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ABSTRACT 

 

Economic, political, social, and technological developments are putting pressure on 

educational systems to undertake major changes.  Schools in New Zealand, Australia and 

abroad are being pushed to transition from traditional models of teaching and learning to 

Innovative Learning Environments (ILEs).  For this change to occur, many classroom 

teachers will need to adapt how, where and what they teach, which is likely to generate a 

range of reactions from teachers.  

A qualitative three-school case study approach was employed to capture the complex 

connections between school leaders’ understandings of ILEs, teachers’ understandings of 

ILEs, and teachers’ reactions to expectations to engage in innovative practices.  The study 

also investigated forms of support that mitigated teachers’ perceptions of risk and enabled 

them to work collaboratively in ILEs.  The three New Zealand primary schools selected for 

this research had already begun to invest in a shift from traditional practices and 

environments to ILEs prior to agreeing to participate. 

The research design involved two separate data collection and analysis phases.  

Questionnaire data obtained from 73 teachers in the initial phase provided a description of 

teachers’ understandings of ILEs, innovative practices they had implemented, and the forms 

of support they had received.  The data were used for phase two sampling purposes and 

provided the basis for the sequential phase.  Eighteen teachers and four school leaders 

participated in phase two.  The sequential phase included semi-structured interviews, 

classroom observations, participant blogs, teachers’ daily records, and publicly available 

school documentation.  Data obtained from this phase provided an understanding of how 

teachers had developed their perceptions of ILEs and why they reacted the way they did to 

expectations to engage in innovative practices.  The data were analysed using an inductive 

and deductive thematic approach and coded using NVivo. 

  The depth of teachers’ understandings was strongly influenced by the school leaders’ 

understandings.  When school leaders demonstrated a deep understanding of ILEs, teachers 

were more able to articulate why a shift to ILEs could benefit learners.  Conversely, when 

school leaders lacked a deep understanding of the principles of ILEs, many teachers’ 

understandings of ILEs were superficial and tended to focus on the physical environment and 

collaborative nature of endeavours.     

  Teachers’ reactions to engaging in ILEs were influenced by their understandings of 
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ILEs, the clarity of expectations to change, and the professional learning activities in which 

they were expected to participate.  When a rationale for change was accompanied by clear 

expectations which teachers perceived were achievable, they were more willing to critique 

traditional practices and explore innovative ways of teaching.  A lack of rationale for change 

with or without explicit expectations resulted in less positive outcomes.  Furthermore, it was 

evident that it was not the amount of support that teachers received but the type of support 

which impacted on the development of teachers’ understandings of ILEs.   

  Given the superficial understandings of teachers, and the important influence of 

school leaders, it may be advantageous for the guiding principles of ILEs to be disseminated 

more widely and clearly within and across the education system.  School leaders who lead the 

change process in an informed manner, and who provide teachers with a theoretical or 

ideological rationale for ILEs, clear expectations, and targeted support to change, will place 

teachers in a better position to make the shift to ILEs.  
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GLOSSARY 
 

Glossary A: Terminology 

 

 

Term Initialism Definition 

 

Āwhina  An āwhina space is a term often used to 

describe a shared physical learning space in an 

ILE.  The Māori word awhi means to embrace 

and nurture 

 

Blog 

 

 A website containing a writer’s or group of 

writers’ experiences, opinions or observations.  

Blogs often include images and have links to 

related websites. 

 

Board of Trustees  BOT All New Zealand's state and state-integrated 

schools have a Board of Trustees (BOT).  BOT 

are responsible for overseeing the management 

of personnel, curriculum, property, finance and 

administration. 

 

Hapori  A hapori is a section of a kinship group, family, 

society, or community.  In the context of this 

research hapori refers to a team of teachers and 

their students. 

 

Innovative Learning 

Environment 

ILE An Innovative Learning Environment is “an 

organic, holistic concept – an ecosystem that 

functions over time and in context and includes 

the activity and outcomes of learning” (OECD, 

2013, p. 11).  

 

Pedagogical core  The pedagogical core includes the learning and 

teaching elements, relationships and dynamics 

at the heart of each learning environment. 

 

The Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation 

and Development 

 

OECD The OECD is a forum where governments of 

democracies work together to promote 

economic growth and sustainable development. 

Whānau  Whānau refers to a family group, often 

including extended family and friends who may 

not have any kinship ties to other members.  In 

the context of this research whānau has the 

same meaning as hapori, and refers to a team of 

teachers and students. 
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CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION 

 

How puzzling all these changes are! I’m never sure what I’m going to be, from one minute to 

another!  Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (Lewis Carroll, 2009, p. 74) 

 

Learning and the environments required for it to thrive are being scrutinised more than ever.  

Global drivers are pushing countries to give “priority to generating high levels of knowledge 

and skills with attention increasingly to more demanding forms of ‘21st century 

competences’” (Dumont, Istance, & Benavides, 2010, p. 3).  Around the world, educators are 

reconsidering their design and approach to teaching and learning, prompting schools in New 

Zealand and abroad to rethink educational content, pedagogies and environments. 

Educational change initiatives are developed with the aim of better meeting the needs 

of learners (Fullan, 1993), although schemes intended to bring about pedagogical change to 

improve student engagement and outcomes are often unsuccessful (Fullan, 2011; Timperley 

& Alton-Lee, 2008).  Consequently, there have been many attempts to identify the diverse 

and complex barriers which thwart teachers’ engagement in educational change.  Research 

has focused on the behaviour and leadership style of the senior management in schools 

(Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Lingard, Hayes, Mills, & Christie, 2003), or school leaders’ 

understanding of the learning environment (Timperley, Wilson, Barrar, & Fung, 2007).  

Other studies have focused on the format of the professional learning initiatives (Richards & 

Skolits, 2009; Riordan & Klein, 2010).   

The classroom teacher is often blamed for the lack of educational change (Brody & 

Hadar, 2011; Hargreaves, 2005; Maskit, 2011).  Not surprisingly, a considerable amount of 

literature suggests teacher resistance is why “most change initiatives fail” (Senge et al., 1999, 

p. 5).  However, the implication that teachers are actively refusing to accept or engage in the 

change process is counterproductive to developing a culture of collaborative, sustainable 

improvement (Robinson, 2011): “No one should be blamed in the process of building better 

schools” (Timperley & Parr, 2010, p. 17).   

Claims that teachers are resisting the need to adapt “traditional” pedagogies to 

maximise the learning opportunities provided by Innovative Learning Environments (ILEs) 

tend to rule out other possible explanations for their non-engagement.  This research will 

suggest that an alternative explanation for resistance is that teachers may perceive risk or 

have feelings of uncertainty about the proposed change.  Perceptions of risk guide decision-
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making.  People take risks when they feel there will be something to gain.  They are less 

likely to take risks when they think the potential costs outweigh the potential benefits.  

Teachers may perceive risk or uncertainty if they lack an understanding of ILEs, if 

expectations from school leaders are vague, if professional support is not targeted to their 

needs, or if they perceive their school environment is not conducive to change.   

Teachers’ understandings and feelings of uncertainty associated with the shift to ILEs 

are likely to influence how they react.  Teachers who perceive a greater perception of risk 

will be less likely to engage in innovative practices, and, conversely, teachers who perceive 

less risk may be more willing.  Therefore, this research will contribute to theorising about 

teachers’ reactions in change situations and will contribute to the small knowledge base that 

currently exists on introducing ILEs.  This research will also identify leadership practices 

which mitigate teachers’ perceptions of risk and enable them to engage in ILEs.  

 

Research Context: Innovative Learning Environments 

 

Many policymakers are driving a push for traditional school environments and pedagogies to 

become ILEs.  For the purposes of this research, the term “traditional” will refer to 

classrooms furnished with one desk and one chair for each student.  In a traditional classroom 

the teacher, who is often positioned near the front of the classroom, provides instruction to 

students in mixed and ability groupings, or to the whole class.  The daily timetable is 

regimented and lessons are time-scheduled.  Decisions about the learning content are 

predominantly made by the teacher, and opportunities for inquiry-based learning tend to be 

superficial and teacher-directed.  This generic image of a traditional classroom is likely to be 

familiar to many teachers in New Zealand and abroad, while ILEs may be harder for teachers 

to envisage. 

What ILEs look like at a practical level, and how teaching in ILEs can differ from 

traditional practices, has not been extensively researched or defined.  A considerable amount 

of literature exists on facets of ILEs, such as the physical learning environment, digital 

technologies, and learner-centredness, yet very few studies focus on ILEs as a holistic 

concept, or have explored what is involved in creating such environments.   

Research that is frequently used as a point of reference was conducted by the 

Innovative Learning Environments project from the Centre for Educational Research and 

Innovation at the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD/ILE).  
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The project explored how education can be innovatively organised at three levels: micro 

(learning environments), meso (networks and communities of practice), and macro 

(education system).  The OECD/ILE project (2013) was organised into three sequential 

strands: the learning research strand, the gathering of innovative cases, and the 

implementation and change strand.  The goals of the OECD/ILE project were to serve the 

international reform agenda in education by  

 

 analysing and synthesising current international research findings on learning, 

teaching, and learning environments in the learning research strand, 

 identifying and analysing examples of innovative learning environments from all over 

the world in the innovative cases strand, and 

 engaging with the community of policy reformers, innovators and learning scientists 

to discuss how to make better use of these findings to make OECD education systems 

learning driven. 

 

Research findings on how young people learn and the conditions and dynamics that 

improve learning were synthesised into seven guiding ILE learning principles and presented 

in a publication titled The Nature of Learning: Using Research to Inspire Practice (Dumont 

et al., 2010).  The publication also provides guidance on why educators should be considering 

making the shift away from traditional practices and questions how the learning sciences can 

inform the design of 21st century learning environments.  The subsequent OECD/ILE project 

publication, aptly titled Innovative Learning Environments (OECD, 2013), comprehensively 

responds to this question.  The OECD/ILE project identified and examined 125 “innovative” 

cases from more than 20 countries.  The cases selected were “identified within their own 

system as significant departures from mainstream learning arrangements for younger children 

or older teenagers, while promising to meet the ambitious objectives needed for the 21st 

century” (OECD, 2013, p. 11).  The findings from the case studies were used to develop a 

holistic ILE framework for addressing and developing learning environments (refer Figure 

1.1).  

The ILE framework consists of three connecting layers.  Seven guiding ILE learning 

principles are in the centre.  These principles are connected to four elements in the 

“pedagogical core”: resources, learners, content, and educators.  Pedagogy and organisational 

dynamics, such as timetabling and student groupings, are also fundamentally connected to 
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each of the core elements.  The “formative” layer frames the pedagogical core.  This cyclical 

layer is focused on learning, information and evidence, and learning leadership.  Leadership 

and evidence are essential to ensure that innovative visions and learning designs are created, 

implemented, critiqued, and redesigned to improve learning.  The third layer of the ILE 

framework is the “partnerships” layer and includes other learning environments such as 

higher education organisations, companies, cultural partners, and the community:  “Creating 

wider partnerships should be a constant endeavour of the 21st century learning environment 

and is both outward-looking and about enriching the core and the formative cycle on the 

inside” (OECD, 2013, p. 187). 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1 The OECD Innovative Learning Environment framework 

Source: OECD, 2013, p. 154 
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An ILE is defined in Innovative Learning Environments (OECD, 2013) as “an 

organic, holistic concept – an ecosystem that functions over time and in context and includes 

the activity and outcomes of learning” (OECD, 2013, p. 11).  A more comprehensive 

definition is provided in the recently published OECD/ILE project publication, The OECD 

Handbook for Innovative Learning Environments (2017).  An ILE 

 

• is an organic whole embracing the experience of organised learning for given groups 

of learners around a single “pedagogical core” and is larger than particular classes or 

programmes,  

• includes the activity and outcomes of learning, rather than being just a location 

where learning takes place, and  

• enjoys a common leadership making design decisions about how best to optimise 

learning for its participants (OECD, 2017, p. 16). 

 

In short, ILEs are intended to address current challenges of the educational system and the 

increasing need to personalise learning processes: “they are supposed to foster the capacity of 

pupil achievement and improve equal opportunities in education systems” (Schrittesser, 

Gerhartz-Reiter, & Paseka, 2014, p. 144). 

Optimising student learning in ILEs will necessitate a change in teaching practices 

and demand a much more collaborative approach, which is likely to generate many different 

responses from teachers.  This research will contribute to the scant literature on how to bring 

about a move from traditional practices and environments towards ILEs by exploring 

teachers’ understandings of ILEs and their reactions to expectations to explore innovative 

practices.  It will examine how teachers’ perceptions and reactions impact on their classroom 

practice.  

 

The physical learning environment.  The physical learning environment is 

positioned in the ILE framework (OECD, 2013) as a material resource (refer Figure 1.1).  

Although the physical learning environment is only a small, albeit costly, element of the 

whole ILE ecosystem, changes in the physical environment will provide opportunities for 

changes in teaching practices and the way teachers work together.  Historically, researchers 

have been challenged to validate significant relationships between the physical environment 

and student learning.  The lack of concrete evidence has meant many school environments 

still reflect the industrial era in which they were designed: linear, one-dimensional 65m2 
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classroom, furnished with one desk and one chair for each student (Fielding & Nair, 2005).  

These traditional classrooms are “a product of a teacher-centred pedagogy, framing a 

hierarchical relationship between teacher and students” (Dovey & Fisher, 2014, p. 43). 

Following a progressive educational reform movement in the 1960s, open-plan 

classrooms gained popularity in New Zealand and abroad.  Gislason (2007) claims this was a 

critical reaction to the regimented, isolated industrial-era school model.  It was assumed that 

the removal of interior walls would promote greater teaching flexibility and collaboration 

leading to student-directed learning in a way that self-contained classrooms were allegedly 

unable to support.  However, while the learning environment changed, many teachers’ 

images about the roles of teachers and students, and their pedagogical practices, remained 

unchanged (Hutchinson, 2004).  Dovey and Fisher (2014) suggest the demise of this type of 

learning environment was due to teachers’ confusion between openness and flexibility.  

Open-plan learning environments did not represent a philosophy of education so much as a 

trend in building design and were insufficient to support a change in practice.  Consequently, 

many schools reverted to the traditional cellular design, attributing excessive noise, conflict 

with colleagues, reduced spontaneity in teaching, and poorer student learning outcomes as  

reasons for the reversal (Dovey & Fisher, 2014; Hutchinson, 2004).  

Since the turn of this century, learning spaces have once again be given considerable 

attention, with educational architects from around the world maintaining that individual 

classrooms are obsolete because they do not emulate the 21st century workplace (Nair, 2011).  

This understanding is supported by the New Zealand Ministry of Education (2014) who claim 

that non-traditional learning spaces may better provide teachers with opportunities to employ 

creative and innovative teaching practices and lead to more robust, continuously improving 

communities of practice.  Consequently, the New Zealand Ministry of Education Strategic 

Plan for Education 2015–2019 focuses on enabling “21st century learning practices through 

the provision of innovative learning environments, improving evidence-based investment 

decisions and increasing efficiencies” (Ministry of Education, 2015, p. 36).  Upgrades to non-

traditional learning spaces must be evident in all New Zealand primary schools’ Ten Year 

Property Plans.  This plan is a mandatory part of a school’s Five-Year Agreement funding 

cycle and supports a school’s bid for further capital funding.   

New Zealand is not alone in terms of a push towards non-traditional learning spaces.  

In 2009, the Australian government committed more than 15 billion Australian dollars to 

build or upgrade facilities in every Australian primary school.  Building the Education 

Revolution was the largest single programme of investment in school infrastructure in 
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Australia’s history (McShane, 2012). 

There is a range of terminology to describe non-traditional physical learning spaces, 

such as innovative learning hubs, 21st century learning environments, and agile learning 

spaces.  Modern Learning Environments is a common label used in New Zealand and 

Australia.  To align with international terminology, the New Zealand Ministry of Education 

currently refers to flexible learning spaces.  Flexible learning spaces are intended to provide 

flexibility for where learning occurs and can be personalised according to students’ strengths, 

abilities, and cultures.  In flexible learning spaces, there is often a central “home base” or 

“hub”, and breakout spaces with moveable partitions, which can give teachers and students 

options for collaborative group work, team-teaching, or independent learning.  Sliding glass 

walls between spaces can be opened to combine classes or insulate a group.  This spatial 

flexibility enables different groups to work on different activities and tasks in breakout spaces 

or outside enclosures.  While flexible learning spaces can still facilitate traditional pedagogies 

such as direct instruction, the space and furniture may afford students and teachers a more 

effective and enabling learning environment (Alterator & Deed, 2013).  

 

Background to the Research 

 

Globally there has been a push for teachers to collaboratively explore innovative practices in 

flexible learning spaces: teachers are expected to engage in ILEs.  Though ILEs are informed 

by research into effective teaching and learning methods as well as advancements in the 

understanding of learning and collaborative technologies (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 

1999; Beetham & Sharpe, 2013; DuFour & Marzano, 2011), there is some uncertainty about 

how practices in ILEs should be enacted, nor are the benefits and limitations of ILEs well 

understood by many teachers.  Teachers’ understandings of ILEs are dependent on a myriad 

of factors including the how a rationale for change is promoted by school leaders, the 

professional learning provided, prior experiences, and personal beliefs about teaching and 

learning.  Many experienced teachers’ frame of reference will be the open plan era which 

resulted in the gradual resurgence of traditional teaching approaches.  These teachers may 

well view ILEs as “old wine in new bottles” (Bovberg, 2006, p. 245).   

  “Educational change is key to improving educational outcomes” (Teo & Le Fevre, 

2017, p. 649), although, as Hargreaves and Fink (2012) warn, educational change “is easy to 

propose, hard to implement, but extraordinary to sustain” (p. 1).  The challenge of change 
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could in part be due to teachers lacking an understanding of why they are being expected to 

change, or how to change.  Even if policymakers, professional learning facilitators and school 

leaders provide theoretical or ideological reasoning for proposed changes, they often fail to 

suggest ways teachers can integrate new practices with familiar ones.  Consequently, teachers 

are left to improvise ways to action the unknown in their classrooms.  Not surprisingly, the 

literature demonstrates that many initiatives are unsuccessful, which can be frustrating and 

discouraging for teachers who have invested time and energy.   

Improvement in education is dependent on teachers engaging in and sustaining more 

effective changes to their practice, yet some teachers, for various reasons, do not explore 

innovative methods.  Why is this?  This research will seek to identify what teachers 

understand about ILEs and how their understanding influences their reactions to expectations 

to engage in innovative practices.  

 

Purpose and Research Questions  

 

The purpose of this multiple site case study is to identify school leaders’ and teachers’ 

understandings of ILEs and explore their reactions to expectations to engage in innovative 

practices.  Do school leaders and teachers have an awareness of the guiding principles that 

underpin ILEs, or perceive that ILEs are dependent on the physical learning space and 

controlled by organisational dynamics, such as teacher collaboration?  Learning about 

innovative practices teachers have trialled, their reactions to the changes, and ascertaining 

why they chose to trial or implement the new practices will provide some answers to this 

question.  This research also aims to contribute to research on ILEs by exploring what 

teachers perceive as forms of support that enable them to abandon traditional pedagogies and 

engage in ILEs. 

The research is guided by the following three questions: 

 

 Research question 1:  What are school leaders’ and teachers’ understandings of 

Innovative Learning Environments? 

 

 Research question 2: How do teachers react to expectations to engage in Innovative 

Learning Environments?  
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 Research question 3: What forms of support do teachers perceive enable them to 

develop their understanding of Innovative Learning Environments, and engage in 

innovative practices? 

 

Research Approach  

 

A qualitative explanatory study was conducted in three New Zealand primary schools that 

had invested in a shift from traditional practices and environments to ILEs.  A three-school 

case study approach was employed to capture the complex connections between school 

leaders’ understandings of ILEs and teachers’ understandings of ILEs, and teachers’ reactions 

to expectations to engage in innovative practices. 

The research was conducted in two phases.  A questionnaire distributed to 84 teachers 

across the three schools provided a description of teachers’ understandings of ILEs, 

innovative practices they had implemented, and forms of support they had received.  The data 

were used for sampling purposes for phase two, and provided the basis for semi-structured 

interviews.  The sequential methods provided an understanding of how teachers had 

developed their perceptions of ILEs and why they reacted the way they did to expectations to 

engage in innovative practices.  Eighteen teachers and four school leaders were involved in 

the sequential phase, which included: semi-structured interviews, classroom observations, 

participant blogs, teachers’ daily records, and publicly available school documentation.  The 

thematic analysis focused on social and contextual factors to capture the complex relationship 

between school leaders’ understandings of ILEs, teachers’ understandings of ILEs, and 

teachers’ reactions to expectations to engage in innovative practices.  

 

  Researcher perspective.  Since I began teaching in the 1990s, I have been expected 

to engage in numerous educational change initiatives.  Some of these have been mandated by 

the government, others were suggested by professional learning facilitators or school leaders.  

For the most part, I have been willing to implement new methods, especially when I 

understood the rationale for the change and was able to align the new practices with those 

that were familiar.  Then I encountered ILEs.  Being expected to rethink what I taught, how I 

taught, and how I assessed learning seemed like a colossal challenge.  Not surprisingly, my 

reactions were wide-ranging.  Initially, I was a willing advocate.  I was an experienced 

teacher - how hard could the shift to ILEs be?  Then the realisation of what ILEs involved 
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began to dawn on me.  I struggled to adjust my expectations and experiences into an ILE 

framework and was confronted with the reality that many of my familiar practices would 

need to adapt or be abandoned.  Observations of my colleagues grappling with the 

fundamentals of ILEs revealed I was not alone.  

Throughout this thesis, I refer to Lewis Carroll’s fictional tale, Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland.  My thesis title, Working in Wonderland, implies ILEs can be magical learning 

places, rewarding for both teachers and students.  The title also hints at the notion that, for 

many in the educational community, understanding how to work in ILEs remains elusive.  

Many policymakers, professional learning facilitators, school leaders and teachers may 

regard ILEs as a concept far removed from their reality.   

I also perceive there to be many commonalities between how teachers react to 

expectations to engage in ILEs, and how Alice reacts when confronted with the bizarre 

workings of Wonderland.  Through Alice’s adventures, she realises that the only reliable 

aspect of Wonderland is that it will challenge her understanding of all things natural and 

normal.  Wonderland frustrates Alice’s desires to fit her experiences into a logical 

framework.  In the same way, I have observed teachers struggling to understand why a shift 

to ILEs is necessary, and how to be innovative.  School leaders can espouse a shift away from 

traditional practices, yet they too are likely to have developed their teaching practices many 

years earlier, so may lack the knowledge to lead the change to ILEs.  They may, therefore, 

place the onus on teachers to bring ILEs to life.   

Accepting that many traditional long-held notions of teaching and learning may not 

be relevant for 21st century learners, and trying to adapt familiar practices to benefit students 

in ILEs, will likely generate a range of reactions from teachers.  These reactions will 

influence their engagement in ILEs.  It is therefore crucial that policymakers, professional 

learning facilitators and school leaders are aware of and responsive to teachers’ 

understandings and perceptions of ILEs.  Only then can professional support, which develops 

teachers’ understanding of ILEs and enables them to engage in practices that prepare young 

people for their futures, be designed and provided. 

 

Conceptual Framework 

 

The conceptual framework was based on three key ideas.  One idea is that leaders require an 

understanding of the rationale for the change and knowledge of how to effectively enact 
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change within their organisation (Fullan 2007; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008).  Both 

understandings are required for change towards ILEs to be successful. 

Leaders in an organisation are key change agents who also require a deep 

understanding of the change.  The depth of leaders’ understanding of a change can impact 

and influence the understandings and the reactions of members within the organisation 

(Portoghese et al. 2012; Ungar, 2016).  In the context of this research, school leaders will 

require a deep understanding of the guiding principles of ILEs. 

The conceptual framework was also based on the understanding that peoples’ 

reactions to change are complex as they can be influenced by a myriad of external and 

internal factors (Hargreaves, 2005; Howard, 2013; Terhart, 2013).  Acknowledging reactions 

is critical in terms of peoples’ engagement with change.  This conceptual framework was the 

foundation for this research and was translated into my assumptions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.2. Conceptual framework 

 

 

Assumptions.  Several key assumptions taken from the reviewed literature and from my own 

experience in education inform this research.  They are outlined below. 

 Teachers’ understandings of ILEs will reflect the school leaders’ understandings.  The 
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deeper the school leaders’ understandings of the principles of ILEs, the deeper the 

teachers’ understandings are likely to be.  Conversely, teachers will have superficial 

understandings of ILEs if school leaders lack a sound understanding of the rationale 

for change.  

 

 Expectations and clarity of the rationale for change will influence teachers’ reactions.  

 

 Change can involve uncertainty and risk, albeit perceived differently by those 

involved.  Teachers’ feelings of uncertainty will be derived from their prior 

experiences, beliefs about teaching and learning, their understanding of ILEs, and 

whether they feel they are supported. 

 

Rationale and Significance of Research  

 

Teachers are the key agents when it comes to changing classroom practice.  For the success 

of change interventions, it is important to consider teachers’ understandings and reactions to 

change for several reasons.  First, and most importantly, the factor which has the most impact 

on the success of students’ learning is the teacher (Hattie, 2012).  Teachers work closely with 

students and are ultimately responsible for implementing any change in the classroom.  

Second, teachers have first-hand understandings of the challenges they face, as well as 

insights that other stakeholders do not have.  Third, teachers often have good reasons for 

reacting to change the way they do, and having a clearer understanding of these reasons may 

facilitate the change process (Fullan, 2007; Hargreaves, 1996).  

