that bad things will happen, that you can shrug it off 
and go home and still enjoy your family, and that it's not the end of the world.  It's a 
different mindset to being able to say I can walk away from this and maybe that comes  
from having trust.  You can be more resilient if you trust that those around you are 
going to support you.  If you know that actually they're not, how can you be resilient.  
You're just going to wait to be attacked.  (SENIOR LEADERS SUPPORTING 
RESILIENCE; TRUST; RELATIONSHIPS) 
 
A.B.:  You've worked in different schools.  In your experience, is resilience 
something that you can take with you or do you build up different types of resilience in 
different settings? 
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Geoff:  I've seen this recently and I've been reflecting on this.  My previous two 
schools were on a journey from a very low starting point and I think because of that,  
 
because the staff had been through such a journey of poor behaviour from the children, 
poor respect from the parents, actually they have grown a bit of a thick skin.  They 
were ok, fine, give us a solution and we'll go with it, we'll embrace it.  They were 
resilient teachers when you come into a school where maybe they've been a little 
mollycoddled  
 
A.B.:  - and that's here you're talking about? 
 
Geoff:  Yes.  Then actually there's no resilience because they've had it so easy 
for so long, that everything has coasted very beautifully, that all of a sudden it's just 
whoa, change? How do we manage that?  We don't do that, this is the way we do it 
[do things here].  It's very different.  And yes, it's a higher Ofsted grade, but you put 
that alongside the fact that you're probably going to drop an Ofsted grade if you don't 
have some resilience and have that change. We've got a teacher here and she's 
amazing, absolutely brilliant, and probably the most resilient because she's just been 
in a school that's had a rough journey.  And the journey has come out the other side.  
And she's walked in here, she's up for change (CHANGE AND RESILIENCE). She's 
up for leading change.  She's absolute dynamite.  And she can sit in here and cry.  
She can sit in here and laugh, but she's seen in practice that there can be a light at 
the end of the tunnel. 
 
A.B.:  Do you think resilience can be taught?  
 
Geoff:  Experienced.  I don't think you're ever going to be able to say this is what 
you've got to do.  You're just going to have to experience it.  I've yet to see how to 
teach it.   You can advise people along the way, you can support them, you can build 
trust with them, and that should speed it up.  In fact, if they want to come in here and 
cry, they can.  And I will talk them through it and we will find solutions.  (TRUST, 
PROFESSIONAL RELATIONSHIPS) 
 
A.B.:  If you want to encourage a perspective change in teachers, how 
important do you think teacher resilience is? 
 
Geoff:  Enormous.  Without resilience you don't get change.  I went to a 
conference set up by an HMI inspector, and he had supported a local school and he 
was very proud that this HMI school, he was inspector of, had come out of special 
measures.  And he'd asked them to lead a conference on what had made the 
difference.  And my deputy and I at the time went along to this conference to listen to 
three hours of how the whole journey was about resilience.  They did three hours of 
presentations on resilience.  For them, the reason they'd gone from special measures 
to good was resilience.  And having just done a similar journey in my last school, the 
teachers that stayed the journey were the ones that became resilient.  At the beginning 
they showed the grassroots.  You knew that they were going to be.  They might not 
have been yet, but you could see the spark there that they were going to be with the 
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right support.  I think you can see very clearly the ones who just, the resilience is not 
there, and I think that's maybe the teachers who are not in it with their heart.   If they're 
in it for a job, they're not going to be resilient.  Their mindset is not there.   
 
(RESILIENCE SUPPORTING PERSPECTIVE CHANGE; SUPPORTING 
COMMITMENT) 
 
A.B.:  So, for you, it's driven by the passion of wanting to be in education. 
 
Geoff:  Yeah.  If you're going to embrace change and Ofsted changes, DfE 
changes, everything changes, SEN changing, assessment changing, curriculum 
changing, actually you've got to be resilient to all those changes.  And if you don't love 
the job, how are you ever going to adapt every year to the new things that come your 
way.  (RESILIENCE SUPPORTING PERSPECTIVE CHANGE; SUPPORTING 
COMMITMENT) 
 
A.B.:  So, it translates into your practice as well?  
 
Geoff:  Yeah.  And what you stand up in front of your class and do, if you think 
it's all a pile of rubbish, then you're never going to get graded as a good.   
 
A.B.:  How can leaders develop the resilience of teachers? 
 
Geoff:  I think if you can spot the grassroots, if you can see which teachers have 
the potential, then it is building that trust, letting them know that they can come and 
see you, having that very clear plan of within two weeks, we'll do this, and that does 
all support resilience because they know.  It's not all going to be expected tomorrow - 
stagger it out, you will be here within a year, don't worry, within a year you will get 
there, a little bit at a time - within a month, I want you to be doing this, within two 
months, I want you doing this.  You are going to build their resilience by giving them 
small targets, bit by bit.  There will be teachers that can't build it.  (SENIOR LEADERS 
STRUCTURING PRIORITIES/STEPPING STONES; RELATIONSHIPS, TRUST)  
 
A.B.:  Have you got an example of what you have done in this school as 
leaders to help teachers develop resilience? 
 
Geoff:  I would say there is a leadership example.  I've only been here for seven 
weeks.  Last term, the deputy was the acting head.  Firstly, that's going to be incredibly 
hard for any deputy going back to being a class teacher when he's had a term out 
when he has tried his hardest, but actually he had some very challenging situations 
and some very fiery staff.  He tried to put in as much as possible as he could.  And we 
did have some phone calls and we did keep in touch during that time, but I was in my 
own school.  I couldn't keep coming over here, I wasn't allowed.  And one of the things 
that he's found incredibly hard was the LA [local authority] review not being pleasant 
about leadership.  And whilst I think he can be resilient, I think over the last few years 
here, it's been so easy.  The last six months have been a real shocker to his system 
again.  Whether that resilience has been ebbed off because he hasn't needed to use 
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it, because everything's been coasting along so beautifully, you've not had to be tough 
about anything.  Everything's been yeah let's do that.  And then all of a sudden it flares 
up and he's really, really struggled.  And I know he's got a history of some really 
challenging situations, so he has obviously overcome those things.   
 
But at the moment to be going through a whole not all the staff loving him because of 
last term, and it wasn't his fault, the LA saying that performance management wasn't 
strict enough, and actually he should have had more help doing it.  And things like the 
LA review is shared amongst the governors, so to be able to sit there and have that 
read out in front of all the governors to say leadership is not doing its job right now 
because you've dropped the ball on this when you were the acting head, that's heart-
breaking. And for him, yes there were days when I stayed behind late and we had a 
bit of a chat.  The day of the LA review was particularly tough, and for that one I didn't 
want him to go home alone.  So, I said, "Come on, we're going to go out to get a coffee 
and something to eat, and we're just going to vent and chat, and just get it out, because 
I know this is tough."  And we did it that way.  For him, I've also changed his focus for 
what he was coordinator of, because he can fluster a little bit.  So, therefore, he needs 
a really, really strict role.  I've therefore cut out some of his jobs to say, "Right, now I'll 
do it.  I can do that right now, I'm out of class.  You concentrate on this, this and this.  
And just that. Someone else is going to pick that up, you concentrate on this, this and 
this."  And just taking some of that load off that he's feeling that he just has to carry.  
One of the things that I have said is, "I need you to be this year NQT mentor.  I've got 
two NQTs.  That's an enormous job.  I need you to be Early Years leader."  Actually, I 
can't have anyone else as Early Years leader.  "If you just do those two things, I'll take 
maths off you for a bit.  After all, next September you won't need to be Early Years 
leader, you won't need to be NQT mentor.  You can take those things back again.  But 
this year, we've got those situations in place, so let's just play around for a bit to fine 
tune this."  (SENIOR LEADERS SUPPORTING; TRUST; PROFESSIONAL 
RELATIONSHIPS; STRUCTURING PRIORITIES) 
 
A.B.:  How is he feeling within himself at the moment? 
 
Geoff:  He seems a bit smilier this week.  Definitely.  He's still coming to me and 
saying, "Is this alright?"  But actually, sometimes I do tweak it.  Sometimes I'm, "Yeah, 
that's great."  Today, he's sorted out a complete charity day, sorted out getting the air 
ambulance overhead.  If he's able to, I'm like, "Yeah go with it, you know what you're  
doing.  You've been here, you've done this before.  Go for it.  I don't need to take that 
off you." 
 