The design and implementation of many initiatives do not include the input of the 

teachers.  Policymakers, professional learning facilitators and school leaders often do not 

deeply consider teachers’ understandings of proposed changes and lack an awareness of ways 

to support teachers to integrate new learning with teachers’ existing theories of teaching.  

Furthermore, those driving the change often make assumptions about teachers’ ways of 

thinking in the process of innovation implementation and therefore often misunderstand 

teachers’ perceptions of change (Fullan & Stiegelbauer, 1991).  An explanation for the lack 

of responsiveness to teachers’ understandings and perceptions may be that those driving the 

change do not have the answers.  Implementing the theoretical comes with an abundance of 

unknowns.   

Teachers who are expected to engage in ILEs will have perceptions of how their 
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school deals with change, an opinion regarding the initiative itself, and an attitude towards 

the idea of change (Chonko, 2004).  These opinions and attitudes will influence their 

reactions to ILEs.  Simply dismissing reactions as acceptance or resistance will not explain 

the complexities of teachers’ reactions.  Therefore, it makes good sense to consider other 

possible reasons why teachers react differently when facing change.  If teachers’ 

understandings of the proposed change largely determine its success or failure, then it is vital 

that we identify how teachers develop their understandings of ILEs.  It is equally important 

that we ascertain what factors encourage teachers to take the necessary risks involved in 

implementing new practices.  
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CHAPTER 2:  LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This literature review is divided into three sections.  In the first section, the literature on 

teachers’ reactions to educational change is reviewed.  Specifically, I explore literature on 

theories of teacher resistance and risk-taking in the process of change.  Following this, I 

define Innovative Learning Environments and review the seven learning principles which can 

guide the design of innovative learning environments for the 21st century.  Relevant literature 

will provide evidence of the importance of each principle, the extent to which the principle is 

enacted, and challenges teachers may face engaging in practices that promote the principle.  

This review concludes by drawing attention to two key components of the ILE pedagogical 

core: the physical learning environment and teacher collaboration.  Rethinking these core 

elements is necessary for innovating a learning environment and will directly impact on the 

daily work of teachers, yet, on their own, they are not sufficient. 

 

Teachers’ Reactions to Educational Change  

 

Changing practices is a timeless challenge for many teachers because “each change situation 

is shaped by a unique mix of external, system and local factors” (Scott, 1999, p. 8).  Still, 

individual teacher change is necessary to achieve systemic educational reform, as “teachers 

exercise considerable control over the decision of whether and how to implement a change” 

(Richardson, 1990, p. 13).  For new initiatives to be implemented, a degree of change is 

required in one or more of the following dimensions: teachers’ beliefs, attitudes, or 

pedagogical ideologies, content knowledge, pedagogical knowledge of instructional 

strategies or methods, and new or modified instructional resources, materials or technology 

(Fullan & Stiegelbauer, 1991).  

Many factors influence teachers’ reactions to educational change, including a belief 

that change is needed, that the proposed change is appropriate and likely to improve the 

situation, and that the school has the capacity to implement the change (Choi, 2011).  

However, many studies fail to capture the complexity of individuals’ responses and classify 

negative reactions as resistance (Hargreaves, 2005; Terhart, 2013).  Forms of resistance 

include withdrawal, refusal or rejection; there appears to be little agreement on either the 

cause or nature of teacher resistance or how to deal with such reactions successfully, although 

there is consensus on the probable outcomes of this resistance: “If teachers do not like a 
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change, do not understand it, do not agree with it, or think it impractical, then the change will 

likely be implemented incompetently, insincerely or not at all” (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1991, 

p. 8).  Teacher resistance as a reaction to change will be discussed further in this review.   

Another teacher reaction to proposed change initiatives which has received increased 

attention is cynicism (Abraham, 2000; Stanley, Meyer, & Topolnytsky, 2005; Wanous, 

Reichers, & Austin, 2000).  Cynicism about change has been defined as a construct that has 

two elements, “a pessimistic outlook for successful change and blame placed on ‘those 

responsible’ for lacking the motivation and/or the ability to effect successful change” 

(Wanous et al., 2000, p. 135).  People who are perceived to view change with cynicism are 

likely to be those who have been positively reinforced for engaging in effective conventional 

practices (Bommer, Rich, & Rubin, 2005).  

To assume teachers’ reactions to educational change are always negative is a 

simplistic view.  Studies have shown that teachers will react with commitment if they 

perceive the benefits of change outweigh the risks of failing to change and have a belief in 

their own capacity and that of their context to implement the change (Liu, 2015).  The 

availability of perceived support is another important determinant of teacher commitment.  

When support is targeted, provided in real-time, and ongoing, it can increase teachers’ 

knowledge, confidence and perceptions towards the change initiative (Ertmer & Ottenbreit-

Leftwich, 2010).  Teachers’ commitment to change is a core element in the school change 

process and therefore worthy of attention (Leithwood, Jantzi, & Steinbach, 1999). 

An alternative teacher reaction to change initiatives that is only beginning to be 

explored with some depth is that teachers may perceive risk engaging in new practices.  Risk, 

although not a mainstream construct in educational literature, has begun to garner attention in 

recent times.  The handful of reported studies that exists demonstrates that teachers perceive 

risks, especially when they are expected to change their practice (Howard, 2011; Le Fevre, 

2014; Ponticell, 2003; Reio & Lasky, 2007).  Le Fevre (2014) suggests that teachers’ 

perceptions of risk may be “a significant roadblock to engaging in educational change” (p. 

64), yet there is surprisingly little research that focuses on teachers’ perceptions of risk in an 

educational change context.  Theories of teacher resistance and risk-taking are discussed 

further in the next section of the literature review.  
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Theory of teacher resistance. 

 

“Well, I never heard it before, but it sounds uncommon nonsense.”  

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (Lewis Carroll, 2009, p. 148) 

 

Teachers are commonly expected to be “doing something that others are suggesting they do” 

(Richardson, 1990, p. 11).  Some teachers willingly trial or implement these suggestions, 

while others avoid engagement.  Teachers who do not engage in a change initiative are often 

accused of being recalcitrant or resistant (Fullan, 1991).  The literature suggests that teachers 

resist doing whatever is being proposed because they want to cling to familiar “tried and 

true” practices.  Change makes people feel uncomfortable.  Terhart (2013) claims resistance 

to change is a perennial phenomenon, which “all school reforms in the past have had to deal 

with” (p. 489).  It is therefore not surprising that teacher resistance to change is a sensitive 

subject because the topic is “steeped in mutual misperceptions, blame and a fair amount of 

moralizing” (Terhart, 2013, p. 487).  

Teacher resistance to change has been comprehensively studied and has “transformed 

over the years into a not-so-disguised way of blaming the less powerful for unsatisfactory 

results of change efforts” (Krantz, 1999, p. 42).  Early theories of resistance appeared in 

Jackson's (1968) study of classroom life and Lortie's (1975) seminal study of the 

schoolteacher.  Jackson (1968) claimed that teachers are conceptually naive and often fail to 

use scientific measures when assessing student development.  Therefore, change initiatives 

which are suggested by policymakers or other non-teachers are resisted because they may not 

fit individual teacher’s non-technical sense of what they should be doing.  Lortie (1975) 

suggests that teachers’ trust in familiar, traditional practices, regardless of research findings 

or student learning outcomes, is a teacher disposition characteristically associated with 

change resistance.  The uncertainty of new initiatives can produce feelings of vulnerability 

and anxiety, and teachers who feel this way are more likely to “cling to what they know” 

(Lortie, 1975, p. 209).   

Change initiatives, which often impact on the daily work of teachers, are frequently 

sweeping through the educational system, yet many reforms fail to achieve what they set out 

to and in time are discarded (Fullan, 2011; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008).  Consequently, 

experienced teachers, who over many years have invested time and energy engaging in 

various initiatives that have failed to bring about the desired change, face proposed changes 

with “less energy, less activism, less involvement, less idealism, more scepticism, more 
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pessimism” (Huberman, 1988, p. 129).  These teachers view new initiatives as transitory, and 

expect them to be replaced by other initiatives in the near future.  For this reason, teachers in 

the late stages of their careers feel work-related fatigue and are reluctant to engage in change 

(Hargreaves, 2005; Huberman, 1988; Maskit, 2011).  Hargreaves (2005) found the older and 

more experienced a teacher was, the less willing they were to take risks and change their 

practice, declaring that most teachers nearing retirement “become resistant to and resilient 

toward change efforts outside the classroom” (p. 981).  Teachers in this late stage learn to 

treat initiatives like “kidney stones: it causes considerable pain but it will pass, and so 

innovation that is imposed by management is resisted until it passes” (Stoll & Fink, 1996, p. 

79).  As Terhart (2013) explained, “With a bit of luck if teachers hold out for just long 

enough then the experts will be gone in a few weeks or months” (p. 487).  In comparison, 

teachers in the early stages of their career view engagement in change initiatives as an 

inseparable part of the teaching profession.  These teachers are “eager to locate better 

teaching methods, take risks at work, and engage actively in new projects” (Maskit, 2011, p. 

858).  

Further evidence that a teacher’s age and career stage may determine a teacher’s level 

of resistance to a change initiative was found in Moore, Edwards, Halpin, and George’s 

(2002) study of how teachers position themselves when faced with extensive educational 

change.  In their study “Graeme”, an experienced teacher, spoke of being less tolerant of 

changes within his school and within education generally and attributed this feeling to his age 

and a perceived drop in energy levels and “desire.”  Feeling increasingly pressured to do 

better and achieve better outcomes resulted in Graeme becoming “less progressive: I have 

become a reactionary” (Moore et al., 2002, p. 559).  In contrast, “Edward,” a sixth-year 

teacher, expressed feeling positive about academic-related government reforms and how they 

impacted on his practice: “Edward navigates his way through a sea of possibilities and 

around the less welcome rocks and islands that sometimes obstruct his path, however, 

Graeme self-presents as a drowning man not even inclined to clutch at straws” (Moore et al., 

2002, p. 560). 

Despite the amount of literature on teacher resistance to change, the findings do not 

adequately explain why some teachers accept the need for change but do not change their 

practices.  Nor do the studies explain why teachers who are provided with the same support 

have different levels of engagement.  Instead, studies of teacher resistance have dichotomized 

responses to change and in the process simplified reactions, “blurring our sense of the 

complexities of the phenomenon” (Piderit, 2000, p. 783).  It is therefore critical that teachers’ 
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reactions to new initiatives are not simply dismissed as resistance, but examined at a deeper 

level.  As Dent and Goldberg (1999) suggest, it may be time to retire the phrase “resistance to 

change.”  To capture the complexity of individuals’ responses, it may be worthwhile to 

explore how teachers’ perceptions of risk influence their engagement in educational change 

initiatives.  

 

Theory of risk-taking.  Research on risk perception beyond the field of education 

has accumulated with increasing speed in the last few decades, so much so that it has been 

described as “one of the most lively areas of theoretical debate in social and cultural theory” 

(Lupton, 1999 p. 1).  However, in the educational realm, there have only been a small number 

of studies specifically addressing teachers’ perceptions of risk or risk-taking when discussing 

innovation and change (Howard, 2011, 2013; Howard & Gigliotti, 2016; Le Fevre, 2014; Teo 

& Le Fevre, 2017; Twyford, 2016; Twyford, Le Fevre, & Timperley, 2017).  Reactions based 

on perceptions of risk is a topic of considerable practical importance if one understands that 

risk-taking is an inseparable part of implementing change, and change is an inherent part of 

education. 

The term “risk” has been used numerous ways and in various contexts for many years.  

In the corporate world, the term “risk” is commonplace: risk management, capital risk, and 

systematic risk all focus on the identification, assessment, and prioritization of commercial 

risk (Froot & Stein, 1998; Stulz, 1996).  Consequently, the use of risk terminology varies in 

different disciplines.  A broad definition of risk from the social sciences includes loss, the 

significance of loss and uncertainties (Aven & Renn, 2009; Ponticell, 2003; Trimpop, 1994; 

Vlek & Stallen, 1980).  A perception of possible loss, which can be performance-related, 

social, psychological or status-related, is considered foundational to risk-taking (Ponticell, 

2003) and is often discussed in terms of significance or severity (Aven & Renn, 2009; 

Lowrance, 1976).  Severity is a way of characterising the consequences of the risk and can 

refer to the intensity, scope, size or other potential measures of magnitude (Aven & Renn, 

2009).  If a person perceives certain actions may lead to a greater severity of loss, then they 

will correspondingly react with higher levels of caution.  The third element associated with 

risk is the uncertainty of an outcome, and uncertainty in the perceived probability of its 

outcome value (Trimpop, 1994).   

When risk is used as a concept, individuals are often referring to perceived risk 

(Lupton, 1999).  Perceived risk is an estimation of potential risk, what might happen, and 

what a person perceives to be at stake (Rohrmann & Renn, 2000).  Perceptions of risk guide 
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decision-making.  People take risks when they feel there will be something to gain.  They are 

less likely to take risks when they think the “costs”, or their perceptions of possible loss, 

outweigh the benefits.  

Some authors have suggested risk-seeking or risk-averse teacher behaviour may be 

reflective of teachers’ personal practical theories (Brody & Hadar, 2011; Richards & Skolits, 

2009).  Personal practical theories are formed through experience and reflection; they include 

images of teaching and learning and the roles of teachers and students.  With more teaching 

experience, personal practical theories become ingrained: they are “something they just do, 

and are a part of who they are as teachers” (Levin, He, & Allen, 2013, p. 213).  New 

information, obtained from colleagues, professional learning facilitators, observations, or 

experience that confirms the teacher’s pre-existing beliefs is more likely to be assimilated 

than that which challenges their beliefs.  The unquestioning acceptance of ingrained personal 

practical theories of teaching can result in teachers closing themselves off to new learning 

and adopting risk-averse attitudes to avoid exposing their inadequacies.  In their study 

exploring trajectories of professional growth, Brody and Hadar (2011) found that the 

comfortable zone of withdrawal was a haven for many of the teachers.  These teachers “chose 

not to adopt new methods, preferring to continue functioning within a familiar framework” 

(p. 1231).  The consequences of such risk-averse behaviour could be the further entrenchment 

of outdated and ineffective methods of instruction (Richards & Skolits, 2009).  

Alternatively, it may be that an individual teacher’s risk attitude determines risk-

taking behaviour (Baylor & Ritchie, 2002; Le Fevre, 2014).  In a study of factors that 

facilitate teacher skill, teacher morale, and perceived student learning, Baylor and Ritchie 

(2002) found that some teachers just have a “predisposition for trying new instructional 

innovations, the belief that they can take risks in teaching” (p. 399).  The degree of teacher 

willingness to change, whether the change was imposed by administrators or self-directed, 

was found to be a personal trait, which Baylor and Ritchie (2002) claim is difficult to 

influence.   

Further evidence to support the theory that risk-taking may be an individual trait was 

found in Le Fevre’s (2014) exploration into perceptions of risk when implementing 

pedagogical change.  The risk perceived by 11 of the 12 participants was so high that it 

interrupted their capacity to change their pedagogy.  The one teacher who did not perceive 

the same expectations as being risky implemented the new practices.  These findings provide 

“important evidence of the extent to which perceived risk can be subjective and personal” (Le 

Fevre, 2014, p. 63).  These theories of risk acknowledge that risk-taking directly brings to the 
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fore a teacher’s beliefs and assumptions, which are constructed from many and varied life 

experiences.   

Groups and cultures, which have diverse social principles, may also guide risk 

behaviour.  This domain risk theory suggests it is groups of people who determine what a risk 

is and who should be allowed to take the risk:  “Risks do not exist in objective reality, but in 

the collective consciousness of cultures; risk is thus a cultural phenomenon, not a physical 

one” (Rosa, 1998, p. 21).  What one school culture perceives as a risk may not be deemed a 

risk for another.  Findings in Howard’s (2013) study on understanding teachers’ resistance to 

technology integration support this theory that “risk perception is derived from culture and 

context” (Howard, 2013, p. 358).   

The literature on teacher resistance and risk-taking sheds some light on the 

complexities of teacher change.  Understandably, teacher engagement in ILEs will not be a 

simple matter of acceptance or resistance.  Teachers’ perceptions of risk are based on prior 

experiences, their theories of teaching and learning, and the information accessible at the 

time, as well as individual and group beliefs, values and attitudes towards change.  Therefore, 

exploring teachers’ understandings of ILEs, and how they feel about being expected to 

engage in innovative practices is paramount if school leaders want innovative change.  

 

The ILE Learning Principles 

 

Literature on the seven guiding ILE learning principles is discussed in this section of the 

review.  As mentioned in the research context, the ILE learning principles are at the heart of 

the OECD/ILE framework and are “proposed as fundamental to all schools and learning 

settings as offering the building blocks of design, improvement and innovation” (OECD, 

2017, p. 22).  The principles “serve as reference guidelines for the design of all the diverse 

activities and relationships in learning environments” (OECD, 2013, p. 1).  For a learning 

environment to be deemed truly effective, each of the principles is required: “The force and 

relevance of these transversal principles do not reside in each one taken in isolation from the 

others.  Instead, they provide a demanding framework in which all should be present in some 

way” (Dumont et al., 2010, p. 16).   

Each principle will be identified in italics and discussed individually.  Relevant 

literature will provide evidence of the importance of the principle, the extent to which the 
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principle is enacted, and challenges teachers may face engaging in practices that promote the 

principle.   

 

The learning environment recognises the learners as its core participants, encourages their 

active engagement and develops in them an understanding of their own activity as learners.  

 

This guiding principle of ILEs reflects key understandings about how people learn: that 

knowledge should be actively constructed by the learner, and that learning is optimised when 

students are engaged in their learning journey.  It is widely accepted that students do not learn 

well as spectators or passive receivers of pre-packaged portions of knowledge delivered to 

them by experts.  Consequently, in ILEs, students are expected to engage in collaborative 

dialogue and to validate their understandings rather than merely accept transmitted views.  

The focus is on developing self-regulated learners who construct their own learning through 

engagement and active exploration.  Schweisfurth (2013) describes learner-centredness as a 

pedagogical approach that “gives learners, and demands from them, a relatively high level of 

active control over the content and process of learning. What is learnt, and how, is therefore 

shaped by learners’ needs, capacities and interests” (p. 20). 

Learner-centred pedagogies are proposed as a solution to a myriad of existing 

educational problems.  An active learning process can support learners to construct their own 

insights, promote higher order thinking skills, and develop the ability to apply the knowledge 

to other situations (Chiang, Chapman, & Elder, 2010; Lea, Stephenson, & Troy, 2003; Rust, 

Price, & O’ Donovan, 2003; Tangney, 2014).  For example, Lea et al. (2003) found students 

in learner-centred environments had more effective study skills and a deeper understanding 

of the content being studied.  Their findings also indicated that these students felt more 

respected and gained self-confidence and self-belief.   

Evidence of the effectiveness of learner-centred practices has grown since the turn of 

this century, as educators around the globe come to value the potential benefits.  Sripakash 

(2010) records some learner-centred practices in her observations of Indian classrooms, and 

Croft (2002) recognises elements of learner-centredness in her study of Southern Malawian 

primary teachers.  Other examples of learner-centredness are found in the OECD ILE case 

studies.  At Makor Chaim (Israel), the teachers and students learned together, “eliminating 

the dichotomy between the teacher who knows and the student who does not know” (OECD, 

2013, p. 158), while in Mexico’s Centre for Studies on Design at Monterrey, students were 

expected to be involved in all stages of the learning process and engage in real life projects.  
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It could be argued that the theoretical foundations of learner-centred pedagogies are 

hardly innovative.  The origins of learner-centred pedagogies are rooted in the works of Jean 

Piaget (1896–1980), Lev Vygotsky (1896– 1934), and John Dewey (1859–1952).  Dewey 

emphasised individualised learning based on active engagement, and both Vygotsky and 

Piaget supported the notion that learners construct knowledge: “an individual’s knowledge is 

not transmitted from one person to another, but actively constructed or rather, co-

constructed” (Nykiel-Herbert, 2004, p. 251).  However, studies have shown that a void exists 

between policy and practice (Altinyelken, 2010; Onurkan Aliusta & Özer, 2017; 

Schweisfurth, 2013, 2015).  Due to empirical studies predominantly focussing on assessing 

the effectiveness of the learner-centred approach for positive student outcomes (Cobanoglu & 

Berezina, 2011; Robinson, 2008) the different ways of implementing successful learner-

centred practices have been overlooked.  Schweisfurth (2013, 2015) claims this lack of 

knowledge has resulted in teachers implementing practices under the guise of learner-

centredness, but continuing to teach in traditional teacher-centred ways.   

Discrepancies between espoused and enacted learner-centred practices were found in 

Altinyelken’s (2010) and Onurkan Aliusta and Özer’s (2017) studies.  Conclusions drawn in 

both studies revealed that teachers’ beliefs about teacher and student roles continued to be 

teacher-centred, even though their practices incorporated elements of learner-centredness.  

Altinyelken (2010) recognised that teachers who have not personally experienced this 

pedagogy may be challenged to implement it effectively in their own classroom contexts, 

while Onurkan Aliusta and Özer (2017) claim there is an urgent need for professional 

learning that specifically focuses on changing teachers’ traditional beliefs.  Without targeted 

support, poorly implemented learner-centred pedagogies will continue to exist, which 

Schweisfurth (2013) declares “is worse than a simple waste of hot air” (p. 137). 

Teachers are required to abandon the traditional role of transmitting knowledge for 

learner-centredness to be achieved.  New pedagogical strategies which support students to 

construct and manage individually designed and self-reflective learning pathways need to be 

adopted (Bransford et al., 1999; Putnam & Borko, 2000).  Relinquishing the traditional role 

of the teacher will require a greater level of commitment and dedication on an individual 

level and, “while there is certainly some of this in a traditional environment, the increase is 

somewhat exponential” in ILEs (Hill, 2006, p. 192).  
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The learning environment is founded on the social nature of learning and actively 

encourages well-organised co-operative learning. 

 

The corpus of literature on early learning agrees that children naturally acquire knowledge 

through early interactions, experiences and observations of the world around them.  Social 

interactions assist children in interpreting their human experiences, enabling them to make 

sense of their “reality,” which supports the spontaneous development of expertise (Hatano & 

Inagaki, 1984): “However valuable that self-study and personal discovery clearly are, 

learning depends on interacting with others” (OECD, 2013, p. 161).  It follows that ensuring 

learning has social components is a fundamental principle in ILEs: “The ability to co-operate 

and learn together should be fostered as a ‘21st century competence’, quite apart from its 

demonstrated impact on measured learning outcomes” (OECD, 2017, p. 23). 

Learning that is social and collaborative may take many forms.  It may be among 

students, teachers or peers, and the interactions may be face-to-face or at a distance.  Social 

and collaborative learning may occur through different media or involve community learning.  

Traditionally, social and collaborative learning at a classroom level has often fallen into one 

of three categories: peer tutoring, cooperative learning, and collaborative learning (Damon & 

Phelps, 1989; Foot, Morgan, & Shute, 1990).  These categories are “distinguished by 

increasing levels of equality and transactive engagement between students” (Tolmie et al., 

2010, p. 177).  Although the terms “cooperative learning” and “collaborative learning” are 

often used synonymously, clear differences exist between the two descriptors of social 

activity.  Cooperative learning typically makes use of jigsaw methods, in which students 

carry out individual tasks and then combine their efforts (Cohen, 1994).  Collaborative 

learning focuses solely on joint activity (Foot et al., 1990), yet the success of the group 

depends on the collective success and the individual learning of the group members 

(Rohrbeck, Ginsburg-Block, Fantuzzo, & Miller, 2003).  The benefits of cooperative and 

collaborative learning are frequently shared, despite the differences in terminology. 

There is an extensive body of research supporting the effectiveness of social and 

collaborative learning in raising the standards of educational learning and maximising 

learning outcomes of all students (Lovat & Toomey, 2009; Rohrbeck et al., 2003).  One 

frequently espoused benefit is that social learning increases academic gains for learners of 

different abilities.  Studies have consistently found that high achieving students gain from 

collaborative activities as much as students of lower academic abilities.  Sharing resources, 

and giving and receiving comprehensive explanations, enables learners to engage in learning 
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at a deeper level (Gillies & Ashman, 2003; Howe & Tolmie, 1998).  Another documented 

benefit of social learning is the improvement in peer relationships, self-esteem, and 

classroom behaviour (Blatchford, Baines, Rubie-Davies, Bassett, & Chowne, 2006).  

Student achievement can be increased when collaborative interventions use 

interdependent reward contingencies and ipsative evaluations, and provide students with 

more autonomy (Rohrbeck et al., 2003).  Some examples of successful collaborative 

environments that resulted in increased student engagement are discussed in the OECD/ILE 

(2013) publication.  To encourage the students in Europaschule Linz, Austria, to assume a 

high level of responsibility for both their own learning and their classmates’ learning, the 

students were tasked with teaching their peers the subject matter.  To support the social 

environment in One-room School, Switzerland, the students met weekly to agree on social 

rules, express appreciation to each other, and reconcile any differences.  