A.B.:  What's the impact of teacher resilience on the children?  
 
Geoff:  First of all, I would like to think that the more resilient the teacher, the 
more resilient the child, if you are modelling to them that things can be challenging 
and you can overcome them.  Then you are setting them a good role model.  If you 
are going in and you look exhausted, you look fed up with the world, you're never going 
to be a good role model.  You're going to have children fed up who are not inspired.  
It's going to rub off.  It almost needs to be in the core standards as to how resilient is 
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Appendix 6 continued  Initial content analysis of Interview 1 from the 
second set of interviews - general theme identification  
 
this person, because if they're not going to have an open mindset, if they're not going 
to be open for change, then actually how are they going to move from school to school 
through their career?  How are they going to move with a different set of children each 
year with different demands?  How are they going to change with different assessment 
procedures, different curriculums, different everything?  It needs to be a standard.     
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Appendix 7  Summary of initial content analysis of Interview 1 from the 
first set of interviews - general theme categorization  
 
Drivers of change 
 
REASON FOR EDUCATION - DRIVER FOR CHANGE AND POSSIBLE 
MOTIVATION FOR TEACHER LEARNING; CONTRIBUTION TO SOCIETY - 
POTENTIAL GUIDING TOOL FOR TEACHERS FOR MORALE?; MEANING OF 
EDUCATION; VISION - POTENTIAL GUIDE TO STEER TEACHERS AS 
LEARNERS?; IMPROVED LIFE CHANCES; CHILD AS NUCLEUS FOR DRIVING 
CHANGE.   
 
School accountability/ autonomy 
 
SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY; DEGREES OF SCHOOL AUTONOMY - IMPACT AS 
DRIVER OF TEACHER AUTONOMY?; WAKE UP CALLS; SIGN UP FOR CHANGE 
- POTENTIAL DRIVER FOR TEACHER LEARNING AND CHANGE;  DEGREES OF 
TEACHER AUTONOMY - TO BE POTENTIAL LEARNERS, TO GROW, TO MOVE 
FORWARD; POTENTIAL OPPORTUNITIES FOR TEACHER LEARNING;  SCHOOL 
AUTONOMY TO DRIVE CHANGE/POTENTIAL TEACHER LEARNING 
OPPORTUNITIES; ACCOUNTABILITY - OFSTED - DRIVER FOR CHANGE AND 
POTENTIAL TEACHER LEARNING 
 
Teacher learning 
 
As above plus: 
PERSPECTIVE CHANGE IN TEACHERS; POTENTIAL TEACHER LEARNING 
BUYING INTO CHANGE; EMOTIVE ASPECTS ASSOCIATED WITH INSTIGATING 
CHANGE;   RATIONALE  FOR CHANGE, SCHOOL AUTONOMY TO DRIVE 
CHANGE 
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Appendix 8  Summary of initial content analysis of Interview 1 from the 
second set of interviews - general theme categorization  
 
Internal/external collaboration 
 
LEARNING COMMUNITY, CONSORTIA; DEGREES OF SCHOOL AUTNONOMY; 
LESSON STUDY; MODELLING PRACTICE; TEACHER COLLABORATION 
 
Environment 
 
TRUST/PROFESSIONAL RELATIONSHIPS; SENIOR LEADERS SUPPORTING/ 
FACILITATING; SENIOR LEADERS SUPPORTING/ARRANGING TEACHERS AS 
LEARNERS; MECHANISMS FOR CHANGE; PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
LEARNING; TEACHER EMPOWERMENT; SHARING VISION/BIG PICTURE; 
MECHANISMS TO SUPPORT CHANGE; BUYING INTO CHANGE WITHIN 
CONSORTIA; COLLABORATION; EMPOWERMENT; SENIOR LEADERS 
SUPPORTING RESILIENCE; ATTENDING TO EMOTIVE ASPECTS OF CHANGE; 
TRUST; PROFESSIONAL RELATIONSHIPS; SENIOR LEADERS STRUCTURING 
PRIORITIES/STEPPING STONES 
 
Teacher learning 
 
As above plus: 
SENIOR LEADERS SUPPORTING TEACHERS AS LEARNERS; KNOWING 
EXPECTATIONS; PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT LEARNING; GROWTH 
MINDSET; CHANGE AND RESILIENCE; RESILIENCE SUPPORTING 
PERSPECTIVE CHANGE; SUPPORTING COMMITMENT 
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Appendix 9  Email for the participants, relating to the interim task and 
second interview 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Dear  
 

Thank you so much for participating in my research project and for taking the time to 
meet with me recently for the first interview.     

 

You may recall that I left some post-its and a note book with you.  This was so that 
you could detail in brief any significant events or reflections relating to your teachers' 
learning within the context of your school change.  Even jotting down some key words 
could act as a memory trigger during our next conversation at the second interview. 

  

I look forward to seeing you in the Spring Term and will contact you nearer the time to 
arrange a convenient time. 

 

Thank you again for your time. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

 

 

Ashley Brett 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Ashley Brett 
(Residential address supplied) 
 
e-mail: address supplied  
Telephone or text: mobile number 
supplied 
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Appendix 10  Consent form  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Consent form 
 

School leaders' ideas about teacher learning and resilience associated with 

education, school improvement and change  

 

(September 2014 – April 2016) 

  
I have read the information leaflet about the research.    (please tick) 
 
I agree to be interviewed       (please tick) 
 
I agree to an audio recording of the interview     (please tick) 
   
 
(Please sign and return to researcher) 
 
Participant’s Name  
 
Signed                date  
 
(Researcher to complete before interview and give copy to participant) 
 
Researcher’s name  
 
Signed                date     ______________ 
 
 
This research has been reviewed and approved by the Faculty Research Ethics 

Committee, University of London.  The interviewer adheres to the British 

Education Research Association’s ethical guidelines (BERA, 2004).  

Ashley Brett 
(Residential address supplied) 
 
e-mail: address supplied  
Telephone or text: mobile number 
supplied 
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Appendix 11  Extracts of first level coding of data – free node level of 
analysis in NVivo 
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Appendix 11 continued  Extracts of first level coding of data – free node 
level of analysis in NVivo continued 
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Appendix 11  continued  Extracts of first level coding of data – free node 
level of analysis in NVivo continued 
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Appendix 11  continued  Extracts of first level coding of data – free node 
level of analysis in NVivo continued 
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Appendix 11  continued  Extracts of first level coding of data – free node 
level of analysis in NVivo 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

206 
 

Appendix 11  continued  Extracts of first level coding of data – free node 
level of analysis in NVivo 
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Appendix 12  Extracts of second level coding of data – categorization in 
NVivo to develop node patterns and themes 
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Appendix 13  Summary sheet of the key ethical considerations referred to 
at the beginning of the interview 
 
Purpose of research  

• This research is being undertaken to gather your thoughts about being a leader and 
making changes in your school as part of school improvement and the teacher learning 
and resilience which underpins this.   

• I am interested in representing your perspectives, your personal experience and 
reactions to educational change.   

• The interview discussions and research findings might have relevance for and 
positively support others in similar leadership positions.   

 
Anonymity  

• In the final report, your name and any personal details you mention will be altered.  
You can decide on your own pseudonym. 

• You may recognise yourself, but no-one outside this school will. 

• I will send you a short report of key findings by the summer/early Autumn period 2016.  
If the timescale alters, I will inform you.  

 
Confidentiality  
 

• audio recordings and typed notes will be stored in a safe place in a home 

• only be accessible to me and my research supervisor, whom are external to the local 
authority and have no direct links to or authority over you 

• contribute to a report read by them and members of the examining board. 

• as long as comments made by you do not relate to professional malpractice or against 
your legal duty of care within education. 

 
My role  

• I’m coming as a research student.  

• I’m not coming as a deputy head making judgements. 
 
I hope this makes you feel comfortable to talk openly and honestly   
 
Procedure 

• About a 30 minute interview 

• Should you feel uncomfortable with answering any of the questions, then we will not 
pursue them. 

• It’s not a test.  No right answers or wrong answers.  It’s just about your views.  If 
I ask a question and you don't understand what I'm asking, just tell me - it will 
be my fault not yours - and I can rephrase it. 