A substantial amount of literature suggests that teachers’ concerns about social 

learning often sabotage social and collaborative activities.  One concern frequently reported 

is the challenge of designing effective tasks that legitimise group interaction (Gillies & 

Boyle, 2010; Harwood, 1995).  A study by Ruys, Van Keer, and Aelterman (2012)  analysing 

preparation of collaborative activities revealed that teachers paid insufficient attention to 

organising groups, guiding cooperative planning, and generally enabling children to function 

as a collaborative group.  Monitoring productive collaboration is another concern reported by 

teachers (Hämäläinen & Vähäsantanen, 2011; Van Leeuwen, Janssen, Erkens, & Brekelmans, 

2013).  Research has demonstrated that many primary and secondary school teachers often 

place students in groups and assume they have the necessary skills to work together.  The 

teachers’ assumptions mean students are not prepared to perform collaborative activities 

productively.  Furthermore, the emphasis is often focused on the completion of the task rather 

than on the processes needed to achieve the task (Blatchford, Kutnick, Baines, & Galton, 

2003). 

When the necessary scaffolding for social and collaborative learning is lacking, the 

outcomes can include increased disruption, conflict and off-task student behaviour (Cowie, 

Smith, Boulton, & Laver, 1994), as well as difficulty assessing individual student 

performance (Frykedal & Chiriac, 2011).  Any or all of these concerns may be a reality for 

teachers who fail to plan strategically for effective student collaboration.  Social approaches 

need to be more than simply allowing students to communicate and share tasks.  Group work 

should be well designed, and in today’s digital world, supported by communication 

technologies for deep student learning to be achieved (Slavin, 2010).   
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The learning professionals within the learning environment are highly attuned to learners’ 

motivations and the key role of emotions in achievement.  

 

Traditionally, emotion was perceived as a human attribute more disposed to marginalised 

groups.  Emotions were “thought of as out of control, destructive, primitive, and childish, 

rather than thoughtful, civilized, and adult” (Sutton & Wheatley, 2003, p. 328).  In contrast, 

reason and cognition were related to dominant political, social and cultural groups (Jaggar, 

1989).  This way of thinking resulted in Western cultures sanctioning emotion and cognition 

as separate domains.  Today, the importance of motivation and emotion in learning 

environments as complex phenomena that comprise specific affective, cognitive, 

psychological and behavioural elements is well acknowledged (Boekaerts, 2010; Pekrun, 

Goetz, Frenzel, Barchfeld, & Perry, 2011).  It is accepted that students’ motivational beliefs 

and emotional responses should not only be accepted as an integral part of all aspects of 

learning but should guide the learning process (Boekaerts, 2010; Immordino‐Yang & 

Damasio, 2007; Pekrun et al., 2011).   

Positive emotional experiences can have a considerable impact on students’ success in 

the academic domain (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Pekrun, Elliot, & Maier, 2009).   

Studies conducted by Roeser, Eccles, and Sameroff (1998) and Patrick, Ryan, and Kaplan 

(2007) found students’ emotional functioning improved in learning environments that 

provided students with opportunities to make choices about where they work and with whom 

they work.  When students felt a sense of emotional support from their teacher and peers they 

were more likely to use self-regulatory strategies and engage in task-related interaction.  Self-

regulating behaviour can result in higher levels of achievement (Fredricks et al., 2004; Furrer 

& Skinner, 2003) and fewer disruptive behaviours in the classroom (Patrick et al., 2007; 

Wang, Brinkworth, & Eccles, 2013).   

The presence of positive motivation towards a learning task can also increase the 

chances that students will engage in deeper learning as students are more likely to engage in 

the task longer and with more interest (Lo, Pong, & Ko, 2005).  Students are more 

intrinsically motivated when the design of the task and content of the curriculum are relevant, 

related to their personal interests, and provide opportunities for self-exploration (Roeser et 

al., 1998).  Deci and Ryan (2008) differentiate between two types of motivation: autonomous 

and controlled.  Controlled motivation is externally focused and associated with behaviours 

designed to obtain recognition and avoid negative consequences.  Autonomous motivation is 
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internally focused, “an experience of volition where a person identifies with the values of an 

activity and finds the activity consistent with their sense of self” (Rodriguez-Keyes, 

Schneider, & Keenan, 2013, p. 786).  Therefore, it is imperative that teachers assist students 

to become aware of their motivation systems and how these influence their learning.   

Being responsive to students’ motivations and emotions will be challenging for 

teachers who lack an understanding that attention to motivation is about making learning first 

and foremost more effective, not necessarily more enjoyable.  Although, if students do not 

experience positive emotions from the learning tasks, it will ultimately have a detrimental 

effect on their performance: “Motivating students requires an understanding of what 

individual students believe about themselves, what they care about, and what tasks are likely 

to give them enough success to encourage them to work hard to learn” (Darling-Hammond, 

2008, p. 92).   

 

The learning environment is acutely sensitive to the individual differences among the 

learners in it, including their prior knowledge.  

 

Responsive teaching in ILEs involves recognising, responding to, and capitalising on the vast 

range of differences students bring to the learning environment.  These may include different 

abilities, learning styles, strategies, and understandings about learning.  Students may also 

have different interests, motivations, beliefs, and cultural and social backgrounds. 

Additionally, being sensitive to individual differences involves acknowledging students’ 

prior knowledge.  Prior knowledge is attained from many sources and experiences.  

Schneider, Keesler and Morlock (2010) acknowledge the crucial role family plays in 

providing experiences, though life observations, media, friends and previous school 

experiences all contribute to a learner’s prior knowledge and beliefs. 

In New Zealand, teachers are expected to support students to make connections 

between their prior experiences and learning and their current learning activities (Ministry of 

Education, 2017).  The reason for this expectation is that educational research has shown that, 

by paying attention to what students bring to the class, teachers are in a better position to 

foster deep learning (Bransford et al., 1999).  When learning is personalised, “the active role 

of the learners themselves becomes more powerful” (OECD, 2017, p. 24). 

Evidence of this guiding ILE learning principle was identified in the OECD/ILE 

project case studies.  Students who attended Mordialloc College in Australia spent most of 

their school day in open and flexible spaces characterised by a personalised learning 
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approach.  Students worked independently or in groups, completing tasks targeted to their 

individualised learning needs.  Similar programmes were provided in NETSchool, another 

Australian ILE.  Students had individualised learning plans and a personal mentor who 

monitored their learning progress.  

A hallmark of flexibility in ILEs is the recognition of individual differences (Hill, 

2006), which may prove challenging for some teachers. Teachers who hold tight to the 

industrial model of teaching where “one size fits all,” or who lack the skills or inclination to 

integrate what a student knows or believes with the knowledge they wish to develop, may 

struggle.  Catering to individual differences will require a true desire to listen to and accept 

students’ viewpoints and experiences (Lo et al., 2005).  However, even skilful teachers who 

can draw out what students understand about a topic may struggle to provide a variety of 

learning experiences which enhance the development of each student.  Creating adaptable 

and flexible learning environments that reflect individual differences “in ways that are 

sustainable both for the individual learners and for the work of the group as a whole” 

(Dumont et al., 2010, p. 323) may challenge even the most proficient teacher. 

 

The learning environment devises programmes that demand hard work and challenge from 

all without excessive overload. 

 

For an optimal learning experience, students must be able to experience a sense of curiosity 

and excitement about the subject and be sufficiently challenged to reach just above their 

existing level and capacity.  Csikszentmihalyi (1975) researched the general characteristics of 

optimal experience and its proximal conditions and proposed “flow” theory.  Flow is the 

mental state of operation when a person performing an activity is fully immersed in a feeling 

of focus, control, and enjoyment in the activity.  Csikszentmihalyi (1975) recognised that 

engaging in just-manageable tasks results in increased concentration and the awareness that 

the end product is just an excuse for the process because the activity is intrinsically 

rewarding.  Conversely, tasks that are too demanding, or not demanding enough, can lead to 

negative emotions like anxiety, worry, apathy and boredom, which hamper motivation 

(Pekrun, Goetz, Titz, & Perry, 2002).  

To cater to students’ different abilities, teachers of younger students commonly 

employ measures such as ability grouping and levelled worksheets or textbooks, particularly 

in core curriculum areas such as reading, writing and mathematics.  New Zealand has been 

reported as having the highest within-class ability grouping rate of any OECD country 
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(Wagemaker, 1993).  These measures “reduce the possible diversity experienced in class, 

may help to bring about teacher confidence or encourage teachers to focus on teaching 

methods that are tailored to individual groups” (Lo et al., 2005, p. 3).  However, research 

suggests that ability-grouping students can have more negative effects on student outcomes 

than positive, partly because teachers’ expectations form the basis of their planning.  

Teachers decide how well they perceive students will achieve and plan lessons and learning 

experiences accordingly (Rubie-Davies, 2014).  Consequently, students perform to teachers’ 

expectations rather than to their real abilities.  Chamberlain (2005) suggests it is better for 

teachers to overestimate students’ abilities and adjust expectations accordingly than to 

underestimate students, never giving them an opportunity to reach their potential. 

The ability to challenge students so that they achieve above their existing level and 

capacity is not a straightforward matter.  Teachers need “to understand subject matter deeply 

and flexibly” (Darling-Hammond, 2008, p. 92) while being cognisant of a myriad of other 

complex factors.  Furthermore, teachers need to avoid setting tasks “based on grind, fear and 

excessive pressure, not just for humanistic reasons but because these are not consistent with 

either the cognitive or the motivational evidence on what constitutes effective learning” 

(OECD, 2010, p. 324).  

 

The learning environment operates with clarity of expectations and deploys assessment 

strategies consistent with these expectations; there is strong emphasis on formative feedback 

to support learning. 

 

It is a well-received notion that assessment is a core component of effective learning (Black 

& Wiliam, 2006; Bransford et al., 1999).  School assessments serve two major purposes: 

summative and formative.  Summative assessment is the practice of collecting information 

with a view to summarising how much learning has taken place.  Formative assessment is 

defined by Black and Wiliam (1998a) as “encompassing all those activities undertaken by 

teachers, and/or by their students, which provide information to be used as feedback to 

modify the teaching and learning activities in which they are engaged” (p. 7).   

For students to achieve at an optimum level in ILEs, they will require opportunities to 

demonstrate their developing abilities, and require regular and meaningful feedback that 

aligns with the learning objectives.  Effective formative feedback is a process of two 

sequential actions: it helps students to evaluate what they can do and know, and it provides 

students with an indication of where to proceed next (Black & Wiliam, 1998a; Hattie & 
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Timperley, 2007).  The initial action is an understanding by the student of a gap between the 

desired objective and his or her current state.  This understanding is usually generated by the 

teacher, who “discerns and interprets the gap and communicates a message about it to the 

student” (Black & Wiliam, 1998a, p. 20).  The sequential action is taken by the student to 

close the gap to attain the desired objective.  Student learning can be scaffolded in action if 

the teacher is “able to ask the right questions at the right time, anticipate conceptual pitfalls, 

and have at the ready a repertoire of tasks that will help students take the next steps” 

(Shepard, 2000, p. 12).   

The effectiveness of formative assessment has long been acknowledged in 

educational research (Black & Wiliam, 1998b).  Black and Wiliam’s (1998b) review of 

international research on formative assessment practices reported significant gains in student 

achievement.  Formative feedback can provide teachers with opportunities to identify 

students’ weaknesses and strengths, and enhance motivation and metacognition (Black & 

Wiliam, 1998a; Shepard, 2000; Wiliam, Lee, Harrison, & Black, 2004).  However, although 

formative assessment is well accepted with regards to enhancing teaching and learning, 

effective feedback and feedforward can be a demanding task for teachers due to the inherent 

uncertainty and flexibility (Bell & Cowie, 2001).  To anticipate a student’s next steps in 

learning, teachers will require a deep knowledge of subject matter.  Without an in-depth 

knowledge of subject matter, teachers are less able to anticipate where students may have 

conceptual misunderstandings or to develop support for learners to take the next learning 

steps (Parr & Timperley, 2010; Shepard, 2000).   

 

The learning environment strongly promotes “horizontal connectedness” across areas of 

knowledge and subject as well as to the community and the wider world.  

 

This guiding principle of ILEs operates on two related levels: connectedness between 

subjects in school, and connectedness between learning activities and the real world. When 

learners are “able to integrate discrete objects of learning into larger frameworks of 

knowledge and curricular themes… knowledge can be built on and transferred; it can be used 

to address unfamiliar problems” (OECD, 2017, p. 26).  Deeper levels of understanding can be 

achieved when students are provided with opportunities to make connections between life, 

real-world issues, and learning (Langhout, Rappaport, & Simmons, 2002, p. 326).  

It could be argued that fostering connectedness between learning activities and the 

real world is hardly innovative.  Dewey (1916) understood that for learning to engage 
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students it should be based on their personal interests, and take place when students can 

observe and interact with the phenomenon of interest.  Without horizontal connections to the 

community and wider world, education will lack meaning (Counts, 1932).  This constructivist 

theory is given a new lease of life in ILEs: knowledge that is of interest to students, and that 

is relevant to their world, should ideally be constructed by students within social 

communities.  Additionally, Katz and Chard (1998) suggest that learning topics should fit 

with the school’s cultural context, have available community resources, be observable, and 

facilitate participation from school families.  

Many studies have shown the benefits of utilising community knowledge and skills to 

create classrooms that are more relevant for their students (Katz & Chard, 1998; Langhout et 

al., 2002; Moll, 1997).  For example, Moll (1997) researched the benefits of accessing 

community strengths and knowledge.  In Moll’s study, teachers were asked to visit their 

students’ homes to identify “funds of knowledge.”  By discovering these funds, or personal 

reservoirs of information, teachers were better able to teach their students from a familiar 

knowledge base.  An additional benefit of the visits was the development of the social 

relations between the teachers and students’ families.  The connectedness was more than 

intellectual, it was personal.   

Ensuring that student learning is based on student interest and action is likely to 

challenge many teachers because it may conflict with traditional methods of instruction.  In 

many schools in New Zealand and abroad subjects are taught in isolation, and the content is 

often dictated by the teacher.  Teachers may therefore perceive organisational barriers, such 

as timetabling restrictions or a lack of resources, or personal barriers such as limited content 

knowledge, which may prevent them from promoting horizontal connectedness.  Another 

challenge will be ensuring the inquiry-based learning is authentic.  Wigginton (1989) was 

disheartened to realise that his Foxfire publications, a concept he created to enable students 

and teachers to make connections between a project, their community, and the world, were 

not being used as they was designed.  The project was adopted by teachers with “no apparent 

understanding of the underlying educational philosophy,” gutting “the activity of all its 

educational potential and its life” (Wigginton, 1989, p. 25).  Wigginton’s findings highlight 

how providing authentic learning opportunities has been a challenge for teachers for decades.   

Another challenge may be making the bridge between school and community, 

whether local or global, a two-way rather than one-way street.  Langhout et al. (2002) found 

that community members in their study were willing to come into the school to share their 

skills and knowledge, but that teachers were less enthusiastic about returning the favour and 
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getting involved in community activities.  This lack of reciprocity impacted on the potential 

for mutually empowering learning opportunities.  

In conclusion, the guiding principles of ILEs “go against many of the ingrained habits 

of conventional schooling” (OECD, 2013, p. 188).  For example, emotion is recognised as a 

key driver of learning, and teacher-directed, private, segmented learning is being questioned.  

Being expected to implement the principles is likely to generate a range of reactions from 

teachers.  Teachers who lack an understanding of the theory underpinning each principle may 

perceive higher levels of risk at being expected to engage in innovative practices because 

they may not know what or how to change.  Exploring how school leaders support teachers to 

develop their understanding of the principles is therefore worthy of study.  

 

Rethinking Elements of the Pedagogical Core 

 

I conclude this review by discussing literature related to one resource element (the physical 

learning environment), and one organisational dynamic (teacher collaboration) of the ILE 

pedagogical core.  I chose to focus specifically on these two areas because they have received 

the most attention in policy documentation in New Zealand, and “innovating the elements of 

the core goes hand in hand with innovating the organisational dynamics that relate them” 

(OECD, 2013, p. 186).  Rethinking these fundamental components is necessary to innovating 

a learning environment and will directly impact on the daily work of teachers.  I acknowledge 

that other elements and dynamics are equally important and worthy of attention but, for the 

purposes of this thesis, it is unrealistic to address the potential and complexities of them all.  

 

Flexible learning spaces.  The New Zealand Ministry of Education is focusing their 

attention on physical learning spaces, suggesting that flexible learning spaces could better 

provide teachers with opportunities to employ creative and innovative teaching practices 

(Ministry of Education, 2014).  Flexible learning spaces are intended to “facilitate 

engagement, be motivating, and recognise the social nature of learning.  Flexible learning 

spaces allow for individualised pedagogies and formative assessment as well as larger group 

work, and facilitate work that makes a variety of connections” (OECD, 2013, p. 58).  While 

flexible learning spaces can still facilitate traditional pedagogies such as direct instruction, 

the space and furniture may encourage teachers to use innovative teaching practices that 

differ from the traditional practices. However, it is illogical to assume that merely changing 
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the physical structure of a building will guarantee more effective teaching or improved 

student learning (Woolner, McCarter, Wall, & Higgins, 2012).  Flexible learning spaces will 

only enable more innovative approaches to teaching if the users of the spaces have an 

understanding of the guiding principles of ILEs, a flexible, risk-taking attitude, and a 

willingness to de-privatise their practice (Fielding & Nair, 2005).  Teachers who continue to 

utilise traditional pedagogies will not reap the claimed benefits of flexible learning spaces.  

  

Contesting the norms of privacy.  Historically, studies have documented how the 

seclusion of teachers in traditional classrooms can be harmful to their professional 

development (Fullan, 1982; Lortie, 1975; Sarason, 1982).  Fullan (1982) and Lortie (1975) 

claim the isolation of teachers was a key reason for the persistent failure of educational 

initiatives.  Being isolated meant teachers relied on their own “indicators of effectiveness,” 

which led them to align their goals with their “own capacities and interests” (Lortie, 1975, p. 

210).  Teachers invested in their own autonomy are likely to resist changes in conditions that 

would threaten it.  Fullan (1982) suggested that “cracking the walls of privatism” and 

releasing teachers from their isolated chambers is necessary for educational change to be 

realised.  This proposed solution has transpired with the introduction of flexible learning 

spaces.   

In flexible learning spaces, teachers will be required to de-privatise their teaching 

practice.  De-privatisation refers to making “public” the instructional practices and routines in 

an authentic classroom context.  It can involve teachers co-planning, co-teaching and sharing 

student data.  De-privatisation is ideally recognised as a two-way process benefiting those 

observing and those being observed (Hardy, 2012).  In ILEs, de-privatisation can occur on 

numerous levels: for example, flexible learning spaces unmask daily teaching practices 

through the open design, and digital technologies can make public aspects of teaching and 

learning which were once only shared between the teacher and student.  

De-privatisation of teaching can benefit teachers and their students.  In flexible 

learning spaces, teachers have an opportunity to work closely with colleagues, mentoring and 

supporting them as they work in a shared space to achieve improved student outcomes 

(Lynch, Madden, & Doe, 2015).  Hardy (2012) found teachers who were willing to de-

privatise their practice were more likely to develop an interest in, and greater respect for their 

own and their colleagues’ practice.  Acknowledging the teaching abilities of others can result 

in more progressive and positive learning experiences, and “a disposition for learning, rather 

than simply evaluation” (Hardy, 2012, p. 820).  The openness can provide teachers with 
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opportunities to consciously and openly explore new and successful practices, and “uncover 

the ‘tacit wisdom’ that makes such successes possible” (Schechter, 2012, p. 60).  

Additionally, de-privatisation can alleviate feelings of personal isolation.  Teachers like to 

discuss certain aspects of their work, which is not surprising when traditionally much of a 

teacher’s day is spent in isolation, without contact with or the support of other adults with 

similar needs.  Having opportunities to share issues and successes may support teachers 

“through those failures and frustrations that accompany change” (Hargreaves, 1994, p. 245).  

The enhanced visibility in flexible learning spaces may cause teachers to experience 

stress if they perceive their practices are being scrutinised by their colleagues.  In one of the 

OECD/ILE project case studies, the teachers explained how teaching in a large flexible 

learning space “can take its toll on the staff” (OECD, 2013, p. 78).  Similar feelings were 

reported in Le Fevre’s (2014) study on barriers to implementing pedagogical change.  The 

teachers interviewed admitted to being strongly reluctant to observe each other or be 

observed.  The participants “shared the view that it was risky to have their colleagues looking 

at them as they might be making judgments” (Le Fevre, 2014, p. 60).  

In summary, the empirically researched benefits of de-privatisation may encourage 

some teachers to abandon the long-standing culture of teacher isolation and individualism 

(Gajda & Koliba, 2008).  However, other teachers may find relinquishing their privacy and 

independence confronting and lament the cloistered era of teacher autonomy.  

 

Teacher collaboration.  The drive for inclusion in education is one reason for an 

increased focus on collaboration (Eccleston, 2010), yet a universal definition of what 

collaboration entails is challenging to pin down.  Terms often used interchangeably in 

education to represent collaborative concepts include participation, cooperation, teamwork 

and partnership, yet the ideological foundations that underpin each term differ.  For this 

reason, each term will be discussed in order to frame collaboration more accurately. 

Participation is often deemed a pre-requisite of collaboration.  For teachers to 

collaborate they must participate in an activity and with one another: participation implies 

some form of interaction is taking place.  Participation may also involve one party overseeing 

the other participants (Cornwall & Brock, 2005), suggesting an imbalance of power.  The 

traditional hierarchical structure of schools is founded on power relations: for example, 

teachers report to middle managers, who are accountable in turn to school leaders.  In 

addition, an imbalance of power often exists within teaching teams, as novice teachers are 

usually supervised by more experienced colleagues.  Locke (2003) claims successful 
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organisational entities typically retain some elements of hierarchical control, yet an unequal 

distribution of power defies what many academics claim is foundational to true collaboration. 

Actual collaboration involves “direct interaction between at least two co-equal parties 

voluntarily engaged in shared decision making” (Friend & Cook, 2007, p. 7).  

Cooperation, which can be interpreted in numerous ways, is another term frequently 

used interchangeably with collaboration.  Seminal literature by Johnson (1984) suggests that 

cooperation requires four elements: interpersonal skills, positive interdependence, individual 

accountability, and face-to-face interactions.  In an educational setting, cooperation may 

entail teachers assisting colleagues, or involve teachers working on a task in isolation and 

then combining each of their parts.  Teachers may cooperate by being acquiescent and 

accepting the decision of the majority even though they may disagree.  Each of these 

examples of cooperation contradicts what Levin (2012) claims actual collaboration 

necessitates, which is the sharing of knowledge and decision making.  She suggests that 

interactions where knowledge is not shared and decisions are made in a one-sided manner 

“are not only non-collaborative, but rather counter any notion of collaboration” (Levin, 2012, 

p. 189).   

Another term often used interchangeably with collaboration is teamwork (Bovbjerg, 

2006; Vangrieken, Dochy, Raes, & Kyndt, 2015). Bovbjerg argues that “teams seem to 

replace work groups, as they have been known in the industrial era” (2006, p. 246), while 

Friend and Cook (2007) suggest collaboration is the process that people use to develop a 

team.  Teachers may be able to collaborate without necessarily belonging to a team, but 

teams do not exist without collaboration (Reeves, Lewin, Espin, & Zwarenstein, 2010).  The 

interrelatedness of these terms is recognised in the OECD (2013) publication on ILEs: “The 

collaborative process of team-teaching… can go further to structure regular collaboration and 

professional development” (p. 74). 

Collaboration is often described as a partnership.  It exists when all parties involved 

identify their shared interests, are equally responsible, and work together towards common 

goals (Baaz, 2005).  In an ideal partnership, there should be “a commitment to shared 

resources, power, and talent; no individual’s point of view dominates, authority for decisions 

and actions resides in the group” (John-Steiner, Weber, & Minnis, 1998, p. 776).  However, 

there often exists in a partnership a person or people who have specialist expertise or 

knowledge and who have the responsibility for various tasks.  Consequently, equality is 

implied but not guaranteed.   

From the different interpretations of the term “collaboration,” one could conclude that 
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collaboration refers to the act of people working and reflecting together for job-related 

purposes (Kelchtermans, 2006; Vangrieken et al., 2015).  Collaboration requires participation 

and accedes that collaborative relationships are not always equal, but nor are they completely 

one-sided interactions.  The core of collaboration resides in developing a climate of trust and 

therefore involves identifying and respecting the different perspectives, strengths, and 

weaknesses of others.  It involves mutual engagement and shared goals which are deemed to 

benefit the collaborators individually and as a group, and, ultimately, their students’ learning.  

In the following section of this review, the espoused benefits and drawbacks of teacher 

collaboration are discussed in further detail. 

 

 Fostering teacher learning.  Empirical research has revealed the potentially strong 

role that collaboration with colleagues can play in relation to teacher learning and practice 

(Doppenberg, Bakx, & den Brok, 2012; Hargreaves, 1994; Johnson, 2003; Westheimer, 

2008).  Hargreaves (1994) comprehensively summarised the many claimed benefits of 

collaboration, one of which is that collaboration promotes teacher reflection and learning, and 

leads to continuous improvement.  Quality teacher collaboration can provide opportunities 

for teachers to exchange experiences and ideas, and develop and discuss resources, which can 

expand a teacher’s pedagogical repertoire (Meirink, Meijer, & Verloop, 2007; Putnam & 

Borko, 2000).  Broadening a teacher’s pedagogical repertoire can improve student outcomes 

in the short term, and have the long-term effect of lifting teacher performance with increased 

cumulative potential to lift student achievement (Hattie, 2015; Ronfeldt, Owens-Farmer, 

McQueen, & Grissom, 2015).  In addition, the process of exchange can result in teachers 

testing each other’s assumptions and beliefs that underpin their collective practice, and 

encouraging conscious reflections on successful practices: “Collaboration in dialogue and 

action provides sources of feedback and comparison that prompt teachers to reflect on their 

own practice” (Hargreaves, 1994, p. 246).   

Many authors have suggested that, when teachers work in effective collaborative 

teams, they are more likely to take risks, develop or adapt new pedagogical approaches, and 

persevere in the exploration and application of new ideas (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; 

Horn, 2005; Johnson, 2003).  In collaborative exchanges, novice teachers can tap into the 

vast wisdom of practice developed by excellent teachers in an authentic context.  

Experienced teachers can benefit from collaborative exchanges with novice teachers by 

gaining new perspectives, enthusiasm and by having access to current theory that newly 

trained teachers can provide (Westheimer, 2008).   
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Seminal literature by Little (1982) suggests that teacher collaboration may support 

teachers to “build up a shared language, adequate to the complexity of teaching, capable of 

distinguishing one practice and its virtue from another” (p. 331).  Establishing a shared base 

of pedagogical knowledge and language may have the additional benefit of fostering shared 

goals and values within a school.  However, whether unified goals and values are an outcome 

of well-structured collaboration, or teachers perceive fewer barriers to collaboration because 

they perceive that they hold similar goals and values as their colleagues, is yet to be 

determined.  Either way, Wong (2010) concluded that having shared goals can create a sense 

of collective accountability and act as a facilitating factor which assists teachers to work 

collaboratively.   

To be critical, developing this kind of culture may just as equally impede change as 

encourage it.  There is a growing body of evidence to suggest that collaborative groups bound 

by shared values and goals may just as easily thwart change as promote it if the change does 

not support their goals (Coburn, 2001).  Teachers whose goals and values conflict with a 

collaborative group may retreat from the innovations.  In a study of the relationship between 

instructional policy and classroom practice, Coburn (2001) found teachers rejected 

approaches or materials that did not align with their belief systems, or that they did not 

understand.  

The degree to which teachers collaborate is in part determined and mediated by the 

structural and cultural working conditions within schools (Kelchtermans, 2006).  Schools that 

structure and support teacher collaboration may reap numerous benefits.  Hattie (2012, 2015) 

is a strong advocate of the power of collaboration coupled with an intense focus on evidence-

informed outcomes to determine the impact of teaching strategies.  School leaders who take 

the time to assess the impact of new practices such as collaborative teaching in ILEs will not 

only assist the professional growth of their teachers but also provide evidence for alternative 

approaches to teaching and learning (Hattie, 2012).  

 

Inherent challenges of collaboration.  Teaching has often been described as a 

uniquely isolated profession (Bakkenes, de Brabander, & Imants, 1999; Little, 1990; Lortie, 

1975).  Consequently, effective systems of teacher collaboration do not usually emerge 

naturally or by invitation (DuFour & Eaker, 1998).  Furthermore, a growing corpus of 

literature suggests the gradual demise of the individualistic, autonomous culture of teaching 

may not always be positively appreciated, or guarantee positive outcomes (Achinstein, 2002; 

Kelchtermans, 2006).  The inherent challenges of collaboration are well documented.  Fullan 



TEACHERS’ REACTIONS TO ILE 

 
 

37 

(1993) warns against the “uncritical conformity to the group, unthinking acceptance of the 

latest solution, suppression of individual dissent” (p. 34).  Alternatively, teachers may 

collaborate out of compliance with administrative regulations, which can result in “stilted and 

unproductive forms of contrived collegiality” (Hargreaves, 1994, p. 6).  Evidence of 

contrived collegiality was found in Wong’s (2010) Chinese study into effective teaching 

practices.  She concluded that teachers felt their collaboration was at a superficial level, and 

the working culture tended to be contrived.  The collaborative efforts tended to be a mere 

formality, lacked mutual engagement, and did not produce the outcomes to the extent that 

was desired.  

Collaboration can also be perceived as a tool to manipulate teams of teachers or 

shepherd the masses towards conformity (Hargreaves, 2003; Johnson, 2003).  To gain the 

ascendancy of desired goals, teachers or school leaders may use their positions of power or 

experience to influence others.  In a study which explored teachers’ experiences of work 

restructuring, which explicitly promoted greater teacher collaboration, Johnson (2003) found 

teachers used collaborative teams to “silence” dissent and debate, and promote agreement 

with the majority.  Further discord ensued as teachers became highly critical of colleagues 

they deemed were “dissenters,” “resisters” and “blockers,” and openly blamed these teachers 

for unsuccessful collaborative efforts.  Other teachers in Johnson’s (2003) study mentioned 

“power struggles,” which led to the dominance of some staff and the exclusion of others.  

The result was a closed social system in the organisational structure of the school, which is 

the opposite of what collaboration intends.  Achinstein (2002) suggests that, “in their 

optimism about caring and supportive communities, advocates often underplay the role of 

diversity, dissent, and disagreement” (p. 421). 

There are numerous reasons why “talk about teaching, even among teachers who are 

attracted to collaboration and committed to change, may not add up to much” (Horn & Little, 

2010, p. 182).  It may be the difficulty of making tacit knowledge explicit (Eraut, 2000) or 

the use of taken-for-granted language and frameworks that fortify assumptions about learners 

and learning (Coburn, 2006).  A teacher’s tacit knowledge, which is gained from prior 

experiences, observation and reflection, is likely to influence collaborative engagement.  

Teachers may not understand why they teach the way they do, or how they know what they 

know.  Therefore, it may be difficult for these teachers to engage in deep dialogue about 

alternative teaching methods.  On a simpler level, lack of change from teacher collaboration 

may simply be because teachers are busy people and often occupied by the multiple tasks to 

which they must immediately attend daily (Kennedy, 2005).  In each of these explanations, 
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teachers are likely to develop a “recalcitrant and apprehensive attitude towards collaboration” 

(Vangrieken et al., 2015). 

To conclude, the departure of a long-standing culture of teacher individualism may be 

encouraging for educators who recognise that well-structured and supported teacher 

collaboration can promote deeper level teacher learning, shared goals, and improved 

collegiality.  However, for every espoused benefit of teacher collaboration, there are 

challenges.  It may be that developing more sophisticated understandings of collaboration 

may better enable teachers to maximise the opportunities provided by ILEs and determine the 

success in ILEs. 
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CHAPTER 3:  METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter begins by stating the research questions, the rationale for the methodological 

approach taken, my positioning as the researcher, and the justification for using a case study 

research strategy.  Following this, I discuss how participants were selected and report on the 

methods used for data collection and analysis.  The chapter concludes with a description of 

the procedures I employed to enhance trustworthiness, and I discuss ethical considerations 

and address limitations of this research. 

 

The research questions are: 

 

 Research question 1: What are school leaders’ and teachers’ understandings of 

Innovative Learning Environments? 

 

 Research question 2: How do teachers react to expectations to engage in Innovative 

Learning Environments?  

 

 Research question 3: What forms of support do teachers perceive enable them to 

develop their understanding of Innovative Learning Environments and engage in 

innovative practices?   

 

Rationale for Methodology 

 

The purpose of this research is to gain an insight into school leaders’ and teachers’ 

understandings of ILEs and explore teachers’ reactions to expectations to engage in ILEs.  

This study also aims to identify ways teachers are supported to develop their understanding 

of innovative practices.  A qualitative explanatory research approach was taken to achieve 

this purpose.  

 The initial phase of the research provided an explanation of teachers’ understandings 

of ILEs, a description of the innovative practices they had implemented, and the forms of 

support they had received.  Data were used to identify participants for the second phase of the 

study, and to develop the types of questions to ask them.  The sequential qualitative methods 

provided an understanding of how teachers had developed their perceptions of ILEs and why 

they reacted the way they did to expectations to engage in innovative practices.   
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A constructivist-interpretive worldview, as identified by Denzin and Lincoln (2000), 

was taken.  Social constructivists seek to understand the world around them and develop 

subjective meanings of their experiences.  These subjective meanings are formed through 

interactions with others, personal beliefs and understandings, and prior experiences.  They are 

negotiated socially and historically, and are complex and ever-changing (Creswell, 2013; 

Tuli, 2011).  New knowledge is linked to existing knowledge.  Consequently, a 

constructivist-interpretive view accepts multiple realities, and therefore multiple 

interpretations of realities exist (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  By interacting with teachers in 

their schools, I sought to go beyond explanation, to understand why teachers reacted the way 

they did.   

 

Researcher Positioning  

 

A researcher’s perceptions and understandings are influenced by their theories, beliefs, and 

experiences (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2010), therefore neutrality and detachment 

in relation to data collection, analysis and interpretation are unachievable.  My personal 

theories around educational change informed by 20 years of experience in schools, and my 

involvement in schools making the shift to ILEs, contributed to what I noticed and how I 

made sense of what I noticed.  On the one hand, this may be considered a bias, but, on the 

other hand, my knowledge and experience allowed for a research design where data 

collection and data analysis were already nuanced by my knowledge and prior experience.  

Prior to beginning this research, I was employed in schools that were making the shift 

to ILEs.  I had experienced first-hand what the participants in my study were facing, which 

meant I was in many respects both an actor on the stage and an audience member.  Coming 

from this position of “shared experience,” I was equipped with insights and the ability to 

understand implied content, and was more sensitised to certain dimensions of the data.  It also 

increased both the participants’ and my level of comfort and trust.  The phase two 

participants expressed confidence that, as a teacher, I would likely be able to understand and 

represent their experiences.  However, having a sense of familiarity meant I had to be 

constantly alert to how my presence in the schools and interactions with participants 

influenced their responses.  Berger (2015) highlights how having an insider’s position carries 

“the risks of blurring boundaries; imposing own values, beliefs, and perceptions by a 
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researcher” (p. 224).  I was aware that, although the participants and I may have had similar 

experiences, each person may respond differently.  To stay attuned to my reactions, and to 

the way in which I constructed an account from the data, I frequently reread the data and my 

notes, and discussed my reactions with my supervisors to check my interpretations were data-

led and not led by my assumptions.  I also used many of Creswell’s (2013) validation 

strategies, which are discussed later in this chapter. 

 

Multiple Case Study 

 

A multiple case study approach was selected as the best fit for gaining an in-depth 

understanding of teachers’ understandings of ILEs, and reactions to engaging in ILEs.  As 

Feagin, Orum, and Sjoberg (1991) explain, case studies are an ideal methodology when a 

holistic, in-depth investigation is needed.  Case studies are also a preferable method when 

“the focus is on studying a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context” (Heck, 

2006, p. 380).  A phenomenon can be any number of things, a person or group of people, an 

organisation, a policy, a process, or an event (Punch & Oancea, 2014; Stake, 2006).  

Consequently, there is no simple explanation for what a case study is, and a lack of consensus 

among academics (Solberg, Søilen, & Huber, 2006).  Merriam (1998) claims case study may 

be defined as the process used, the case or bounded unit, or the end-product.  Stake (1995) 

likens case study to creating a work of art: 

 

Finishing a case study is the consummation of a work of art … it is an exercise in 

such depth, the study is an opportunity to see what others have not yet seen, to reflect 

the uniqueness of our own lives, to engage the best of our interpretive powers (Stake, 

1995, p. 136). 

 

I refer to the broad definition of case methodology as studying “a real-life, contemporary 

bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-

depth data collection involving multiple sources of information” (Creswell, 2013, p. 97).  In 

this research, multiple sites constituted the cases. 

To gain a deep understanding of teachers’ understandings of, and reactions to ILEs, I 

chose to conduct my research in three schools.  Although this was possibly more time 

consuming than focusing on a single site, I felt the benefits of studying multiple sites 

outweighed the difficulties.  Having multiple sites as cases enabled me to analyse data both 
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within each site and across sites, and I could investigate similar and contrasting results within 

the schools.  Taking this approach resulted in a more robust theory because the evidence was 

grounded in several empirical investigations (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Yin, 2009).  

This research can be defined as being predominantly an intrinsic case study, but also 

to a degree an instrumental case study.  It was intrinsic in that my reasons for conducting the 

research were to gain an in-depth understanding of how teachers felt being expected to 

explore and engage in new practices.  However, it was also an instrumental case study as the 

research was developed to promote an understanding of specific issues, such as what forms of 

support mitigate teachers’ perceptions of risk when faced with expectations to engage in 

innovative practices.  An in-depth examination of the case and its contexts served as a vehicle 

for facilitating insights, explanations, and understandings of ILEs.  Stake (2006) refers to this 

overlap between intrinsic and instrumental case study classifications as “a zone of combined 

purpose” (p. 137). 

 

Participants 

 

This research utilised diverse sampling to “maximise what we can learn” (Stake, 1995, p. 4).  

The first stage began by determining the sampling criteria to match the purpose of this 

research (Merriam, 1998).  The umbrella criterion for this research was schools that had 

begun to invest in ILEs.  The specific characteristics or “investment” included teaching staff 

 

 trialling flexible use of learning spaces and furniture, 

 participating in ILE-related professional learning, and/or 

 exploring or implementing ILE teaching or professional approaches.  

 

Schools that were considering a shift to ILEs but were yet to make changes to their 

organisational dynamics and systems were excluded from this research.  It was assumed that 

teaching staff in these schools would not have had sufficient opportunities to make 

substantial ILE-related changes to their practice.  Schools established as ILEs were also 

excluded from this research.  Teachers employed in these schools would be expected to work 

collaboratively with colleagues, utilise the flexible learning environments to benefit student 

learning, and have a sound understanding of learning principles of ILEs. 
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To identify schools for this research I contacted professional colleagues employed at 

the University of Auckland Primary Practicum Department.  I also asked school leaders in 

primary schools where I have been previously employed for recommendations of schools in 

Auckland that fit my criteria.  Confining the research sites to my local geographical area was 

time- and cost-effective.  School websites and Education Review Office reports of 

recommended schools were then examined for evidence of an investment in ILEs.   

Thirteen primary schools appeared to fit my research criteria.  I requested a site visit 

and a face-to-face meeting with the principals of these schools to discuss my research.  Five 

principals replied: two principals declined the invitation, and three principals agreed to meet 

with me.  Site consent from the three schools was given after a discussion with the principals 

and their respective Board of Trustees.  Following this, I visited the staff, introduced myself, 

discussed the research aims and explained what participation in the research would involve.  I 

provided participant information sheets which explained the research purpose and process in 

detail, and which included my contact details so teachers could contact me if they had any 

questions.   

While 68% (n=29) of the teaching staff in School 1 agreed to participate in the 

research, only one teacher from School 2, and 32% (n=13) of the teaching staff in School 3 

consented.  To increase participation, I spent additional time in Schools 2 and 3 to become 

familiar to the teachers, and during a morning tea break I requested additional volunteers.  

Thirteen more teachers employed in School 3 agreed to participate (total n=26), however, 

only one more teacher from School 2 volunteered.  The School 2 principal explained that the 

teachers’ reluctance to participate may have been due to their involvement in a time-

consuming professional learning project the previous year.  After a discussion with my 

supervisors and the principal, we agreed to remove this school from my research and pursue 

another school.   

Eight principals from my original list of 13 who had not replied to my original 

invitation were contacted.  Two principals agreed to a meeting, and after an explanation 

about my research, one of these principals and their respective Board of Trustees provided 

consent.  Twenty-nine teachers (75% of the teaching staff) agreed to participate in phase one 

of my research.  This additional school is referred to as School 2 in this research from this 

point on.  The three principals all agreed to be involved in the research during my initial 

discussion with them.  

In total, 84 teachers across the three schools completed the questionnaire.  From this 

data set, 11 questionnaires were removed due to being incomplete or not accompanied by 
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consent.  Table 3.1 shows the demographic characteristics of the phase one participants 

across the three schools. 

Table 3.1  

 

Demographic Characteristics of Phase One Participants 

 

 School 1 

N 

School 2 

N 

School 3 

N 

Total 

N 

Total 

% 

Number of participants 25 25 23 73 100 

Gender 

Males 0 1 3 4 5.5 

Females 25 24 20 69 94.5 

Teaching Role 

Classroom 19 18 18 55 75.4 

Senior 5 6 5 16 21.9 

Other  1 1 0 2 2.7 

Teaching Experience 

0 – 7 years  7 14 4 25 34.2 

8 – 16 years  10 7 8 25 34.2 

17 years +  8 4 11 23 31.6 

 

At the end of the questionnaire, the participants could specify whether they would be 

interested in further involvement in this research.  A total of 43 participants indicated that 

they would be interested, or did not specify their preference (refer Table 3.2).  

 

Table 3.2  

 

Interviewing Preference of Phase One Participants Across Three Schools 

 

Interviewing 

Preference 

School 1 

N 

School 2 

N 

School 3 

N 

Total  

N 

Yes 8 4 7 19 

No 13 9 8 30 

Did not specify 4 12 8 24 

Total 25 25 23 73 
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Data obtained from participants who had indicated that they would be interested in 

participating in phase two, or who had not specified their preference, were analysed.  

Teachers in each school who held different perceptions of ILEs, varying levels of confidence 

engaging in ILE teaching or professional approaches, and varying levels of teaching 

experience were invited to participate in the sequential phase of the study.  Each qualitative 

method was explained to the potential participants and my expectations clarified to ascertain 

the participants’ willingness to be involved.  From the 26 teachers invited to participate, 18 

teachers agreed to be involved in phase two of the research.  Table 3.3 shows the 

participation totals of the phase two participants across the three schools.  

 

Table 3.3 

 

Phase Two Participants Across the Three Schools 

 

Participants School 1 

N 

School 2 

N 

School 3 

N 

Total 

N 

Teachers 8 5 5 18 

School leaders 1 2 1 4 

Total 9 7 6 22 

 

 

 

Data Collection 

 

The research involved two data collection phases.  In phase one the questionnaire was 

distributed and completed, the data analysed, and participants were selected for phase two.  

Phase two of the research involved semi-structured interviews, observations, participant blog, 

and the collection of reflections and records that are kept as part of teachers’ daily work.  

Publicly available school documentation including school policies, strategic plans, 

professional learning documentation, Education Review Office reports, and newsletters were 

collected throughout the year to enable triangulation of the data.  Figure 3.1 shows the 

process for the data collection.  The data collection schedule is provided in Appendix A. 
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Collection of public school documentation  

 

          Consent and questionnaire distributed  

          Questionnaire collected and data analysed  

        First interview with teachers 

         Collection of teachers’ documentation, blog and self-reflections. 

         Observations of teachers  

          First interview with school leaders 

       Second interview with teachers 

 

Figure 3.1. Data collection process 

 

 

Questionnaire.  A pen and paper questionnaire with three sections was used to 

collect data (refer to Appendix B).  In the first section of the questionnaire, space was 

provided for identification of demographic information, teaching role, gender, and teaching 

experience in years.  This information was used to support the selection of participants for 

phase two. 

The second section of the questionnaire had four open-response questions.  This 

section of the questionnaire provided participants with an opportunity to share their 

understanding of ILEs, identify what aspects of ILEs they had implemented, and describe 

forms of support that they perceived had enabled them to engage in ILEs.  The participants 

were also asked to identify what they considered to be the challenges of engaging in 

innovative practices.  These questions allowed the participants to “write a free account in 

their own terms, to explain and qualify their responses and avoid the limitations of pre-set 

categories of response” (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007, p. 321).  The data obtained from 

this section of the questionnaire provided a broad picture across the three schools, and 

enabled me to focus the questions in the semi-structured interviews. 

The third section of the questionnaire included a Likert scale with ten items based on 

elements of the ILE pedagogical core (OECD, 2013).  For each item, participants were asked 

to identify the extent to which they felt using the teaching or professional approach was a risk 

January               April                July                    October                 December 
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to them, and rate how confident they felt using the teaching or professional approach.  A 

Likert scale was selected as a data collection method because it provided “a degree of 

sensitivity and differentiation of response whilst still generating numbers” (Cohen, Manion, 

& Morrison, 2011, p. 386).  I used a positively packed and labelled rating scale because it can 

produce a higher mean than a balanced scale (Brown, 2004).  Furthermore, Brown (2004) 

claims that “balanced response formats, anchored with vague frequency of activity indicators, 

often elicit inadequate information” (p. 1015).  I am aware that other research suggests there 

are limitations to this format.  Lam and Klockars (1982) found including more response 

options representing the positive end of the continuum can produce lower mean scores 

compared with unlabelled or equally spaced response scales.  I placed the four positively 

labelled response points on the right side of the scale and the two negative response points on 

the left side as research suggests a bias toward the left-side of the scale may exist (Friedman 

& Amoo, 1999; Holmes, 1974).   

The data obtained from the third section of the questionnaire was used to ensure 

diverse sampling of participants.  I was able to identify participants who perceived varying 

levels of risk related to a range of ILE-related teaching and professional approaches.  I was 

also able to use the data to focus interview questions asked in phase two, and triangulate the 

data.   

 

Item generation and piloting.  The questionnaire was piloted with five primary 

teachers.  The respondents commented that the language used in the first two sections of the 

questionnaire was unambiguous and the layout was easy to follow.  However, the original 

Likert scale in the third section of the questionnaire contained twenty-two items.  These items 

were generated from literature on facets of ILEs, and conversations with teaching colleagues 

about their understanding of ILEs and perceptions of risk associated with engaging in ILEs.  

The teachers commented that rating twenty-two items against two criteria was laborious and 

confusing due to the repetitiveness of certain items.  Additionally, differing interpretations of 

some items resulted in ratings being inconsistent.  These items, together with items that were 

perceived as being redundant or repetitive, were revised during discussions with my 

supervisors and a quantitative data analysis expert employed by the University of Auckland.  

After the deletion or synthesis of redundant items, ten items remained for the second pilot test 

with ten primary teachers, including the five teachers who piloted the original questionnaire.  

A wide variety of responses was obtained.  Discussions with the teachers revealed that this 
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was due to their varied understandings of ILEs and perceptions of risk engaging in change 

related to ILEs. 

  

Distribution of questionnaire.  The consent forms and questionnaires were 

distributed to teaching staff in the three schools once an assurance was received from the 

principals that participation in the research would not affect teachers’ employment, and site 

access was obtained.  I avoided direct contact with potential participants and requested a 

school leader or office employee distribute the documents with sealable envelopes to abide 

by the University of Auckland human participant ethical guidelines.  The participants were 

asked to post their completed consent form and questionnaire into a secured drop-box in the 

school office.   

 

Semi-structured interviews.  Face to face semi-structured interviews were 

conducted twice with participants who had consented to be involved in phase two, and once 

with school leaders.  The audio-recorded interviews took approximately forty-five minutes 

and were conducted on the school sites in unoccupied classrooms or offices.  Approximately 

ten open-ended questions were asked.  The interview questions acted as a guide (see the 

sample of questions in Appendices C and D).  They had sufficient structure to retain the focus 

of the research questions but were also flexible enough to allow clarification of any 

ambiguous meanings or to follow through on interesting points.   

In the initial interviews which were conducted in May and June 2016, participants had 

the opportunity to explain in more detail their understandings of ILEs, share innovative 

practices they had recently implemented, and discuss what had encouraged or challenged 

them to change their practice.  During the interviews, the participants were also given the 

opportunity to explain their ratings in section three of the questionnaire and share if they had 

sought support for items they perceived as high risk.  Questions related to the questionnaire 

findings were also asked, such as: The questionnaire data shows that many teachers 

associate student-centred learning with ILEs, yet not many teachers feel that they have 

implemented practices that allow for student ownership.  Why do you think this is?  Each 

interview concluded with an offer for the participants to share any other ILE-related thoughts 

that they felt should be taken into consideration.   

  During the follow-up interviews which were conducted in October and November 

2016, I checked for changes in participants’ understandings of ILEs.  I also asked the 

participants to rate the extent to which they perceived their colleagues were committed to 



TEACHERS’ REACTIONS TO ILE 

 
 

49 

making the shift to ILEs, and how clear they were about the expectations to engage in 

innovative practices.  Participants were questioned about the professional learning in which 

they had participated and asked whether it had made an impact on their practice or 

understanding of ILEs.   

  The school leaders’ interviews were also conducted late in 2016 (see a sample in 

Appendix E).  The questions focused on their understanding of ILEs, their expectations for 

staff to engage in ILEs, and how they had supported their teaching staff to explore and 

implement innovative practices.  Immediately after each interview, any thoughts or ideas 

pertaining to what was mentioned or not mentioned in the interviews were recorded in a 

personal journal.  These notes were examined during the data analysis stage.   

 

  Piloting the interview questions.  Four of the teachers who had piloted the 

questionnaire agreed to be interviewed and provide feedback on the interview questions.  The 

piloted interviews lasted approximately forty minutes and the teachers agreed the questions 

were clear and unambiguous.  One participant did comment that she would have preferred to 

have had a copy of the questions in advance so that she could respond more articulately and 

with more in-depth responses.  With this feedback in mind, I decided to share the interview 

questions with each participant a week prior to their interview.   

After each piloted interview, I listened to the digital recording and became aware that 

I frequently interjected.  At times, this disrupted the flow of the interview and led the 

interviewee in a new direction.  Having a critical awareness of my behaviour assisted me to 

avoid interrupting, leading or influencing the interviewees’ responses.  

 

Documentation.  Publicly available school documentation was collected throughout 

the year.  It included strategic plans, newsletters, Education Review Office reports, and 

documentation pertaining to professional learning.  Non-digital documentation relating to 

teachers’ daily work was also collected during school visits throughout the year.  Digital 

documentation was collected via Google Drive and through other online formats including 

Personal Professional Portfolios in School 1 and Appraisal Connector in School 2.  The 

documentation was used to triangulate the data collected and added to the overall 

understanding of the context of the case. 