• Paper/post-its – during course of interview – should you wish to jot anything down 

• Do you have any questions to ask before we start the interview? 
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Appendix 14  Extracts of the researcher’s remarks/ questions (highlighted) 

detailed on the transcribed scripts of the interviews – relating to comments 

made by the participants 

Phyllis interview one 
Phyllis extract 1; interview 1 
Phyllis: What is happening currently, we know things are political, so I'm not 
going to go near that part of the discussion. [Stays away from political which I am 
interested in - why?]  
 

Phyllis extract 2; interview 1 
Phyllis: I think year-on-year, I have done differently in a very subtle way.  Looking 
back, I probably came in quite heavy handed in that I evaluated, so what I felt needed 
to be done.  Were I in another school, I would be more considered in my way of putting 
that to staff [I should have noted this word and kept the conversation about teachers 
specifically, not staff in general], who weren't of that mind and that view as to how we 
would shift that forward.  The school was labelled as a coasting school and their results 
were reasonable, their progress was not good.  That came when all the shift from 
attainment at Level 4+, which the school was sitting high on, went back to, as it should 
have always been, on progress.  And the progress wasn't even close to what they 
needed to be.  It was not in a good place.  It was due an Ofsted.  So therefore, action 
had to be pretty quick, but nevertheless, it still needed everybody to buy into it.     And 
as it turned out then not everybody did.  And a good 50% of staff left [I realise now that 
this ‘staff’ is referring to learning support assistants (LSAs) - see later discussion.  
Wanted the conversation about teachers not LSAs.] in the first year, or it was pointed 
out that perhaps this was not the best place if that's how they felt.  Without sounding 
like you need to leave or anything.  But, unfortunately, a school is not going to move 
forward or anything unless everyone's going the same direction with the same vision.  
So, back to would have I done anything differently?  Maybe a little more diplomatically?  
But the actions would have had to remain the same because there wasn't any other 
way to do it.   Might have just handled it better.   
 
Phyllis extract 3; interview 1 
Phyllis: I'm going to speak about something that I think you are going to find very 
relevant for what you're doing here.  I think I'm going to take a strand, it would be 
easier to reflect the answer to this question.  It was the staffing structure.   The staffing 
structure here was not conducive to maximum impact on learning and that had to be 
looked at in various aspects.  In the first instance, which is not the one that I'm going 
to go into detail with, it was at the teacher level. [That is what I was interested in, but 
the headteacher is not going to talk about it – does not explicitly say she does not want 
to talk about it.]  The second instance, which I am going to go into detail with, is the 
learning support assistants (LSAs) or teaching assistants (TAs). 
 
Phyllis extract 4; interview 1 
Phyllis: During that period, with that going on, all teachers bought into it.   And 

the reason I believe they did was because I didn't come here and do that right away.  

I came here and evaluated.  I watched very closely.  When I came here, I dealt with 

the teaching staff, what I felt was missing and what needed to change.  That's another  
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Appendix 14  continued  Extracts of the researcher’s remarks 

(highlighted) detailed on the transcribed scripts of the interviews – relating to 

comments made by the participants 

story in the strand. [I should have mentioned that I was interested in the teachers.] The 

one that I am telling you about is one we came to at such a point that when we came 

to the one-to-one interviews with each of the LSAs, not the re-employment ones, but 

the ones where I said this is where we stand, this is what I'm going to do, and this is 

how it might affect you personally, and this is your opportunity to put questions to me. 

 
Phyllis extract 5; interview 1 
A.B.:  If there was one key thing you could do to transform teachers' 
perspectives, what would that be?   
 
Phyllis: It largely depends on the perspective.  If I could answer it coming in 
slightly differently, but I hope it answers, what do I think the perspective of a teacher 
should at least be?  [This doesn't answer the question.] I would have to say that they 
are doing and thinking about how every child in that class makes progress, and how 
they make it their ultimate aim to have that happen, however they do it, by employing 
whatever strategies they can.   
 
Phyllis interview two 
Phyllis extract 1; interview 2 
A.B.:  Given all the demands and pressures which a teacher faces, is there a 
way to support teachers to see the school’s bigger picture? 
  