 

Researcher observations.  Field observations provided context and first-hand 

information for data interpretation (Creswell, 2013).  I observed the teachers in their 
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classrooms throughout the year and used my field observation notes to triangulate the 

material that was gathered from the interviews and the documentation provided.   

 

Journals.  Participants were asked to keep an ongoing reflective journal of their 

experiences engaging in any new practices.  It was selected as a data collection method 

because it offered participants the freedom to share their learning and reactions to ILEs when 

and how they chose.   

Four online journaling applications including Blackboard, Penzu, Day One and 

Google Drive were piloted by three teachers.  The three teachers all expressed a preference 

for Google Docs in Google Drive as a journaling tool, describing it as “accessible” and “user-

friendly.”  They commented that the other online journaling applications were either costly or 

difficult to access.  The teachers also stated that they would prefer to journal in Google Drive 

than by hand or with an audio recording device.  

I shared a personalised Google folder with each of the phase two participants during 

the initial meeting.  Each digital folder included a self-reflection word document with 

prompts that focused on ILE practices trialled, challenges faced, and support received.  

Participants were given a choice to record their experiences and reactions in note form, as a 

diary, or as audio or video files.  However, instead of utilising the Google folders, the 

participants all chose to share their documentation with me via Google links, which I 

transferred to their respective folders.  Having individual folders enabled me to locate 

information specific to each teacher.  Participants in School 1 and School 2 also gave me 

access to their digital school platforms where they kept professional documentation, 

including their personal reflections.   

 

Blog.  A key characteristic of a case study is that multiple sources of evidence are 

used, enabling the researcher to make sense of theories and explanations (Creswell, 2013).  

Therefore, participants were also invited to participate in a blog.  The use of pseudonyms 

when blogging can encourage participants to express their viewpoints more openly and invest 

in the process of creating content.  Blogging can also promote in-depth discussions when 

participants build on or debate the ideas of others.   

Blogger, Edublog, and WordPress were three blog sites that were considered for use 

in this research.  Each of the three blogging platforms is designed for educational purposes 

and is free for New Zealand primary teachers.  The three teachers who trialled the journaling 

formats found each platform to be user-friendly and no single platform was preferred over 
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others.  However, it was noted that Blogger is an application in the Google suite, therefore 

participants would be able to access both their journal and blog from the same domain.  

Using a single domain limited the inconvenience of logging into different sites.  

I assisted the phase two participants to set up Blogger during our first meeting.  I 

provided technical support to access and navigate the blog and ensured the participants had 

pseudonyms.  Throughout the year, I posted topical articles related to ILEs with 

accompanying questions to prompt discussion.  

 

Data Analysis 

 

Data analysis was an iterative process.  It was informed by existing research and theories 

while also enabling space for new theories to emerge from the data.  Data obtained in the first 

phase of the study was analysed with the literature and research questions in mind.  Material 

collected in the sequential phase was analysed concurrently and repetitively with phase one 

data, and used to expand on, and triangulate this data. 

 

Phase one analysis.  The initial stage of analysis involved quantifying the 

questionnaire data.  Eighty-four teachers completed the questionnaire.  Seven questionnaires 

were removed from the data set as they were incomplete or unaccompanied by consent.  The 

seven teachers were contacted via email but did not respond to my invitation to complete the 

questionnaire or provide consent.  The four school leaders’ questionnaires were also excluded 

from the data analysis.  This decision was made because I wanted to examine teachers’ 

understandings separately from those of school leaders.  The complete dataset contained 73 

responses.  The data was uploaded to a Statistical Package for Social Science version 23 

(SPSS 23). 

 

Open response questions.  The open responses that were obtained in section two of 

the questionnaire were coded.  The responses were repeatedly read, and the coding frame 

reworked to ensure the responses were categorised accurately.  Variable sets of multiple 

responses were then defined, and frequencies were generated for each of the four questions.  

The data provided a comprehensive picture of teachers’ understandings of ILEs, what they 

perceived to be challenges engaging in ILEs, and forms of support that teachers perceived 

had enabled them to engage in ILEs.   
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Phase two analysis.  Predominant themes were identified using Braun and Clarke’s 

(2006) six-phase method of thematic analysis.  Thematic analysis involves “searching across 

a data set ... to find repeated patterns of meaning” (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 86).  Braun 

and Clarke’s (2006) six phases are listed in italics below, followed by the actions taken. 

 

Familiarizing yourself with your data:  I personally transcribed the interviews using verbatim 

transcription.  This was a time-consuming process, but it enabled me to become familiar with 

each transcript.  All material, including the transcripts, teachers’ reflections, planning and 

professional learning notes, blog posts and observational notes were uploaded into QSR 

NVivo 10 software.  Web-based data were uploaded using NCapture for NVivo.  I read and 

reread the material until I felt familiar with the depth and breadth of the content.  I took notes 

during repeated readings and recorded ideas for coding. 

 

Generating initial codes:  Familiarity with notes taken when reading through the data, and 

literature on the guiding principles and elements of ILEs such as teacher collaboration and 

physical learning environments, assisted with generating initial codes.  The NVivo “Query” 

command was also used to identify frequently used words and phrases in the data which 

created additional codes.  Full and equal attention was given to each data item, and extracts 

of text were at times assigned to more than one code. 

 

Searching for themes:  Visual representations were used to sort the codes into themes and 

sub-themes.  Provisional definitions were assigned to the themes. 

 

Reviewing themes:  Themes and sub-themes were further refined after numerous discussions 

with my supervisors, and then presented in a preliminary thematic map (refer to Figure 3.2 on 

the following page).  The data set was re-read and collated extracts for each theme were 

reviewed and categorised further.  Extracts that did not fit were removed or relocated.  

 

Defining and naming themes:  Thematic tables were created to capture the essence of each 

theme and refine the specifics.  The tables included descriptions of each category and extracts 

from interview transcripts, teacher reflections, and blog posts.  An example of a thematic 

coding table is included in Appendix F. 
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Figure 3.2. Thematic map 
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Producing the report: Final analysis of selected extracts was undertaken to ensure they 

enriched the story being told and related to the research questions.   

 

I relied on the views of the teachers, acknowledged the ways they made meaning of their 

experiences, and considered the influence of the broader social context.  I focused my 

attention on the participants’ words, both spoken and written, and their actions.  Data were 

organised to reveal patterns in the content.  Relevant literature was used to inform my 

interpretation and summarising of the data.  Analysis at this explicit level ensured a rich 

description of the entire data set.   

 

Procedures to Enhance Trustworthiness 

 

Perspectives and terms used in qualitative validation have been debated for many decades.  

LeCompte and Goetz (1982) suggest researchers address internal and external validity, 

reliability, and objectivity, while Lincoln and Guba (1985) claim credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability are more useful terms for describing qualitative validation.  

Other literature suggests addressing trustworthiness, credibility, and authenticity (Creswell & 

Miller, 2000; Sarantakos, 2012).  At the heart of these concepts is the understanding that 

research will be rigorously designed and conducted ethically, it will represent a true and 

accurate picture of the participants, and the results from one setting should be able to be 

replicated in another so that findings are credible and dependable.  To establish 

trustworthiness in this research, I employed seven validation strategies suggested by Creswell 

(2013).  These strategies are listed below in italics, followed by my actions.  

 

Prolonged engagement and persistent observation in the field:  I spent considerable time in 

each school (refer to Appendix A).  Some days I visited for a few hours, other times I spent 

whole days and time after school during meetings.  The visits helped to establish trust with 

the teachers and to learn about the school culture.  This prolonged time in the field limited 

possible misinformation and increased my confidence in the accuracy of my findings.  

 

Triangulation: I made use of multiple and different sources of data and methods to 

corroborate and triangulate the data.  Using multiple types of data provided an overview of 

the whole rather than the component parts of isolated data-gathering methods.  I triangulated 
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field observation evidence with interview data and documentation which had been collected 

at different times throughout the year.  Additionally, I collected multiple participant 

perspectives across interview data including beginning teachers, teachers in middle 

leadership roles, and school leaders.  The multiple perspectives provided rich, in-depth data. 

 

Peer review or debriefing:  My two supervisors acted as “devil’s advocates” throughout this 

research.  They provided an external check of the research by questioning my methods, 

meanings, and interpretations, and querying any negative or discrepant information that ran 

counter to my themes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  During regular meetings, my supervisors also 

identified descriptions which were vague and points that were underemphasised.   

 

Negative case analysis: I searched for findings that appeared to contradict patterns and 

discussed these with my supervisors.  I then refined themes in response to the negative or 

discrepant evidence to “avoid only disclosing positive results” (Creswell, 2013, p. 80). 

 

Transferability: Transferability addresses the extent to which the findings of this study can be 

found in different school settings.  To ensure transferability, I identified teachers in each 

school who had different perceptions of ILEs and reported their reactions.  I also provided 

detailed descriptions of the school contexts and professional learning opportunities, which 

“may transport the reader to the setting and give the discussion an element of shared 

experiences” (Creswell, 2013, p. 202).  

 

Researcher bias: I attempted to keep my personal biases in check throughout this research.  

While I was focusing on teachers’ reactions to expectations to engage in innovative practices, 

both positive and negative.  I was also alert for participants who may have felt indifferent 

about making changes to their practice.   

 

Member checking for credibility: Participants were provided with a verbatim transcript and 

offered a digital recording of their interviews.  They were requested to check their transcripts 

for accuracy and remove words or sections they deemed did not accurately reflect their 

positions.  During the follow-up interviews, I checked my understanding of participants’ 

initial views as part of probing for changes in understanding, which reduced the chances of 

misinterpreting their views.  
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To check that my interpretation “rings true to natives and colleagues in the field” 

(Fetterman, 1989, p. 21), I emailed my preliminary thematic map, along with excerpts of their 

data, to phase two teachers.  I explained in the email that I would be interested in meeting 

with them to check that my interpretation of their words and actions was an accurate account 

of their reality.  Ten teachers agreed to meet with me or provided feedback via email (see 

Table 3.4).   

 

Table 3.4 

 

Sample of Member Check Comments 

 

Participant Feedback Action required 

ST2 “I think it sums up pretty well the 

experiences I've had.” 

No action required. Teacher 

agreed with my interpretation. 

MBT2 “The thoughts I did have fit into the 

categories you have outlined. I think that 

looks pretty much like the lay of the 

land.”  

No action required. Teacher 

agreed with my interpretation. 

JT3 “I liked how you have expressed my 

thinking.” 

No action required. Teacher 

agreed with my interpretation. 

SL1 “It is interesting that not having explicit 

guidelines about what to do has caused 

such contrasting reactions from teachers. 

I don’t find it a problem.” 

Ensure SL1 is represented as not 

feeling threatened/ challenged by 

lack of clear expectations. 

JT1 “I do not think that there is anything that 

you have missed.  I think your diagram 

sums it up pretty well.” 

No action required. Teacher 

agreed with my interpretation. 

JT2 “I know I worry about things, but it is 

funny to think that I was so worried last 

year about trying out new practices, and 

now I feel so positive about the move.”     

Ensure JT2’s newfound 

confidence is reported. 

 

All teachers who responded agreed that I had interpreted their words accurately.  Two 

teachers made additional comments to reinforce their position, which I recorded.  Six 
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participants did not respond to my invitation, and I was unable to contact two teachers as they 

were no longer employed in the participating schools.  This process confirmed that I had 

constructed the teachers’ views, and not imposed my meaning on their words and actions.  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) consider this validation strategy to be “the most critical technique 

for establishing credibility” (p. 314) because it has confirmatory power (Miles & Huberman, 

1984). 

To enhance the reliability of this study, which refers to the extent to which findings 

can be replicated, I employed several strategies which have been discussed.  To recap, I used 

self-transcription which included trivial pauses and overlaps, triangulation of data, and peer 

examination (my supervisors) to ensure that, given the same data, the same interpretations 

would be made.  I also employed an assistant coder to refine the development of the coding 

scheme and provide a reliability check.  

My assistant coder was a deputy principal familiar with qualitative data analysis 

methods.  Prior to her involvement, she signed a confidentiality agreement which stipulated 

that she would not discuss or disclose any information in the transcripts with anyone outside 

of my research.  Additionally, she was not privy to the identities of the participants or schools 

involved in this research.   

During the training phase, I shared with her the research purpose, research questions, 

and coding guide.  The coding guide included 14 coding variables with descriptions and 

examples for each code.  I then supplied two training transcripts which I had previously 

coded.  The coded sections were highlighted, but the codes were removed.  I chose to do the 

unitising because I have “a thorough understanding of the theoretically motivated questions 

guiding the study” (Campbell, Quincy, Osserman, & Pedersen, 2013, p. 304).  I sat with my 

assistant coder and we jointly coded the two training transcripts.  During this process, 

definitions were clarified which increased my assistant’s confidence in her application of the 

coding.   

Following this, my assistant coder was provided with four transcripts with highlighted 

sections to code independently.  I purposely selected the transcripts to ensure the 14 codes 

were covered.  The four transcripts represented 10% of my interview material.  Hodson 

(1999) recommends “a good rule of thumb is to have at least a 10% sample of the cases 

coded by a second reviewer” (p. 12), while Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest that as few 

as five to ten pages of one set of transcribed field notes is sufficient.  We compared the 

results and discussed inconsistencies after coding each transcript.  An example of 

inconsistency was the coding of a unit where a teacher explains: “We were told, and it [ILE] 
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was not defined what it would look like. We were told, ‘We are not going to give you the 

recipe’” (ST1).  I had assigned the code “Lack of clarity of expectations” to this unit, while 

my assistant coder assigned the unit “Feelings of uncertainty and frustration.”  After a joint 

reading of the full transcript we agreed that the lack of clear expectations to engage in ILEs 

had resulted in the teacher’s feelings of uncertainty and frustration.  However, ST1 was 

drawing attention to her perceived lack of guidance.   

During the inter-coding process the codes and definitions were revised: for example, 

the codes “Collegial conflict related to collaboration” and “Collegial conflict related to work 

ethics or pedagogy” were combined.  However, I took care not to oversimplify the coding 

scheme to the extent that meaning was sacrificed, as a broad or simplified coding scheme 

“cannot be useful for identifying or differentiating among important nuanced meanings in the 

data” (Campbell et al., 2013, p. 301).   

Inter-coder reliability improved with each transcript.  Miles and Huberman (1994) 

suggest that good quality reliability requires 80% agreement of the coding.  After conducting 

the reliability test on four transcripts this percentage was not achieved, so another transcript 

was selected and independently coded.  Table 3.5 shows the coding accuracy and percentage 

for each transcript.  I felt confident with my coding scheme once the inter-coder reliability 

average reached 80%.  

 

Table 3.5  

 

Inter-coding Reliability of Transcripts 

 

Transcript Coding Accuracy Percentage 

Training transcript   7/13 53% 

Training transcript   11/15 73% 

Independent transcript 1  16/21 76% 

Independent transcript 2  14/18 77% 

Independent transcript 3 9/11 81% 

Independent transcript 4  14/17 82% 

Independent transcript 5  16/19 84% 

Overall inter-coder reliability mean (n=5) 69/86  80% 
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Ethical Considerations 

 

On a practical level, protecting the rights of participants is at the core of ethical issues in 

educational research.  It is vital that researchers protect participants’ welfare, maintain 

confidentiality, and observe any social sensitivities (Irvine & Gaffikin, 2006).  Early in this 

research, I made sure participants were fully informed of the nature and scope of the research 

so that they could make an informed decision on their possible involvement.  They were 

informed that consent to participate was voluntary and that their principal had given an 

assurance that participation or non-participation would not affect their employment or 

relationship with their school in any way.  Participants were informed of their right to 

withdraw from the research at any time without giving a reason.  At all times, I treated 

“participants as whole people rather than as just subjects from whom to wrench a good story” 

(Tracy, 2013, p. 245). 

I also took care to safeguard participant and school identities throughout the research 

and the writing-up process (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).  However, due to multiple teachers in 

each of the three schools participating, I was unable to ensure anonymity, and this was 

explained prior to consent being gained.  All digital data were stored on my password-

protected computer, and all paper documentation was stored in a locked filing cabinet.  

Approval from the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee to conduct 

this research was granted on December 7, 2015.  Copies of the participant information sheet 

and consent form are included as samples of the ethics protocols (see Appendices G, H and 

I). 

 

Limitations  

 

Limitations exist in any research and are important to acknowledge.  I recognise several 

limitations in this research, specifically in the lack of prior research and in my sampling 

selection.   

A lack of literature which specifically focused on ILEs as a holistic concept was a 

limitation early on in this study.  Prior research forms the basis of a literature review and can 

assist the researcher to understand the research problem being investigated more fully.  

Furthermore, different topic areas use different methodological approaches, so having access 

to previous studies on a topic can assist with planning subsequent research.  To confirm it 
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was not my researching skills that were the limitation, I recruited the assistance of a 

University of Auckland librarian.  Together we found a considerable amount of literature on 

elements of ILEs, such as the physical learning environment and teacher collaboration, yet 

only a sparse amount of literature focused on ILEs as “an ecosystem that functions over time 

and in context and includes the activity and outcomes of learning” (OECD, 2013, p. 11).  

Literature was also scarce on frequently used synonyms of ILEs, including modern learning 

environments, flexible learning spaces, and modern learning practice.  Discovering this 

limitation early on led to the development of an explanatory research design.  Having an 

opportunity to explore teachers’ understandings of ILEs, and their reactions to expectations to 

engage in ILEs was an area that had yet to be investigated. 

In the questionnaire, participants were asked to identify the challenges of engaging in 

ILEs, which potentially may have swayed teachers to share only negative perceptions.  In 

hindsight, this question could have been followed up with a question about the perceived 

benefits of ILEs.  I became aware of this possible confirmation bias and sought disconfirming 

evidence during the interviews.  Consequently, I have reported on teachers who expressed 

feelings of trust and freedom having opportunities to explore innovative practices.  

Sampling bias is another possible threat to the validity of the findings (Robinson & 

Lai, 2006).  Only 26% of the total participant population agreed to be involved in phase two 

of the study.  Although some teachers who had not specified whether or not they would be 

interested in participating in phase two were recruited, their voices, and the voices of those 

who originally volunteered, may or may not be different from those who chose not to be 

involved.  Furthermore, difficulties exist in generalising my findings to larger populations 

due to schools being selected from only one region in New Zealand.  Using teachers 

employed in schools from a similar area could have resulted in some commonality of 

thought, which may not have been found if the participating schools had been selected 

nationally or internationally. 
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CHAPTER 4:  INTRODUCTION TO FINDINGS 

 

In this introduction to findings, data obtained from the questionnaire are discussed.  This 

introduction provides a broad picture of school leaders’ and teachers’ understandings of ILEs, 

innovative practices that have been implemented, challenges identified with making the shift 

to ILEs, and forms of support that have enabled teachers to develop their understandings of 

ILEs. 

In the following chapters, the phase two findings from each of the three schools are 

discussed individually.  These findings were obtained from semi-structured interviews with 

eighteen teachers and four school leaders, classroom observations, participant blogs, the 

teachers’ daily records, and publicly available school documentation.  The three chapters on 

the individual schools provide a more in-depth picture of how teachers developed their 

understandings of ILEs and why they reacted the way they did to expectations to engage in 

innovative practices.   

 

Open Response Questions   

 

Twelve categories emerged from responses to question one: When you think about innovative 

learning practices in innovative learning environments compared with traditional practices 

and environments, what comes to mind? (see Table 4.1).  Flexible space and furniture 

(48.6%) was the most common response, which was unsurprising considering that changes to 

the physical learning environments have been the focus for many New Zealand primary 

schools since the turn of the century.  Collaboration was another common response.  Four of 

the 12 categories related to collaborative activities in some form: collaborative teaching with 

colleagues (41.7%), collaborative planning with colleagues (30.6%), collaborative learning 

with students (18.1%), and utilising and sharing teacher expertise (16.7%). 

In addition, many participants across the three schools used positive language to 

describe their perceptions of ILEs, such as “flexibility,” “inclusion,” and “integration.”  

However, five participants used negative descriptors including “noisy” and “chaotic.”  These 

teachers perceived tracking students’ learning, supporting underachieving students, and 

establishing relationships with students to be considerably more challenging in ILEs than in 

traditional classrooms.   
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Table 4.1 
 

Teachers’ Understandings of ILEs 

 

Teachers’ Responses           N             Percent of Responses 

Flexible space and furniture 35 48.6% 

Collaborative teaching with colleagues 30 41.7% 

Student-centered learning 29 40.3% 

Collaborative planning with colleagues 22 30.6% 

Flexible student grouping 17 23.6% 

Collaborative learning with students 13 18.1% 

Utilising and sharing teacher expertise 12 16.7% 

Catering to students’ learning needs 8 11.1% 

Inclusion of digital technologies 8 11.1% 

Negative connotations related to student learning and 

management 

5 6.9% 

Trialing new practices 3 4.2% 

Shared responsibility for students 2 2.8% 

 

Question two asked: What aspects of ILEs, if any, have you implemented in the past year? 

The responses were coded into nine categories (see Table 4.2).   

 

Table 4.2  
 

Innovative Practices Teachers Have Recently Implemented 
 

Teachers’ Responses  N Percent of Responses 

Taught collaboratively with colleagues 46 64.8% 

Planned collaboratively with colleagues 41 57.7% 

Made use of flexible space 25 35.2% 

Tried flexible groupings of students 24 33.8% 

Provided opportunities for students to take ownership for 

their own learning 

16 22.5% 

Used assessment data for learning 9 12.7% 

Integrated digital technologies 9 12.7% 

Taught inquiry learning 3 4.2% 

I have not implemented any aspects related to ILEs 2 2.8% 
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Collaborative teaching (64.8%) and collaborative planning (57.7%) were the two most 

implemented aspects of ILEs.  Interestingly, although 29 participants perceived student-

centred learning to be a feature of ILEs (see Table 4.1), only 16 teachers acknowledged that 

they had provided opportunities for students to take ownership for their own learning.  This 

inconsistency led me to wonder if it was possible that the participants understood what 

student-centeredness theoretically involved, but were unsure how to implement it.  Two 

participants, from different schools, admitted to not implementing any aspects related to  

ILEs. 

Seven categories of responses emerged from question three of the questionnaire: Have 

you been supported to engage in ILEs?  If yes, please explain how you have been supported 

(see Table 4.3).  

 

Table 4.3  

 

Ways Teachers Have Been Supported to Engage in ILEs 

 
Teachers’ Responses  N Percent of Responses 

Professional learning  43 58.9% 

Provided with opportunities to observe other teachers  20 27.4% 

Encouraged to have discussions with colleagues about 

professional practices 

19 26.0% 

Given leeway to explore and trial aspects of ILEs at own pace 14 19.2% 

Provided with classroom release to plan with colleagues 8 11.0% 

I have not been supported  8 11.0% 

Provided with resources such as furniture, equipment, and 

technology  

3 4.1% 

 

The most common form of support identified in all three schools was professional learning 

(58.9%).  This generic response included professional readings and professional learning 

workshops.  Only a few teachers identified specific professional learning programmes in the 

questionnaire.  Twenty participants (27.4%) had been provided with opportunities to observe 

ILEs in action and perceived this as a form of support.  Observations had been conducted in 

the teachers’ own school, local schools, and in schools in other cities in New Zealand and 

Australia.  However, a closer analysis of this data revealed 17 of these participants were 

employed in the same school.  Eight teachers, all employed in a different school, perceived 
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that they had not been supported to engage in innovative practices by their leadership team or 

colleagues.  

The findings to question three indicated that teachers can perceive the same support 

differently.  Many teachers (n=14/73) responded that the leadership teams had given them 

time and space to explore innovative practices.  The response “given leeway” was expressed 

by some teachers with positive connotations (“Practices have not been prescribed”), while 

other teachers referred to the “freedom” as a lack of support, guidance, and leadership (“We 

have been left to figure it all out for ourselves”).  

Twelve categories emerged from responses to question four of the questionnaire: 

What do you consider are the challenges of engaging in ILEs for yourself as a teacher? (see 

Table 4.4).  

 

Table 4.4  

 

Challenges of Engaging in ILEs 

 
Teachers’ Responses  N Percent of Responses 

Collaboration  31 42.5% 

Buy-in 15 20.5% 

Catering to all students' learning needs 15 20.5% 

Shift of control 9 12.3% 

Lack of knowledge; need for upskilling 9 12.3% 

Timetabling 9 12.3% 

Time consuming 9 12.3% 

Tracking students' learning 8 11.0% 

Noise 7 9.6% 

De-privatisation 3 4.1% 

Balance of student-centeredness and professional 

requirements 

3 4.1% 

Teaching position in school 1 1.4% 

 

Challenges of engaging in ILEs that were commonly reported by teachers included 

collaboration (42.5%), buy-in to ILEs (20.5%), and catering to all students’ learning needs 

(20.5%).  Other challenges of engaging in ILEs that teachers shared included timetabling 

restrictions, relinquishing control, lack of knowledge about ILEs, and the amount time that is 

involved in establishing and maintaining an ILE. 
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Collaboration was a response that was consistently evident in all four open response 

questions.  Collaborative planning and teaching were identified by teachers as being the 

innovative practices that had been implemented the most, yet they were also identified as 

being the most challenging aspect for teachers to implement.  However, it was unclear if 

teacher collaboration was viewed as the most challenging aspect of ILEs because it was the 

approach most frequently used, because of the relational aspects, or because the teachers had 

different interpretations of what collaboration entailed.  To further explore this identified 

challenge of ILEs, I divided responses related to collaboration into four subcategories (see 

Table 4.5).  Additionally, I made identifying how teachers were expected and supported to 

work together a key focus of phase two of this research. 

 

Table 4.5 

 

Facets of Collaboration Which Make Engaging in ILEs Challenging. 

 

 N Percent  

 

Working with teachers who have different ideas, pedagogies 

or work habits 

17 54.8 

Working with teachers who have different perceptions and 

understandings of ILEs 

7 22.6 

Working in a team where personalities are incompatible 5 16.1 

Being able to respect diversity 2 6.5 

 

 

 

In the next three chapters, the findings from each school are discussed.  As mentioned in the 

introduction to this chapter, these findings were obtained from semi-structured interviews, 

classroom observations, participant blogs, the teachers’ daily records, and publicly available 

school documentation.  The three chapters on the individual schools provide a more detailed 

account of how teachers had developed their understandings of ILEs and why they reacted 

the way they did to expectations to engage in innovative practices.   
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CHAPTER 5:  SCHOOL 1 

 

School 1 is a large suburban primary school.  The school was established in 2005 and caters 

for approximately 700 Year 0 to Year 6 students from multicultural backgrounds.  The ethnic 

composition of the school is diverse; Indian students make up a quarter of the school roll, 

17% of the school population identifies as being Chinese or from Pacific Island regions, 14% 

identified as being New Zealand Pākehā and 6% of the school roll are Māori.  The school is a 

signatory to the Code of Practice for the Pastoral Care of International Students, and in 2016 

had three international students enrolled. 

 Within the first four years, the school faced a considerable amount of growth and 

change.  The peak roll planned for the school was 700, however, between 2005 and 2009, the 

school roll grew from 59 children to 862.  Due to the school being built in four stages, it did 

not have the facilities to accommodate the rapid roll growth comfortably.  The principal 

explained that “every building was a year late, so we were continuously camping… we had 

groups of teachers and children in places that were not designed to be used that way.” 

The school had to deal with further change when it was reclassified from a full 

primary (Year 0 – Year 8) to a contributing school (Year 0 – Year 6).  This change was 

proposed in 2007 in a Ministry of Education Area Strategy Report, which predicted 

considerable growth in the area (Ministry of Education, 2007) and recommended a school 

would need to be established near to School 1 to cater for the growth.  A junior college 

opened nearby in 2009.  The 2010 Education Review Office report acknowledged the 

challenges the school had faced since opening and praised the Board of Trustees and staff for 

their resilience:  “The board has successfully managed a growing roll, the loss of students in 

Years 7 and 8 to a newly opened junior college, ongoing property developments, and a 

growing and changing staff” (Education Review Office, 2010). 

 

School Organisation  

 

At the time the research was conducted, the school was divided into three teams: a junior 

team (Years 0 – 1), a middle team (Years 2 – 3) and a senior team (Years 4 – 6).  These 

teams were further divided into two or three sub-teams called whānau (refer Figure 5.1).  

Whānau is the Māori word for family, or community of related families.  Each whānau 

consisted of a whānau leader, four or five teachers, a learning assistant and approximately 70 

– 120 students.  Whānau leaders were responsible for the pastoral care of the teachers and 
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students in their whānau.  They monitored classroom programmes and timetabling, and 

ensured administrative tasks were completed.  Many whānau leaders also held curriculum 

leadership responsibilities in the school.   

 

Figure 5.1. Organisation of School 1 in 2016 
 

The leadership team in School 1 consisted of the foundation principal and three assistant 

principals.  Prior to 2016, the assistant principals were responsible for the pastoral care and 

educational needs of students in one of the three teams.  Then, in 2016, the assistant 

principals’ job descriptions were revised to be “absolutely, totally based around their 

strengths as a person” (principal).  Assistant principals were assigned school-wide 

responsibilities, such as community connections, sport, and Māori and Pasifika students.  The 

principal explained how “the place grows phenomenally” when you utilise people’s 

strengths, and she hoped the assistant principals’ role change would inspire teachers to work 

out how to maximise the strengths in their whānau.  ST, a teacher in the senior whānau, 

perceived the change in the assistant principals’ job descriptions was made to retain a sense 

of solidarity with the staff and demonstrate that they can cope with change:  “They had to 

redefine their roles because they change us, so they can say, ‘We are living it too!’” (ST).  ST 

was referring to the expectation that each year the teachers change teams. 
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At the end of each year, the leadership team reorganised the teachers into whānau for 

the following year.  A whānau leader in the senior school explained, “I have been here six 

years, and I have taught every year level.  I have never had the same year level twice in a 

row” (SL).  The teachers are provided with an opportunity to identify other teachers whom 

they would prefer to work with, or not as the case may be.  ST explained, “you will get put 

with one person [from your list] unless you are a whānau leader, then you don’t get a choice.” 

The principal told the teachers to “have faith in us that we will place you” (LL), implying she 

knew where the teachers would best fit.  

The Learning Support whānau was organised differently.  It consisted of five full and 

part-time teachers.  These teachers supported students who had English as a second language, 

and students who required support or extension in Mathematics.  The Learning Support 

teachers worked with students in the prefabricated classrooms or the students’ whānau 

learning environment; the location depended on the student’s learning needs.  As the 

principal described, “they have a sort of a home, but they are, ERO [Education Review 

Office] used the term ‘octopus,’ they are like an octopus with a tentacle in every whānau.” 

 

The physical learning environment. The physical layout of School 1 allowed for 

students to work in rooms, or in a shared āwhina space.  Each whānau space had four rooms, 

which had glass sliding doors that opened out into the āwhina space (refer to Figure 5.2).   

 

Office 

 

 

       Āwhina space  

Storage 

  

 

 

 

Room 1 

 

 

Room 2 

 

 

Room 3 

 

 

Room 4 

 

Figure 5.2. Layout of the physical learning environments in School 1 

 

The āwhina space was a multi-functional social space that was part of the general 

circulation area.  This space could be used for small group activities, whole class activities, or 

whānau assemblies.  The learning space also had a shared office space and a storage room.  
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Each whānau had the freedom to choose how they utilised their physical learning 

environment.  The principal explained how the design of the learning spaces offered teachers 

a great deal of flexibility: “they are a halfway house, and I think a halfway house in most 

things seems to be where human beings, in that kind of middle section, is somewhere where 

we find balance.” 

 

School-wide documentation.  Each teacher in School 1 had a digital folder in a 

school-based web portal.  These folders were called Personal Professional Portfolios (PPPs).  

The PPPs had allocated “pages” for teachers to record their vision, professional inquiry, 

collaborative whānau reflections, practising teacher criteria evidence, professional learning, 

and observations.  Each digital page had specific instructions to ensure consistency 

throughout the school.  School leaders provided instructions detailing the types of 

documentation to be uploaded, and how the information should be formatted. 

The leadership team had access to the teachers’ PPPs.  During the year, the school 

leaders checked and commented on teachers’ documentation.  The comment section of the 

PPPs was linked to the teachers’ emails, so teachers were notified when online feedback was 

given.  Teachers could choose to “share” their PPP with colleagues, and often did so with 

members of their whānau.  Other school documentation, including teachers’ planning, 

assessment data, and professional learning group minutes, was kept in teachers’ workbooks 

or Google Drive. 

 

School 1 Phase Two Participants 

 

The understandings, experiences, and reactions of 25 teachers employed in School 1 are 

described in this case study.  These teachers all completed the questionnaire in February 

2016.  Semi-structured interviews with three whānau leaders and five teachers were 

conducted in May and November to gain a deeper understanding of their perceptions and 

understandings of ILEs.  Observations of these eight phase two participants were conducted 

throughout the year, and their documentation from 2015 and 2016 was collected and 

analysed.  The principal was interviewed in November 2016.  The placement of the teachers 

in the school is shown in Figure 5.3.  Each teacher is referred to by initials.  The first initial 

relates to the year level of their whānau, the subsequent initial or initials refer to the teacher’s 

position in the whanau: a whānau leader is represented with an L, teacher with a T, and the 
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beginning teacher with BT.  TT [tutor teacher] highlighted in Figure 5.2 on the following 

page was not a phase two participant but is referred to in this thesis. 

 

Figure 5.3. Placement of phase two participants in School 1 in 2016. 

 

The School Leader’s Understanding of ILEs 

   

The School 1 principal understood that ILEs refers to more than the physical learning 

environment.  She explained that “it is not about whether there aren’t walls or are walls, or 

whether there are high stools or low stools.”  Innovative learning practices can occur in a 

traditional self-contained classroom or “under a tree at the beach.”  She accepted that the 

physical learning space could enhance learning but, ultimately, “it is about the mindsets of 

the people within the space.”  To further clarify her understanding the principal referred to 

the school vision, which she felt embraced the principles of ILEs:   

 

It [school vision] calls us to be warm and inviting and welcoming.  It calls us to be 

innovative, and it calls us to have high-quality practice.  It calls us to engage with our 

community and have these partners in learning.  It calls us to look after the well-being 

of the whole person. 
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The principal perceived teacher collaboration to be an essential element for a well-

functioning ILE.  She explained that teachers need to collaborate, but “not necessarily 

cooperate, it is not a whole niceness thing,” with colleagues, students, and the wider 

community to best meet the needs of their students.  The principal was aware that the term 

“collaboration” had been bandied about so excessively in recent years that it had become 

jargonistic.  To support her teaching staff to have a deeper understanding of collaboration the 

principal had made it a school-wide professional learning focus in 2015. 

The principal described ILEs as “a moving beast” because of the constantly changing 

language and acronyms, and felt that this befuddled teachers and distracted them from their 

core job of ensuring high-quality learning programmes:  “All of this jargon has kneecapped 

teachers.  Teachers have lost sight of what high-quality classroom programmes look like.” 

 

The School Leader’s Expectations 

 

Raising student achievement while ensuring that students feel safe and happy was the 

principal’s ultimate expectation of the teaching staff.  To achieve this, the principal expected 

the teaching staff to engage in “deep and quality dialogue” about their beliefs and 

pedagogies, to take risks, and to explore new practices.  Her mantra was, “if you always do 

what you always did, then you’ll always get the same results” (ST).  To encourage the 

teachers to critique their pedagogical practices and engage in collegial conversations, they 

were expected to have ongoing personal professional inquiries and regularly reflect on 

collaborative whānau goals.  

The principal expected the teachers to be critical thinkers and use their professional 

judgment to work out what worked best for their students: “If we call ourselves professionals, 

what’s that all about?”  Consequently, she refused to provide the teaching staff with ILE 

models or frameworks, or tell them which innovative practices to implement.  She explained 

that she has “never been that kind of person” who dictates how teachers should teach: “I 

don’t want to say, ‘This is the recipe.’”  However, she was aware that the lack of specific 

guidelines had resulted in teachers having mixed understandings of ILEs, and polar reactions 

to expectations to explore what an ILE might look like.  She noted that there were “some 

really high functioning whānau” working in her school who embraced the freedom to explore 

innovative practices, and she admired their risk-taking attitudes.  The principal was also 

aware that some teachers felt frustrated at the lack of explicit expectations and ILE models.  

She perceived growth and change could result when teachers’ beliefs, assumptions, and 
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understandings were challenged but had noticed that “teaching has created a group of people 

who want to be spoon-fed” because they find engaging in new learning uncomfortable and 

risky. 

The principal felt reasonably confident that most of her teaching staff were aware of 

her expectations to explore more innovative practices.  On a scale of one to ten (one being 

not at all aware of her expectations and ten being fully aware of her expectations), she 

believed that “there are only a couple [of teachers] who are as low as a six.  The bulk of them 

would sit between an eight to ten.”  However, the principal was aware that the teachers’ 

levels of commitment to engage in ILEs varied in her school.   

 

School leader’s perceptions of teachers’ commitment to ILEs.  On a scale of how 

committed the teachers were to engage in innovative practices (one being not at all 

committed and ten being fully committed), the principal estimated an average of 7.5 to 8.5.  

She explained that “we have some [teachers] operating at a really high end here, and we have 

some that are still resisting.”  The principal identified three reasons for the teachers’ 

resistance, which included feeling uncomfortable about de-privatising practice, using 

technology and devices, and collaborating with colleagues who have opposing pedagogical 

approaches.  

 

Teachers’ Understandings of ILEs   

 

The teachers in School 1 had both shared and individual understandings of ILEs.  The most 

widely shared understanding was that the term ILE referred to the physical learning space 

and furniture.  In the questionnaire, 60% of the respondents (n=15/25) identified an aspect of 

the physical environment when asked how ILEs differed from traditional practices and 

environments.  JT’s comments illustrate this shared understanding: 

 

In my head, I’ve got innovative looks like a massive big open space with break out 

zones where you can have a quiet learning environment... they could lie on the 

ground, or they can use stools, or they can use high things or low things, different 

colours to help with the learning.  

 

Another shared understanding was that collaborative practices were a requisite of ILEs.  The 

questionnaire respondents identified collaborative planning with colleagues (24%), 
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collaborative teaching (32%) and collaborative learning with students (28%).  JT explained 

that collaboration was “essentially our word for ILE.”  The school-wide professional learning 

on collaborative practices in 2015 may explain why the teachers had this perception.  

Five questionnaire respondents (20%) perceived the inclusion of digital technologies 

to be an element of ILEs.  This percentage was higher than in the other two schools.  

However, ST, who had a passion for digital technologies, was the only teacher to mention 

digital technologies during the interviews.  She felt that “the use of assistive technology and 

technology essentially always comes into it.”  

Only two interviewees articulated a deeper understanding of ILEs.  LL, an ex-

principal, and ML, who began her employment in School 1 in 2016, discussed the importance 

of being responsive to students’ motivations and emotions, using assessment to extend 

students’ learning, and ensuring learning is student-centred.  LL commented that “people 

think [ILE] is all new” because of the changing terminology, but her understanding was that 

it was just another name for quality teaching and learning.  Her sentiments echoed those of 

the principal.  

 

Teachers’ Reactions to Expectations to Engage in ILEs 

 

The participants all agreed that, while they had not been given any explicit expectations about 

how to engage in ILEs, they understood that they were expected to work collaboratively with 

their whānau colleagues in some form.  Participants in the junior and senior whānau felt 

frustrated that “there were no guidelines about expectations.  There was no sort of benchmark 

of what they wanted you to do” (SL).  In contrast, participants in the middle whānau 

appreciated the freedom to explore, trial and implement innovative practices. 

 

Feelings of uncertainty and frustration.  The school vision, which “calls us to be 

innovative” (principal), was the only rationale provided to the teachers for exploring 

innovative practices.  The lack of purpose, combined with expectations to work 

collaboratively, because “collaborative practice is the way teaching is going, and we want to 

be leading edge” (school documentation, February 2015), resulted in some participants 

expressing feelings of frustration and uncertainty.  These teachers were concerned with the 

absence of explicit expectations. 
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Lack of explicit expectations.  When JT and ST were asked to rate how clear they 

thought the teaching staff were about the principal’s expectations to engage in ILEs (one 

being not clear at all and ten being very clear about the expectations), both teachers 

responded with three.  Their ratings were considerably lower than the principal’s estimation 

of eight to ten.  JT provided an explanation for the difference in rating: “I think their 

[leadership] expectation, what they had in their head was clear to them, but it was as clear as 

mud to us.  I think it was that [lack of] communication or lost in translation.”  She perceived 

the leadership team was “trying to do us a favour and not give us any guidelines so that we 

would feel that we could do whatever we wanted to do.”  However, she was unsure what 

changes would improve her practice and was concerned that implementing innovative 

practices without a theoretical or ideological understanding of ILEs could be detrimental to 

her students’ learning, and to her professional identity.  JT explained, “you want to be seen as 

successful. You don’t want to come to work and be a failure, but if you don’t know what is 

expected of you, then how?”  

ST, who worked in the senior whānau, also felt “frustrated” by the lack of explicit 

expectations.  She felt she was “being pushed into it [ILEs]” but was at a loss to explain what 

an ILE looked like, how to work in one, or why she should be expected to do so.  She 

explained, 

 

There is no rubric; there is no formula, nothing. It would be okay if they said 

“explore,” but if we just had some, like a purpose and a why, even the why, just a 

little bit more, but we got nothing... I’m just frustrated I guess, and you know, so I 

have just given up. (ST) 

 

ST’s feelings of frustration were further fuelled by her perception that she was a competent 

teacher and was sceptical that implementing new practices would make a positive impact on 

her students’ learning:    

 

Where is the evidence that this is better? What we are doing is better for my students? 

Like they’ve always said, “You do what you always did, you get the same results,” 

well I’ve got good results for the last three years, why would I want to change what I 

am doing? (ST) 

 

In the questionnaire and interviews, teachers felt that working collaboratively and exploring 

innovative practices could result in conflict and disagreement among colleagues, make 
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tracking student learning challenging, and result in weaker relationships with students and 

their families.  These perceptions are explored and reported on next. 

  

Conflict and disagreement among colleagues.  In the questionnaire, 60% of the 

respondents (n=15/25) were concerned that expectations to work collaboratively with 

colleagues who had different pedagogies, work habits, understandings of ILEs, or 

incompatible personalities could result in conflict or disagreement.  Relational conflict was 

the most common perception of risk for the teachers in School 1 and possibly stemmed from 

the lack of a shared understandings of collaboration, “which is essentially our word for ILE” 

(ST).  

 

Every single whānau has a different idea, and every single teacher has a different 

idea, and there is no, “This is what collaboration looks like.”  It is very much, “Here is 

the word collaboration, nit-pick and take out of it what you want.” (JT) 

 

In 2015, attempts to work collaboratively in the senior whānau were unsuccessful.  ST 

explained that “I thought it was us sharing the workload,” but discovered that her whānau 

leader understood collaboration meant aligning timetables and lesson structures.  The lack of 

shared understanding and expectations resulted in disagreement due to the teachers having 

different beliefs about when and how to teach various subjects.  For example, ST strongly 

disagreed with her whānau leader when she was advised to teach just one mathematics group 

each day, in the afternoon.  ST explained, “you need to reinforce the learning concept, you 

need to see two groups every day if you can manage it and the lower group.”  The conflict in 

the whānau took a toll on the teachers: “There was crying, there was anger. It got crazy” 

(ST).  By mid-year, the stress of trying to collaborate with people who had different 

pedagogies and who were not relating well to each other resulted in the senior whānau leader 

and a colleague resigning:  “My whānau leader left, just left, just didn’t come back to work 

ever, just left one day and was gone” (ST).   

In the 2015 end of year collaborative whānau presentations to the staff, ST and her 

remaining senior whānau colleague shared their negative experiences and listed why they 

perceived they had been unable to work collaboratively.  The possible explanations noted by 

the teachers included losing and gaining a new whānau member, not knowing each other very 

well, a lack of dialogue, and an abundance of perceptions, assumptions and judgements.  
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Figure 5.2. Placement of phase two participants in School 2 in 2016 

(Figure 5.2 has been provided to assist with reading this next section). 

 

In 2016, ST openly expressed reluctance when her newly formed whānau colleagues 

suggested working collaboratively.  She explained to her colleagues how she felt “so 

damaged from that whole horrible experience [the previous year], like I was, ‘I don’t want to 

do that again!’”  Nevertheless, her whānau colleagues felt it was a school-wide expectation to 

work collaboratively, so agreed to align their timetables and ability group the students across 

their four classes for reading and mathematics.  By the end of the first term, the teachers 

realised their students were not making expected progress, and student behaviour was 

deteriorating.  SL perceived it to be the leader’s responsibility to make the “hard decisions,” 

and, being the “sort of leader that doesn’t want to push people where they don’t want to go” 

(SL), permitted her whānau colleagues to revert to traditional class grouping.  SL informed 

her whānau colleagues that she would “take the blame for it” and accept responsibility for the 

lack of collaborative success.  Ironically, SL did not accept any of the blame for the 

unsuccessful collaboration in the senior whānau.  She placed the blame on ST and SBT, 

claiming that “there were people in the team that just didn’t want that [collaboration] to 

happen.” 

To demonstrate her willingness and ability to work collaboratively, SL formed a 

collaborative partnership with SBT’s tutor teacher (TT) midway through the year.  ST and 
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SBT were not consulted about this decision.  SBT explained that she was only informed 

about the partnership when she was asked to swap classroom spaces so the newly formed 

collaborative partners could be neighbours.  SBT did not want to move class spaces but felt 

powerless to refuse her whānau leader and tutor teacher.  She confided with a colleague 

working in a different whānau who informed the principal of the proposed class swap.  The 

principal reprimanded SL and TT and explained that beginning teachers were deliberately 

placed in the class space between their tutor teacher and whānau leader so they could be 

supported.  After the meeting with the principal, SL and TT admonished SBT for not 

speaking directly to them about her concerns and discussed the importance of maintaining 

trust within their whānau.   

The conflict among colleagues in the senior whānau was palpable by the end of the 

year.  During two observations, SL team-taught with TT.  The children worked in TT’s space 

and spread out into the āwhina space directly outside SBT’s classroom.  The noise produced 

by the students disrupted SBT’s class.  In one observation, SBT interrupted her lesson to 

close her sliding door and relocate her instructional teaching group to the far side of her class 

space.  After the observation, SBT commented that it was “frustrating, and it is not very 

considerate, but it’s not worth saying anything.  It is not a very nice place to work some 

days.”  

The inability of the senior whānau teachers to resolve the conflict and work 

collaboratively resulted in ST and SBT perceiving that they had “failed.”  ST explained, “I do 

feel like I am failing, I do!  I feel like the whānau I have been in two years in a row have 

failed at collaboration.”  For SBT, who was only beginning to develop confidence in her 

programmes and student management, the unsuccessful collaborative efforts and exclusion 

from SL and her tutor teacher impacted heavily on her confidence: “I feel totally inept. I 

knew my first year would be hard but this year has been horrid” (SBT).  High perceptions of 

risk, combined with perceptions of having minimal support, resulted in SBT and ST 

abandoning all efforts to explore innovative practices and retreating to the autonomy of their 

classrooms.  ST explained, “I am done, yeah; I just want to go somewhere where I can just 

teach in my own classroom where no one is interfering.” 

The three teachers in the senior whānau shared different understandings for why 

collaborative efforts were unsuccessful.  SL felt her colleagues lacked the necessary skills to 

collaborate effectively.  When explaining her point of view, she drew attention to SBT’s lack 

of teaching experience and reasoned that collaborative efforts would likely have been 

successful with different colleagues.  SL did not consider that the outcome could have been 
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different had she engaged in professional discussions about ways to work together, and 

supported SBT or ST more.  ST perceived the culpability lay not with her colleagues as SL 

suggested, but with the students.  She was convinced that primary students lack the necessary 

skills to cope with moving between teachers and learning spaces: 

 

I can tell you exactly what a Year 4 kid is capable of.  I have been saying this from 

the start, and they said, “No, we are going to have a go [at ability grouping students], 

you’re not believing in them.”  Now they are saying it didn’t work and I said, “I told 

you! I told you!”  

 

SBT, a beginning teacher, disagreed with ST’s general assumption that junior and middle 

primary children cannot cope with multiple teachers.  She felt her whānau had “failed” at 

working collaboratively because the teachers had not discussed or established whānau-wide 

systems.  She believed students of any age could work with different teachers if 

organisational systems and expectations were established, and teachers were “on the same 

page in terms of expectations” (SBT). 

 

Inability to monitor students’ learning.  Effectively tracking the learning of students 

from multiple classes was identified by 20% of the questionnaire respondents (n=5/25) as a 

challenge of ILEs.  Teachers admitted to not knowing the reading or mathematics levels of 

students in their core classes if they did not teach them those subjects.  Lacking an awareness 

of student’s learning abilities worried the Learning Support teachers, who asked “how do 

they keep tabs on where their children are at?” (collaborative online reflection, May 2016).  

By mid-year the Learning Support teachers shared their concerns with the leadership team: 

“We feel that teachers should also be responsible for the students in their class as well as their 

literacy groups” (collaborative online reflection, July 23, 2016). 

Teachers in the junior whānau struggled to teach and effectively monitor the learning 

of students in large groups.  In 2016, the junior whānau leader suggested their team of five 

teachers split into two sub-whānau groups to explore collaborative teaching practices.  JT 

was paired with her whānau leader, and the other three teachers in the whānau formed a 

collaborative group.  JT explained how the three teachers “were doing lots of interventions” 

to demonstrate their willingness to work collaboratively and be innovative.  For example, 

while one teacher taught the instructional component of a lesson in the āwhina space, the 

other two teachers monitored approximately forty-five students who worked in small groups 
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or independently in the classroom spaces.  After ten weeks trialling this practice, it became 

evident that the junior students in the three-teacher group had not made expected progress 

and “things all went up in flames” (JT).   

The junior whānau teachers were held accountable for the lack of student progress 

and were reproached by the principal.  As the principal explained, “you had these children 

who had less than effective teaching, so the message had to be given... ‘Maybe you have to 

go back to working alone.’”  The admonishment led the junior whānau teachers to perceive 

that they had failed at collaborative teaching.  The three teachers agreed to abandon 

collaborative efforts and retreated to their classrooms and traditional practices for the 

remainder of the year. 