Phyllis: Because they're all working at different levels and they're at different 

stages in their career and, therefore, they're at a different point in their journey towards 

their own professionalism and continued development of it, you have to look at that as 

a leader, and decide what things can be common for everybody and then what else is 

different that those individuals actually need.  So, for example, you expect them to 

keep up-to-date and abreast of things, the expectation has to be given some form of 

support in showing them the way to do that.  So, we build in reading time, which means 

every so often we will take them out over and above their PPA [planning, preparation 

and assessment] time, give them a bumph to read, send them up to the tower room 

and say, "No technology required, just sit down and read through this."  And then what 

they have to do is an evaluation sheet back to us.  So, they have to write down their 

responses to what they're reading, whether it's they don't understand it, think it's a 

good idea, disagree with it or it's just useful information.  So, you've got common things 

like that. [I should have asked had they done anything on the back of it, i.e. the 

evaluations - did it pave the way for any further discussion about changes they might 

make?] 
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Appendix 14 continued  Extracts of the researcher’s remarks 

(highlighted) detailed on the transcribed scripts of the interviews – relating to 

comments made by the participants 

Phyllis extract 2; interview 2 
A.B.:  Do you see resilience as responding to something adverse as a one-off 

event or do you see it as continuous? 

 

Phyllis: [Gives a response to question and then says] And I guess for me, 

resilience is the whole re-energising of what you do. [I should have asked for 

clarification about this.] 

 
Phyllis extract 3; interview 2 

A.B.:  How can leaders develop the resilience of teachers? 

 

Phyllis: I would say through leaders modelling and their support structures, 

which they provide in the school, so that teachers know who they can go to, to ask if 

they have a problem.  But it's also knowing that a solution can always be found and 

looking at ways forward to move towards the solution.  Once you are working towards 

solving the problem, or a teacher has reached that end goal, then resilience can be 

said to have kicked in and worked. [I could have asked what modelling exactly?] 

 
Phyllis extract 4; interview 2 
A.B.:  Do you think a teacher's resilience looks different in different schools? 

 

Phyllis: I think it looks different? - no, I think resilience is something that might 

just look different for people.  It's a person thing.  If you're talking professional 

resilience across a profession you're going into a much more political type thing.  [I 

should have asked for greater clarification.] 

 
Ken interview one 
Ken:  I think there is a need to have the national curriculum, I think there is a 
need that schools are held accountable [Suggesting that schools should be held 
accountable for delivery of the national curriculum?], that we provide a service, it's not 
our money, it's state money, so we have to provide and spend that money the best 
that we can. 
 
Ken interview two 

A.B.:  From what you've described, it sounds very much like your own school 

is a professional learning community? 

 

Ken:  Absolutely.  And everybody plays a part in that.  There isn't the 

hierarchical structure in terms of learning stops when you get to a particular position 

in the school. [I could have asked what learning he does?] 
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Appendix 14  continued  Extracts of the researcher’s remarks 

(highlighted) detailed on the transcribed scripts of the interviews – relating to 

comments made by the participants 

Pearl interview one 
Pearl:  Change.  Changing from one state to another state and the journey that 
it takes to go from one to the other.  It can be painful, it can be exciting, it can be a bit 
monotonous, it can be fast, it can be slow.  [I should ask what does she mean by 
moving from one state to another?] 
 

Joel interview one 
Joel:  I started people on pre-capability, but they often sorted themselves out.  
But I didn't word it to them that way, but people went.  Those people who needed to 
go gradually have gone.  I'm left with one, who I would like to be without.  [I should 
have asked what do you do in those circumstances?] 
 
Joel interview two 
Joel extract 2; interview 2 

A.B.:  What is your understanding of teacher resilience? 

 

Joel:  For me, resilience is not taking it personally when a parent has been 

verbally abusive to you, it’s not taking it personally when your school does really badly, 

but it could be argued it is your fault, it’s your neck on the line.  Resilience is about 

hanging on to what you really believe through all this nonsense, and I do describe it 

as nonsense.  Actually, when I think about it, resilience is not being buffeted by the 

latest government fad.   Resilience is about standing firm actually in what you believe 

when everyone else is telling you something different, isn’t it, or when everything 

around you suggests that you are worthless [Has this been the case with Joel?]. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