 

Weaker relationships with students and their families.  The interviewees shared the 

understanding that a deep personal relationship is necessary to cater to a student’s physical, 

social, emotional, and academic learning needs.  However, they felt it was considerably more 

difficult to establish in ILEs due to sharing large cohorts of students, and asked “who should 

have the key relationship with that child?” (LT).  JT felt it had taken her considerably longer 

to feel connected to the 40 junior students she shared with her collaborative partner than it 

would have taken with a traditional junior class of 20 students.  She was aware that she had 

had days when she failed to interact with some of her students: “When you are thinking about 

them [students] you actually go, ‘hold on a minute when was the last time I talked to that 

child?’ and you go, ‘oh, I’m a horrible teacher.’”  LT felt a system needed to be put in place 

to ensure every child had an opportunity to form a meaningful relationship with one teacher 

and questioned whether this was possible in an ILE.   

An inability to form close working relationships with students’ families was perceived 

as a consequential risk of sharing the responsibility for a large cohort of students.  MT 

expressed concern that the further her whānau progressed towards becoming an ILE, the 

more distant the relationship with her students’ families had grown.  She believed her 

students’ parents were reluctant to venture into the physical learning space because they were 

unsure who their child’s teacher was: “I know that parents think, ‘who am I supposed to 

see?’” (MT).  The middle whānau implemented an initiative called “parent time” to alleviate 

parental concerns.  At the end of each day, students were encouraged to invite their parents 

into the whānau space to share their learning.  MT explained, “it is just encouraging the 

parents to come in and to feel welcomed.”  
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Feelings of trust.  Nine questionnaire respondents (36% of participants) perceived 

the lack of specific expectations and leeway to explore innovative practices to be a form of 

trust.  ML and MT were two of these teachers.  They explained how they relished the 

freedom to implement student-centred programmes and focus on the individual needs of their 

learners: “We are actually thinking what benefits the kids, and can be innovative with the 

kids and change what we are doing to benefit our learners” (ML).  ML and MT had both 

taught in schools with prescribed organisational systems and believed this had stifled their 

individuality and creativity, and that of their students.  ML explained how she had not agreed 

with many of the “traditional” systems in her previous school but had felt powerless to 

instigate change.  She described her experience:   

  

Everything was data-driven, and the day was very much timetabled for us of what we 

had to do, and whether you understood why you were doing it or not, you did it, but I 

lost some of my creativity…. I checked my teams’ planning every week;  I checked 

books every second week, I counted the amount of work in the books every week, I 

checked against a marking code. 

 

By contrast, at School 1 ML felt trusted and confident enough to modify routines and 

systems, and support her colleagues when unfavourable outcomes resulted.  Her confidence 

and expertise to lead her team were evident when a review of the middle whānau students’ 

assessment data in April revealed the lower ability students were not making expected 

progress.  Instead of conceding defeat and encouraging her colleagues to revert to traditional 

practices, as SL and JT’s leader had done, ML engaged her colleagues in professional 

dialogue to critique why this lower group of students had not made expected gains.  The 

teachers considered how lower ability students may benefit from working with higher ability 

peers, and students who are more competent may gain from explaining their strategies.  ML 

encouraged her whānau colleagues to experiment with mixed ability grouping, but to monitor 

student learning and behaviour closely.  After a term, the students’ results were encouraging 

which boosted the teachers’ confidence.  

As the year progressed the teachers and students in the middle whānau became 

noticeably more comfortable working collaboratively and exploring innovative practices.  In 

an observation in November, it was evident that students actively sought opportunities to 

work together and conference about their learning.  There was a collective understanding that 

“it is about being there for each other, and knowing each other as a learner” (MT).    
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ML and MT acknowledged that the change from working in isolation to functioning 

as a cohesive, collaborative team had not been easy.  It had taken time, patience and constant 

dialogue for the teachers to establish the confidence to take risks and explore new practices.  

 

Teachers’ Learning and Reactions to Support 

 

The teachers were expected to participate in a substantial amount of professional learning, 

conduct ongoing personal professional inquiries and collaborative whānau inquiries, and 

complete numerous in-school observations.  However, 52% (n=13/25) of the questionnaire 

respondents did not identify these activities as forms of support which had increased their 

understanding of ILEs, encouraged them to engage in ILEs, or mitigated their perceptions of 

risk associated with ILEs.   

 

Professional learning.  Many teachers in School 1 attended multiple professional 

learning sessions each week.  Whole staff professional learning sessions were usually held on 

Tuesday afternoons and led by the leadership team or the curriculum and whānau leaders.  

External professional learning facilitators were employed for specialised topics 

(environmental education) and programmes (Ready, Set, Go!), or to introduce new resources 

(Access-It), and often led professional learning workshops on an additional day during the 

week.  Teachers who had students with specific educational needs, such as dyslexia and 

selective mutism, were provided with whānau-based professional learning.  

The teachers kept a record of the professional learning sessions they had attended in 

their PPPs.  The records included internally and externally led sessions on curriculum areas, 

behaviour management, school-wide systems, and student assessment data.  Every 

professional learning entry was dated, described, and accompanied with three things the 

teacher had learned from the session.  The teachers identified one learning that they would 

action in the short term, and one learning they would action in the medium term.  The 

assistant principal monitored the online entries and praised teachers who kept their 

professional learning records up to date. 

 

Whole school professional learning topics.  In 2015 the school-wide professional 

learning focus was collaboration.  At the start of the year, prior to a workshop on 

collaborative practices, the leadership team provided the following statement to the staff: 
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Collaborative practice is the way teaching is going and we want to be leading edge, 

not have it imposed upon us when it is legislated.  We have the ideal spaces to work 

step by step towards this but we all have to be prepared to get out of our comfort 

zone.   

 

The principal explained to the staff that collaboration might look different in each whānau, 

and it does not mean teachers “have to be all in together… the collaboration can at times be 

invisible; it doesn’t have to be visible all of the time.”  However, she informed the teachers of 

her expectation that they engage in discussions and explore ways of working collaboratively 

within their whānau. 

In 2016 there was no specific whole staff professional learning focus.  Instead, the 

teachers attended professional learning on an assortment of topics (see the list in Table 5.1).  

The principal explained that the wide range of professional learning topics was because the 

leadership team “have a big picture concept.”  She elaborated:  

 

This year it has been very much around the whole way in which we really build the 

systems and structures around our children.  That we can closely track and monitor 

what they are doing, making sure that we are delivering, that we are being effective, 

but that we are doing it together.  

 

SL was the only interviewee who had an awareness of the “big picture concept” of the whole 

school professional learning but was aware that “sometimes the staff feel there is professional 

development just for professional development’s sake.”  She explained the reasoning behind 

the wide-ranging whole school professional learning topics: 

 

This year it has been more curriculum-based, trying to get a consistency because there 

have been quite a few professional developments [sessions] around the curriculum 

leaders sharing back what they have found, and analysing data, and getting teachers to 

really go in depth with their analysis of their data and use that for their planning. 
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Table 5.1  

 

Whole School Professional Learning Sessions in 2016 

 

Date Professional Learning Sessions Facilitator 

27- 29 January Personal philosophies and school vision. 

English Speakers of Other Languages 

Education outside of the classroom 

Principal 

Learning Support whānau 

External facilitator 

8 February Health and Safety 

Life Education 

Principal 

External facilitator 

10 February Google Classroom Teacher 

23 February Drama Arts curriculum leader 

29 February Literacy Curriculum leader 

1 March Acorns Literacy Programme Whānau leaders 

8 March Perceptual Motor Programme External facilitator 

15 March Acorns Literacy Programme Whānau leaders 

22 March Drama and visual arts Arts curriculum team 

29 March Restorative Practices External facilitator 

30 March Restorative Practices External facilitator 

2 May Junior assessment data analysis Assistant principal 

10 May Restorative Practices 

Phonics 

Principal  

Whānau leader 

17 May Science Science curriculum team 

24 May Visual Arts Arts curriculum team 

30 May Circle time External facilitator 

14 June Visual Arts Arts curriculum team 

21 June Restorative Practices Principal 

26 July Quality writing programmes School leadership team 

2 August Mid-year data analysis Curriculum leaders 

9 August English Speakers of Other Languages  Learning Support whānau  

16 August Dance  Arts curriculum team 

22 August Maths and Phonic Awareness Whānau leaders 

23 August Working with children with anxiety School leadership team 

29 August Access It! Web-based resources External facilitator 

30 August Physical Education (Ready, Set, Go!) External facilitator 

6 September Physical Education (Ready, Set, Go!) External facilitator 

13 September Restorative Practices Principal 

11 October Māori and Pasifika  Assistant principal 

18 October Practising Teacher Criteria workbooks Assistant principal  

25 October Curriculum Overview School leadership team 

1 November Collaborative whānau inquiries Principal 

8 November Safety, security, Etap and social media School leadership team 

15 November Before and after school guidelines Principal 

6 December School-wide data analysis Assistant principals 
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The principal was familiar with research on overloading teachers with extraneous 

professional learning and thought her staff were not expected to participate in an 

unreasonable amount of professional learning:   

 

I think in schools we try to jam far too much into our professional learning, drown 

teachers with it, make them feel overworked and stressed and never give them a 

chance to go and work it out and actually trial it and use it and embed it.  If you look 

at the research on professional learning, not in teaching but around the world, the 

biggest barrier is transferring it into practice…. You have to have the time; you have 

to build the understanding, you have to have a go, you have to fall on your face, you 

have to try something else again.  But if you get this, this Tuesday, and that, next 

Tuesday, then nothing is going to stick (principal). 

 

It was unclear whether the principal lacked an awareness of the amount of professional 

learning that the teachers were engaging in, or if what she identified as professional learning 

differed from what the teachers perceived constituted professional learning.  Either way, the 

2016 record of whole staff professional learning sessions the teachers attended revealed the 

teachers were having “this, this Tuesday, and that, next Tuesday,” plus a considerable amount 

more. 

 

Professional learning groups.  The teachers met with their whānau colleagues 

weekly.  The meetings were called Professional Learning Group (PLG) meetings. The 

students’ learning, whānau activities and school-wide events were celebrated, issues or 

concerns were aired, and administrative tasks were discussed during these meetings.  The 

teachers were also expected to engage in dialogue on a topic set by the leadership team (see 

Table 5.2).  At times, the dialogue topic related to the professional learning session from the 

previous week.  For example, in the first week of term three, the whole staff professional 

learning workshop focused on quality writing programmes, which was the PLG dialogue 

topic the following week.   
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Table 5.2 

 

Professional Learning Group Dialogue Topics in Term Three, 2016 

 

Week Dialogue Topics  

Week 1 Sharing of personal professional inquiries 

Week 2 Writing progressions  

Week 3 Māori and Pasifika inclusivity plans 

Week 4 PAT report analysis and phonics sharing 

Week 5 How are we gathering student voice for classroom release day? 

Week 6 Sharing students’ writing 

Week 7 Sharing students’ mathematics books 

Week 8 Sharing students’ reading books 

Week 9 Classroom release preparation or follow up 

 

During an observation of a senior whānau PLG in August 2016, the professional dialogue 

component was absent.  In the meeting, the teachers celebrated the Pasifika assembly and 

discussed the sports rotation.  Behaviour management strategies for four students were 

discussed, which led to a conversation about a possible new whānau-wide behaviour system.  

There was no dialogue on Māori and Pasifika inclusivity plans, which was the weekly topic, 

but SL did instruct her colleagues to update their plans in their PPPs.  When questioned about 

the lack of dialogue, SL explained: 

 

Here’s the thing, they say that you should start your meetings with the dialogue part 

of it and then leave the admin part to the end, so you don’t spend all of your time 

getting caught up on that.  But often you need to find out at your next meeting and 

report back here, so if we don’t do that, when can we do it? 

 

In a follow-up observation of the senior whānau PLG, the teachers did engage in the set 

dialogue topic, which left me questioning whether my presence had prompted this action.  

After celebrating the spelling results, the cross-country organisation, and improvement in a 

writing programme, the teachers shared their mathematics books which was the dialogue 

topic set by the leadership team for week seven.  The teachers shared how they used their 

books, their marking systems, the structure of their lessons, and the resources they had used.  

The dialogue was merely a sharing exercise.  The teachers did not ask probing questions to 

unpack each other’s practices or offer suggestions which may improve practice.   
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Teachers’ reactions to professional learning.  Nine questionnaire respondents (36% 

of total participants) recorded the generic response “professional learning” when asked what 

had supported them to engage in ILEs.  These teachers did not elaborate further on what 

specific professional learning workshop, course or professional reading had assisted their 

development.  LL and LT, both from the Learning Support whānau, were two of the nine 

teachers who identified professional learning in the questionnaire.  When asked to elaborate 

on their response, both teachers identified professional readings: “I have learnt a lot from 

readings and that sort of changed my perspective” (LT).  A specific reading to which LT 

referred was provided by the principal and discussed with the staff during a professional 

learning workshop at the beginning of the school year.  The article did not directly refer to 

ILEs, although the text highlighted the importance of recognising and being sensitive to 

individual differences, which is a principle of ILEs.  

  The interviewees perceived that they had not engaged in any targeted professional 

learning on ILEs.  This perception was likely due to the leadership team not making explicit 

links to ILEs during whole staff professional learning sessions.  The interviewees all shared 

the opinion that they participated in a considerable amount of professional learning yet, when 

they were asked what professional learning had assisted them to develop their understanding 

of ILEs or engage in innovative practices, two teachers in the senior whānau and JT from the 

junior whānau responded with “none.”  ST explained that “we haven’t had any PD I don’t 

think. I can’t think of any.  Nothing is standing out in my head.”  Perceptions of a lack of 

ILE-related professional learning possibly explains why, with the exception of MT, none of 

the interviewees’ understandings of ILEs changed during the year.   

Professional learning sessions that the interviewees perceived as being particularly 

useful, but unrelated to ILEs, included a physical education programme (Ready, Set, Go!) 

which was led by external professional learning facilitators.  Four interviewees described 

how they actively participated in the physical activities and were provided with planning 

templates, supporting resources, and equipment.  SL explained that “I think people really 

enjoyed those because again this is what you can teach, this is what you can do in class, here 

are some awesome games that you can take out and use.”  Other professional learning 

sessions the interviewees identified as being valuable included a writing workshop and an 

environmental education workshop.  External “expert” professional learning facilitators led 

these workshops, which were prescribed and provided practical resources.  These 

professional learning sessions were not specifically related to ILEs. 

 



TEACHERS’ REACTIONS TO ILE 

 
 

87 

Professional inquiries.  The teachers were expected to have ongoing personal 

professional inquiries and participate in a collaborative whānau inquiry.  The aim of the 

inquiries was to enhance pedagogical effectiveness.  The principal expected the teachers to 

engage in “deep and quality dialogue” to figure out how they could adapt or improve their 

practices to better meet their students’ needs. 

 

Personal professional inquiries.  The topics for the personal professional inquiries 

varied depending on the students’ and teachers’ learning needs.  In 2016, for example, ST 

inquired into ways to maintain engagement and extend high achieving children, while MT 

focused her inquiry on deliberate acts of teaching that raise student motivation and 

comprehension in literacy.  The teachers worked on their inquiries independently, in their 

own time, and at their own pace.  To support the teachers to reflect on their inquiry, and 

ensure consistency across the school, the leadership team provided a reflection template.  The 

template had five categories to reflect on, with accompanying questions to support the 

teachers to be critical in their reflection.  The categories included: 

 

1. Noticing  

2. Investigating 

3. Collaborative sense-making  

4. Prioritising to act 

5. Monitoring and evaluating impact.  

 

All documentation relevant to the teacher’s personal professional inquiry, such as 

reflections, observations, or assessment data, was expected to be uploaded in the teacher’s 

PPP once a term.  The assistant principals monitored the reflections and provided feedback 

on the inquiries.   

Based on the online documentation, MT appeared to be engaged in her inquiry.  

During 2016, she uploaded five detailed reflections and was commended by the assistant 

principal: “Your inquiry is very informative, and you are clear in the direction you are 

heading in” (online feedback from the assistant principal, 12 October 2016).  It was therefore 

surprising that MT did not identify her personal professional inquiry when specifically asked 

what had supported her or encouraged her to explore innovative practices during the 

interviews.  During the follow-up interview in October, MT explained that the inquiries are 

“just something to help us focus on our current practice.” 

During the first half of 2016, JT uploaded three inquiry reflections.  She did not use 
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the school template to guide her responses, nor did she use the systematic questioning probes.  

Consequently, JT’s reflections were more observations of her target student’s behaviour: 

 

He was a lot more inquisitive this week and willing to complete tasks. 

He came to the carpet when the big book and poem were being read and wanted to 

know what they were about. 

He sat down with a reading group and looked at the pictures and repeated each word 

after me.  

He chose a book to read and copied every word and asked lots of questions about the 

pictures, and knew how to read the word “look” (online reflection, 14 May 2016). 

 

JT did not reflect on how her teaching had impacted on her student’s behaviour.  She did not 

consider what other relevant and useful information she may have needed to gather on her 

student, what insights the observation provided, what else she needed to explore further, or 

whether she needed to adjust her actions.  Furthermore, no more evidence or reflections were 

uploaded after July 2016, and JT was not given any feedback from the assistant principals 

during the year.  When asked in the interviews what she perceived had supported her to 

explore innovative practices that benefited her students, JT did not mention her personal 

professional inquiry.  

In 2016, two teachers from the senior whānau did not upload any reflections to their 

personal professional inquiries.  During a follow-up interview, ST explained her reasoning 

for her lack of posts: “Nobody really knows what the heck we are doing for our inquiries. It is 

like when you’ve got so much to do; you need clear expectations of what you’re supposed to 

be doing.”  The assistant principal emailed ST late in the school year asking, “Have you 

collected any evidence towards this [inquiry]?” (email communication dated October 17, 

2016).  ST did not respond to the assistant principal’s email, and explained during the 

interview in November that she had not been held accountable for the lack of documentation.   

The personal professional inquiries were not identified by any of the questionnaire 

respondents or interviewees as a form of support which developed their understanding of 

ILEs or encouraged them to explore innovative practices.   

 

Collaborative whānau inquiries.  In addition to the personal professional inquiries, 

the teachers were expected to engage in a collaborative whānau inquiry.  The collaborative 

whānau inquiries were introduced as part of the whole staff professional learning on 

collaboration.  The purpose of the inquiry was for the teachers in a whānau to explore “what 
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is best for the children you have got at the moment, not what works best for the adults” 

(principal).  Specifically, the principal expected the teachers to analyse student assessment 

information and collaboratively identify what practices accelerated individual students’ 

progress.  Each term in 2015, during professional learning group meetings, the teachers were 

expected to set and reflect on collaborative whānau inquiry goals, then post collective 

comments and evidence of their collaborative efforts in their PPP.   

The teachers presented their collaborative experiences during a mid-year teacher only 

day and a whole staff meeting at the end of the year.  For most whānau, this focused on ways 

the teachers had planned team learning experiences, utilised their learning spaces, or grouped 

students.  MT and ST perceived some whānau end of year presentations were merely 

performances aimed at appeasing the leadership team and were not accurate accounts of how 

the whānau had functioned.  Both teachers claimed to know whānau in the school who had 

not collaboratively inquired into practices, yet presented a united front during their “very, 

very, very scripted” (ST) presentations.  MT agreed: “it is all a pretend thing.”  In contrast, 

ST and her 2015 whānau colleagues openly shared their negative experiences of 

collaboration with the staff: “Our whānau was like, ‘it’s not working, we don’t get along,’ 

and we were the only ones that were honest.”   

In the questionnaire distributed in February 2016, only three respondents identified 

the collaborative whānau inquiries as a form of support which had enhanced their 

understanding of ILEs and encouraged them to explore innovative practices.  LL, the 

Learning Support whānau leader, was one of these teachers.  She explained how, in 2015, the 

Learning Support whānau teachers had explored the impact of small group teaching, 

technology, experiences, and intervention programmes on student learning.  Through regular 

collaborative whānau reflections on formative assessment, programmes, resources, and 

interventions, LL felt she had critiqued her practice and had engaged in innovative practices.  

An example of a new practice implemented by LL was teaching groups in the students’ 

whānau learning environment alongside the teacher, as opposed to removing the students 

from their classes to work in the Learning Support classrooms.  

There was no additional whole staff professional learning on collaboration in 2016.  

However, at the start of the year, the principal informed the staff of her expectation that they 

continue inquiring into collaborative practices as a whānau.  During the interview, she 

explained that “every whānau has an inquiry that they do together.  Whānau work together.”  

An examination of the interviewees’ PPPs revealed no collaborative whānau reflections were 

posted during 2016.  Evidently, the principal was unaware of this.  SBT explained, that “our 
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whānau were supposed to be looking at different aspects of writing.  We were going to each 

choose a topic like motivating low writers or extending capable writers, but we haven’t done 

anything on it.”  SBT was not concerned about the lack of progress on her collaborative 

whānau inquiry: “No one has said anything to us about it, so I’m not going to mention it.” 

The principal instructed the teachers to informally share their collaborative whānau 

experiences during a professional learning session in early November.  This format differed 

from the 2015 collaborative whānau presentations in that the teachers individually presented 

to three or four colleagues from different whānau.  The teachers were then invited to share 

how they had changed their practice with the whole staff.  Twenty-seven changes were listed.  

Teachers shared how they had made changes to their pedagogy, programmes, assessment 

practices, and behaviour management.  SBT, much like ST and MT, was cynical about the 

change discussion.  She explained that “some teachers like to give the impression they are 

amazing” in order to please the leadership team: “I don’t know how much of what was said is 

real. I know in our whānau we didn’t collaborate but I wouldn’t say that in front of other 

teachers” (SBT).   

 

Observations.  Internal observations were a frequent occurrence in School 1.  All of 

the teachers were expected to observe and be observed by teachers from other whānau, 

curriculum leaders, and in some whānau, by their whānau leaders.  The various types of 

observations differed in structure and formality and served different purposes, yet only one of 

the 25 questionnaire respondents (MT) perceived them as a form of support which had 

enabled her to engage in innovative practices.  However, during the interview ST also 

recognised the value of the curriculum leader observations.   

 

Four-minute observations.  The teachers in a whānau were provided with three 

sessions of classroom release time each term.  During each of these sessions, the teachers 

were expected to conduct a four-minute observation of a colleague from a different whānau.  

The selected teacher was not informed of the observation in advance, nor given the 

opportunity to request a different observation time.  The purpose of the observations was for 

the teachers’ “vicarious learning” (principal).  The principal expected the teachers to take 

something away from the observations which improved their practice.  

During the observation, the observers were instructed to pay attention to the 

children’s activities and interactions, the actions and curriculum decisions of the teacher, and 

the ways students were being supported to direct their own learning.  How the environment 
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enhanced the students’ learning, and any health and safety issues, were also to be noted.  The 

observing teachers did not interact with the students or the teacher: they were “like a vacuum 

cleaner and trying to suck up as much as I can in four minutes and walk out” (principal).  

After the observation, the teachers returned to their whānau space to share what they had 

observed with each other, and identify a personal learning focus.  Teachers were not expected 

to provide verbal or written feedback to the observed teacher. 

The interviewees understood that the four-minute observations were “just for your 

own growth” (LT), although they felt the “vicarious learning” did not enhance their 

understanding of ILEs or improve their teaching.  An examination of the observation reports 

revealed that the observations were superficial, which may explain the lack of professional 

impact.  ST commented how “we didn’t like that she [teacher] was using her Mimio as a 

projector, she should have been using it as a Mimio,” and LT explained how she noticed “the 

wall displays and things like that.”  SL enjoyed visiting other whānau but thought the 

expectation to conduct three observations per term was superfluous: “I think that sometimes 

there are too many.  There is an expectation to do three a term, so 12 in a year, and when you 

have been here for six or seven years it is like I have done about 100 of them.”   

 

Curriculum leader observations.  Observations that provided teachers with feedback 

were conducted by the literacy and mathematics curriculum leaders in 2016.  The curriculum 

leaders were released from their classes to observe practices across the school.  The 

observations focused on four criteria: explicit teaching, classroom interactions, differentiation 

for learners, and student feedback.  Indicators and evidence of each criterion were recorded, 

and observers noted whether the criterion was a strength or an area for development for the 

teacher.  The teachers were provided with suggestions for their next steps and possible 

actions.  The instructional teaching component of the lesson was recorded and transcribed 

during the observation.  Discussions with students about their learning topic, and how it 

related to their individual learning goals, were also documented.  After the observation, the 

curriculum leaders held follow-up conversations with the teachers.   

Two interviewees viewed the curriculum leader observations as a form of support 

which did improve teaching practice.  Critical feedback from an observation by the 

curriculum leaders brought to ST’s attention that her students were able to explain what they 

were learning, but that they were unable to explain why they were learning it.  The lack of 

awareness of purpose concerned ST as learner-centredness, a principle of ILEs, underpinned 

her teaching philosophy: “Learners will know what they are learning, why they are learning 
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it, and where to next.  Our learning is visible” (ST's philosophy, uploaded 15 November 

2016).  Observations of ST showed that she remedied this issue by recording the students’ 

learning intentions on a chart and made efforts to explicitly explain the purpose of the 

learning at the beginning of her lessons.  

During a learning conversation, MT explained to ML how she felt “safe and good 

about observations now.”  Her feelings of comfort stemmed from her positive experience of 

being observed by the curriculum leaders.  After being observed teaching a mathematics 

lesson, MT was able to debrief with the curriculum leader.  Her feedback was constructive, 

and confirmed to MT that she was developing effective place value teaching strategies: “I 

feel the areas I am focusing on are much clearer now” (MT).  The positive experiences 

resulted in MT feeling less anxious about having colleagues watch her teach, and encouraged 

her to continue critiquing her own practice and developing innovative practices that enhance 

student learning. 

 

Whānau leader observations.  Whether or not to observe their whānau colleagues 

was up to the discretion of each whānau leader.  ML regularly observed the teachers in the 

middle whānau, and also encouraged the teachers to observe each other’s practice.  She felt 

observations were necessary if teachers were expected to have honest discussions about their 

practice.  ML explained that “I am not the expert but I will come in and see what I see and I 

just give them three points that I really liked and three questions to ask themselves, and they 

reflect on it.”   MT valued these observations.  She believed she had developed professionally 

from post-observation discussions with ML, and felt it had enabled them to establish a 

professional, trusting relationship.  MT explained how ML “gives me time, and we go and 

reflect on it, and it is amazing because we are learning with each other.”  These teachers 

valued each other’s professional advice and opinions which resulted in them being 

comfortable to explore innovative practices together.   

In contrast, SBT did not feel comfortable being observed by SL after feedback from a 

previous observation had been “very direct” and not followed up with supportive advice, 

resources, or offers of modelling.  SBT dismissed a suggestion that the reason for her 

discomfort may have been because she was a new teacher.  She explained that she was not 

averse to being observed, but needed to have established trust with the observer to gain from 

the experience. 

Although the participants had not conducted any off-site observations of ILEs in 

action, the principal explained that she would be willing to arrange for teachers to be released 
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from class to observe practices in local schools if the observations had a clear purpose.  The 

interviewees all expressed a keenness to observe ILEs in action but had not requested release 

time to do so.  SL felt this was too difficult, given her busy schedule: “Do we have time to 

put a proposal together and then say we want to go there, and contact that school, and then 

organise it?”   

 

Perceptions of not being supported.  Nearly a third of the questionnaire respondents 

(n=8/25) felt they had not been supported to engage in ILEs.  These teachers did not identify 

the professional learning, personal professional inquiries, collaborative whānau inquiries, or 

observations as forms of support which had increased their understanding of ILEs or 

supported them to engage in innovative practices. 

Three of the interviewees (ST, SBT, and JT) who perceived they had not been 

supported to engage in ILEs suggested they would benefit from observing or listening to 

teachers who were working in schools that had made the shift to ILEs, or in established ILE 

schools.  ST commented that “it would have been great if we had a school like that successful 

school come in and talk to us.”  The teachers felt they would develop a deeper understanding 

of ILEs if they were able to talk to teachers who had transformed from being “traditional” 

autonomous teachers to teachers who were confident working collaboratively in ILEs:   

 

For a learner who goes from the big picture to the small picture, it is really hard to get 

those stepping stones in the right place of where, you know, to build your own goals. 

To build what you think your next steps are and where you need development and 

what gaps you need filled to be successful.  For me, I find it personally risky doing 

that (JT). 

 

Consequently, these interviewees did not perceive their understanding of ILEs to have 

changed during the year.  ST reasoned her lack of development was because the leadership 

team had not engaged the staff in any discussions specifically about ILEs.  She believed the 

absence of dialogue was because the leadership team lacked a clear understanding of ILEs 

and the knowledge to lead the change: “As far as I am aware, no one has come from an ILE, 

so they don’t know what it is like. They don’t know what it looks like.”  JT wondered “if you 

do ask people what they think about it, I can’t help thinking that you are going to open a can 

of worms.” 
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Development of Teachers’ Knowledge and Understandings of ILEs   

 

MT and LT felt their understanding of ILEs had developed over the course of the year but did 

not credit the professional learning activities provided in School 1 for their shift in 

understanding.  MT struggled to articulate how her understanding had changed but was able 

to convey why she perceived she had developed a more in-depth understanding.  MT 

explained that early in 2016 her whānau colleagues had discussed and agreed on what an ILE 

should include.  Their ideas were recorded on a chart and displayed in their shared office 

space for reference and “to hold each other accountable” (MT) (see Table 5.3).  

 

Table 5.3  

 

Middle Whānau Agreement of What ILEs Include 

 

ILEs Include: ILEs Are Not: 

Planning together One size fits all 

Assessment timetabling Activity-based 

Trusting your team members Cross grouping across the whānau 

Targeted, purposeful workshops Being in your “bubble” 

Students tracking their learning  

Established routines and expectations   

Fluid grouping  

Learning goal-based activities that match the student  

 

Throughout the year, ML had actively encouraged MT to engage in ongoing dialogue about 

her practices, the beliefs and understandings underpinning her practices, and innovative 

practices that may improve student learning.  These discussions occurred daily.  MT 

explained that “we have a round table in our office.  We all meet there just to brief what the 

day is looking like in the morning, and then in the afternoon it is reflecting and planning.”  

During the meetings, ML modelled transparency, as she openly shared effective practices that 

were making a positive difference to her students’ learning and practices that were 

unsuccessful: 
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What I love about ML is she will be honest and say, “Oh that lesson was crap today” 

not, “I’m the leader I am perfect.”  Then I will ask “how or why?” and I’ll say “this is 

what I am doing,” and she will say “okay, that’s what I’ll do.”  Then that same day I 

will ask her “how did it go?”  It is just those normal conversations (MT). 

 

During the year ML also regularly observed her middle whānau colleagues and encouraged 

them to observe her practice.  She believed this built collegial trust and respect, and 

supported their daily conversations.  From observing ML, MT developed an understanding 

that student learning can be optimised when teachers tap into students’ motivations and 

emotions, and when students are given some responsibility for their learning.  MT’s new 

learning along with support from ML gave her the confidence to abandon some of her 

traditional practices and trial student-led practices.  She explained how one day she decided, 

“you know what, I am going to let go, and I’m going to give it a go” (MT).  

The ongoing dialogue and observations in the middle whānau resulted in a shared 

understanding of ILEs, and shared perceptions that they were making a positive difference to 

their students’ learning and were “successful” (MT).  ML explained that “we are doing it 

[ILE] well, I think we are doing it well” but admitted that it had taken time and effort: “it 

hasn’t all worked, like our whānau has not been like this all year in terms of the way the four 

of us work” (ML). 

LT, from the Learning Support whānau, also felt her understanding of ILEs had 

“become clearer.”  However, when she was asked to elaborate on how her understanding of 

ILEs had changed, LT reiterated what she had shared during our initial interview in May.  In 

both interviews, LT referred to three key ideas: “It’s about collaboration, it’s about offering 

students choice, and it is about the spaces you work in.”  When asked what had supported her 

to develop her understanding, LT credited a national educational conference she had attended 

in October 2016.  She did not perceive her Learning Support whānau leader, who had a deep 

understanding of ILEs, or the professional learning, observations, or professional inquiries 

had assisted her to develop her understanding of ILEs.  
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CHAPTER 6:  SCHOOL 2 
 

School 2 was built in a newly developed subdivision.  It opened in 2002 with a foundation 

roll of 132 Year 1 to 8 students of which 50% identified as being New Zealand Pākehā, 13% 

as Māori and 7% as Indian.  Ten other ethnicities made up the remaining 30% of the school 

population.  By 2014 the school had approximately 650 students, and had become 

increasingly culturally diverse with over 20 different ethnic groups identified.  New Zealand 

Pākehā students made up 32% of the roll, 23% identified as Indian, and Māori students made 

up 16% of the school roll.  Other ethnicities, including Filipino, Chinese, Samoan, African, 

Middle Eastern and Cook Island Māori, made up the remaining 29% of the school 

population.   

Within the first four years of opening, the principal, deputy principal and assistant 

principal all resigned.  The principal retired due to health concerns, the deputy principal 

accepted employment in the Education Review Office, and the assistant principal returned to 

university to retrain as a lawyer.  It took considerable time for the BOT to employ suitable 

replacements.  During this time, the school was led by a retired principal and a senior teacher 

who was promoted to the deputy principal position.  However, within a year the deputy 

principal also resigned due to another promotion.  In 2008 the current principal was 

employed and the deputy principal was appointed.  These two leaders have worked together 

to lead the school since.  Staff turnaround is minimal in School 2.  Many of the staff have 

been employed for more than five years.   

 

School Organisation   

 

At the time this research was conducted, the leadership organisation in the school consisted 

of a leadership team and a senior management team.  The leadership team included the 

principal and deputy principal.  The senior management team included two teachers, one who 

was responsible for school-wide numeracy and taught in the intermediate team, and another 

who was responsible for school resources and the library.   

Prior to 2016, the students were organised into four teams based on composite year 

levels.  The teams included a junior team (Year 0 – 2), a middle team (Year 3 – 4), a senior 

team (Year 5 – 6), and an intermediate team (Year 7 – 8).  There were approximately four to 

six classes in each team.  In 2016 the school leaders decided to modify this traditional 

organisation of classes and created seven smaller teams consisting of between two and five 



TEACHERS’ REACTIONS TO ILE 

 
 

97 

classes (refer Figure 6.1).  The teams were called “hapori,” which is a Māori word referring 

to a section of a kinship group.  The deputy principal explained the purpose for the 

restructuring was “to provide closer, connected learning communities for the students.”  It 

also provided the option for students to be placed based on their needs, not simply their 

chronological age.   

 

 
 

Figure 6.1. Organisation of School 2 in 2016 

 

The youngest students, together with Year 2 students who required closer supervision and 

support, were placed in hapori one.  Hapori two and three both had Years 2, 3 and 4 students, 

and hapori four and five both had Year 6 students.  Only Year 6 students who wanted to learn 

with digital devices could opt into hapori five.  Year 7 and 8 students worked in hapori six 

which was also fully digital.  Hapori seven was a specialist team.  The teachers in this hapori 

taught physical education, English Language support, music, Mandarin, and science and 

technology.  

Each year the teachers, in consultation with the principal and deputy principal, were 

organised into teaching teams.  The teachers were given an opportunity to identify which year 

Leadership 
team

Hapori one

Year 0 - 1

Year 0 - 1

Year 0 - 1

Year 1 - 2

Year 1 - 2

Hapori two

Year 2 - 3

Year 2 - 3 

Year 3 - 4

Year 3 - 4

Hapori three

Year 2 - 3

Year 2 - 3

Year 3 - 4

Year 3 - 4

Hapori four

Year 5 

Year 5 

Year 5 - 6

Year 5 - 6

Hapori five

Year 6

Year 6

Hapori six

Year 7 - 8

Year 7 - 8

Year 7 - 8

Year 7 - 8

Hapori seven

Specialist

Specialist

Specialist

Specialist

Senior management team



TEACHERS’ REACTIONS TO ILE 

 
 

98 

level of students they would prefer to teach, and the teachers with whom they would prefer to 

work with.  One teacher explained that she chose not to identify particular teachers: “I get on 

with anybody, so that doesn’t bother me so much. I can kind of twist around” (JT).  However, 

the deputy principal explained that the number of teachers who had identified colleagues they 

preferred not to work with had increased in the past few years:   

 

Last year when we asked who would you prefer not to work with, only two people 

said someone and this year there has been a whole lot more.  I think they can actually 

see, “These are the people I can see at the same stage as I am, and these are the people 

that aren’t, and I don’t want to be working with the people who aren’t where I am at.”  

It is just being honest. 

 

In 2016, the leadership team trimmed the traditional senior teachers’ role, and renamed the 

senior teachers “hapori leaders.”  Hapori leaders were responsible for ensuring planning and 

administrative tasks were completed.  Unlike senior teachers, they were not expected to 

appraise the teachers in their hapori, deal with behavioural issues of students in their hapori, 

or proofread students’ reports.  The principal explained that lessening the workload “releases 

them” so they can focus on supporting their colleagues to develop effective collaborative 

practices.  One hapori leader understood the principal’s reasoning for the restructuring of the 

role and appreciated it was “a leadership move to stress us out less” (SL). 

 

The physical learning environment.  The original School 2 classrooms were 

traditional in design.  Each block of four classrooms had a shared teachers’ office and a toilet 

block.  Between 2006 and 2010 eight more permanent classrooms and a technology block 

were built to accommodate the growing roll.  The permanent building design differed from 

the traditional classroom spaces in that sliding walls connected the classrooms.   

In 2009, leaks were identified in many of the original buildings.  The Ministry of 

Education approved a remediation, but when the cladding was eventually removed in 2012, 

the builders discovered severe structural and weather-tightness issues.  Due to health and 

safety regulations, many of the original school buildings were demolished.  In 2015, the 

Ministry of Education agreed to fund a full rebuild of the school and the remaining original 

buildings were destroyed.   

While the school was being rebuilt, the students were relocated to prefabricated 

classrooms positioned around the edge of the school field.  The classrooms were joined by 
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wrap-around covered decking.  A relocatable classroom also served as an administrative area 

and the technology block converted into a staffroom, leadership office, and conference room.  

The new learning environment was completed in 2018.  The principal explained that 

“the spaces are designed to be open and collaborative, but with the flexibility to change with 

the needs of the students and the staff who are working in them.”  To encourage staff “buy 

in,” the leadership team had encouraged the teachers to suggest ideas for the building design.  

JT explained how “we were allowed to write up on the board any idea that we would like,” 

and how the ‘wish list’ in the staffroom became a topic for many discussions.  Further 

investigation as to what was recorded on the wish list revealed many suggestions were related 

to the physical resources, such as circular seating areas and interactive televisions. 

 

School-wide documentation.  The leadership team encouraged the teachers to plan, 

store and share individual, collaborative and team planning, assessment data, and hapori 

meeting minutes digitally via the Google suite for education.  Professional goals and self-

reflections were recorded in a password-protected online journaling system.  The teachers 

were expected to share their Google documents and digital journals with their hapori 

colleagues, and could share their journals with the senior management or leadership team if 

they chose to do so.  

JT had found the move away from planning on paper to digital formats challenging, 

explaining that she had struggled with locating information and recording anecdotal 

evidence: “That was a huge learning curve for me!”  In comparison, ML, who had 

experienced leading a fully digital team and who was training to be a Google certified 

educator, chose to complement the Google suite for education with other online programmes, 

such as Edmodo. 

The teachers were expected to post digital reflections, but there were no specific 

guidelines dictating how often, or what the reflections should focus on.  Consequently, some 

teachers journaled more frequently than others.  For example, in 2016 MBT posted 31 self-

reflections, ML posted 22, and JL and JT only entered three self-reflections.  MBT was the 

only teacher who chose not to share her reflections with the leadership team. 

 

School 2 Phase Two Participants 

 

The understandings, experiences and reactions of 25 teachers employed in School 2 are 

presented in this case study.  The 25 teachers all completed the three-part questionnaire in 
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March 2016.  From the 25 participants, three hapori leaders and two teachers, who in the 

questionnaire perceived varying levels of risk engaging in ILEs, agreed to participate in the 

phase two of this research.  Semi-structured interviews were conducted with these teachers in 

May and November.  The five teachers were also observed throughout the year, and their 

documentation from 2015 and 2016 was collected and analysed.  The placement of these 

participants in the school is highlighted in Figure 6.2.  The principal and deputy principal 

elected to be interviewed together. 

Phase two participants are referred to by a letter based on their placement in the 

school.  Participants from hapori two are referred to as junior teachers and have the preceding 

initial J.  The participants in hapori four have the preceding initial M which refers to the 

middle hapori, and the hapori six leader has the letter S assigned to her to represent her 

placement in the senior school.  The subsequent letter or letters refer to the teacher’s position 

in the hapori: hapori leaders are represented with an L, teachers with a T, and the beginning 

teacher with BT.   

 

 

 
 

Figure 6.2. Placement of phase two participants in School 2 in 2016 
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The School Leaders’ Understandings of ILEs   

 

The principal and deputy principal requested to be interviewed together.  They explained that 

they had shared understandings of ILEs, and demonstrated this by expanding on each other’s 

comments throughout the interview.  The principal explained that “[ILE] is not about space 

and technology, it is about pedagogy, values, high ownership, and collaboration.”  She 

perceived ILEs to involve “maximising the teachers’ skills and maximising the tasks for the 

kids… and being able to develop a way to manage that so that the kids are motivated 

themselves to do it without being driven by the teacher.”  The principal’s perspective was 

that “traditional teaching doesn’t ring all kids’ bells,” and felt understandings of teaching 

needed to change: 

 

We know so much more about how kids learn, we know so much more about how the 

brain works, the best ways to engage kids.  We have got the tools in the e-learning 

sort of stuff, so to be able to engage those kids for an unknown future we need to be 

doing things differently.  

 

The principal felt it was the teacher’s responsibility to prepare children for an unknown 

future, to set them up with “those 21st century skills and the things that employers want out of 

kids.”  When questioned further on 21st century skills, she shared a list compiled by The 

Institute for the Future (2011) which she perceived were necessary for children to be 

successful in a 21st century workplace. 

 

List of skills required to be successful in the 21st century workplace 

 

1. Sense-Making 

2. Social Intelligence 

3. Novel and Adaptive Thinking 

4. Cross-Cultural Competency 

5. Computational Thinking 

6. New-Media Literacy 

7. Transdisciplinarity 

8. Design Mindset 

9. Cognitive Load Management 

10. Virtual Collaboration 

 

Source: Davies, A., Fidler, D., & Gorbis, M. (2011). Future work skills 2020. Palo Alto, 

California: Institute for the Future for University of Phoenix Research Institute. 
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The school leaders spoke only briefly about the physical learning environment when 

elaborating on their shared understandings of ILEs.  The principal recognised that “there is a 

lot of discussion that ILEs can happen in any space, and yes it can, but it is much easier to do 

in a space that is purpose built.”  She explained how hapori six, who were implementing 

innovative practices, had “struggled” to implement collaborative and innovative practices in 

their four prefabricated classrooms. 

During the interview, the principal explained that her understanding of ILEs had 

developed with the support from her deputy principal who “had a better understanding of 

modern learning than I did.”  She admitted that “it took me a while to get my head around it” 

so understood that teachers may also find the shift to ILEs challenging, and would need 

specific guidance and targeted support from colleagues.  With this awareness in mind, the 

school leaders established a “change team.” 

 

The change team.  Late in 2015, the leadership team distributed a forward-planning 

survey to the teaching staff.  In the survey, the teachers could express interest in being part of 

a team to develop the new school vision.  Three hapori leaders, a curriculum leader, and a 

senior manager expressed interest and joined the team with the principal and deputy 

principal.  The principal explained that the teachers who opted into the team “are quite 

creative, they are people that want to solve the problem, rather than talk about the problem.”  

The goal of the change team was to identify “what we are, this is where we are going, 

this is our vision, this is our culture” (SL), which the principal explained was challenging 

because “it is really hard to define a vision for something that is kind of fantasy.”  The team 

met in the holidays and once during each term.  During the year, the team members shared 

professional readings on ILEs and collaborative practices via a shared Google folder.  They 

also spent time exploring collaborative and digital reporting systems, and selected a 

marketing company to assist with branding, photography and web design for the new school.  

The change team shared their ideas and proposed vision with teachers during hapori and 

whole staff meetings, and requested feedback from the teachers.  JT appreciated the work of 

the teachers in the change team:  

 

We are quite lucky because we have a network of teachers that have joined this team. 

It is for next year [when the school opens], and so they meet and they talk about the 

direction they want the school to go in... so you can say things to people that you 

know are on it, if you have an idea you can give it to them. 
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The change team developed a school-wide programme called WINGS, an acronym for 

Wonder, Innovate, Nurture, Grow and Succeed.  The change team decided that WINGS 

would be used throughout the new school when discussing “those 21st century skills, what 

and how we work together” (SL).  A self-managing rubric which articulated the expectations 

for each year group accompanied the programme, and a promotion system was also created, 

which allowed students to earn WINGS badges as they progressed through the levels.  The 

goal of the programme was that “everyone is on the same page and as the kids move through 

the school there is the same language and the same expectations” (deputy principal).  SL 

elaborated: “We are kind of building that big picture so when the school opens we are all 

under the same impression.”   

 

The School Leaders’ Expectations 

 

The principal and deputy principal expected the teachers to be highly professional and 

committed to the transition to ILEs, and to promote a positive image of the school regardless 

of their perceptions of risk.  The principal explained that “new is always really hard and this 

is new,” and expected the teachers to engage in ongoing dialogue about the challenges of 

change.  However, she instructed the teachers to keep these discussions professional, 

constructive, and within the confines of the school.  JT explained: 

 

We’ve got to have a positive approach.  We’ve been told by the principal not to say 

anything negative to parents, and I find that really hard because parents are asking 

you all the time “how do you think it is going to work?”  

 

To encourage teachers to air their perceptions of risk, the school leaders instigated a 

discussion on potential issues that could thwart engagement in ILEs during a whole staff 

meeting early in 2016.  The teachers then identified solutions which might remedy the 

potential issues (refer Table 6.1 on the following page).   

Throughout the year, the school leaders reiterated their expectations that the teachers 

would ensure any conversations with school families and the wider community were 

professional and projected a positive image of the school.  In change meeting minutes shared 

with the whole staff in October 2016, the principal wrote: 
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At any point in any day, you may come into contact with members of our school 

community.  Our entire reputation will be in your hands and will make a lasting 

impression.  The impression will either be good or bad, and as an organisation, it will 

have spoken more loudly than all our self-promotion, communication and public 

relations put together (Change team minutes, 27 September 2016). 

 

 

Table 6.1 

 

Possible Issues Engaging in ILEs and the Associated Solutions 

 

Potential issue Remedy suggested by staff 

No defined vision Clearly define the vision and live it 

Not believing in the vision Recognise our commitment to school vision 

Fitting old thinking into new spaces Calling each other on backward steps 

Tension between team members about 

understandings 

Open professional discussion that seeks a 

solution 

Lack of leadership Applying professional learning and working 

harder than everyone else to portrait the vision 

Lack of professionalism Be highly professional in all interactions  

Reverting to old practices Walk the vision 

Poorly designed programmes/spaces 

 

Work closely as a team to plan days/weeks/terms 

together for kids 

Lack of collaboration Be prepared to adapt or change. Be upfront about 

thinking 

Lack of willingness to try things 

 

Commitment to making this work as it is new to 

all of us 

Lack of willingness to recognise things 

are not working or need tweaking 

Open to learning conversations.  Willingness to 

be adaptable and maintain the vision 

Lack of time commitment at early 

stages 

It’s either too hard, or it’s not.  We are all judged 

by what happens for our kids.   

 

 

The school leaders were aware that teachers held numerous perceptions of what collaboration 

entailed, so took steps to define the term.  To foster a shared understanding of collaboration, 

the principal instructed the teachers to identify the differences between traditional teaching in 

a self-contained classroom, team-teaching, and collaborative teaching in a whole staff 
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meeting in July 2016, “to nut down how they saw those three things and to see where the 

trends were.”  Using the information as a foundation for discussion, the leadership team 

assisted the teachers to collate a list of specific actions which would demonstrate 

collaborative teaching.  

 

The teachers suggested: 

 maximising teaching time to 99.9% of the time, 

 having a purposeful urgency with productive activities for everyone, 

 removing filler activities, 

 planning and teaching that makes learning valid, exciting and student-focused, 

 planning for what each teacher or adult does all the time, 

 recognising and planning for “off task,” “naughty,” “flighty” kids,  

 teaching playing to strengths and timetabling that could possibly involve specialist 

teaching, 

 grouping and using additional staff or parent helpers to reduce the size of teaching 

groups, 

 making best use of spaces and independent activities, 

 planning for loose-close monitoring, and 

 planning teaching and learning that reflects a shared responsibility for all students.  

 

School leaders’ perceptions of teachers’ commitment to ILEs.  The school leaders 

were aware that their expectations to explore and trial innovative practices made some 

teachers uncomfortable.  The principal explained that, “when we started talking about it 

[ILEs] with teachers, those that weren’t interested in doing it this way have got off [resigned], 

and everyone else has sort of bounced off each other’s enthusiasm.”  On a scale of how 

committed the teachers were to engage in innovative practices (one being not at all 

committed and ten being fully committed) the deputy principal estimated “probably an eight, 

and that’s because there are some people who are possibly less in, but the majority of our 

people are quite excited.”  The principal elaborated: 

 

Some people want to be told and some people want to find their own way.  So those 

people who are willing to go away and experiment and try it and put it back into the 

pot I think are finding it okay. Those people who want to be given the pot are finding 

it harder…. Some of our teachers who are quite open-minded are actually finding the 

workload of “new” is too hard, and they will start to fall off as well.   
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Teachers’ Understandings of ILEs 

 

The participants shared the school leaders’ understanding that the key differences between 

traditional practices and environments and ILEs are pedagogical.  However, with the building 

of the new school, over half of the 25 questionnaire respondents (52%) identified the physical 

learning environment as a key resource of ILEs.  SL explained that “it is made up of two 

parts, the environment is the classroom, and then you have your pedagogy.”  Similarly, when 

questioned about her understanding of ILEs, the principal asked: “As in the teaching or as in 

the building?” 

The questionnaire respondents also shared the understanding that collaboration in 

some form (planning: 32%; teaching: 36%; or learning with students: 12%) was a feature of 

ILEs.  JL’s response during the interview in May 2016 illustrated this shared understanding: 

“I think collaboration between the teachers is a massive part of ILEs, and then the innovative 

part of it would be how we are delivering the learning.  More collaboration among the 

students as well, not just between the teachers.”  Explicit expectations that teachers work 

collaboratively with their teaching partner may explain why the teachers shared this 

understanding of ILEs, and why 88% of the questionnaire respondents (n=22/25) claimed to 

have implemented collaborative practices.  

The interviewees referred to key elements of the “pedagogical core” when sharing 

their understanding of ILEs.  The changing role of educators and learners, and the importance 

of resources and content, were mentioned in all the initial interviews: 

ILEs look at what the students are learning and how the teacher is supporting the 

learning for that to happen, through creating specific environments, or through using 

different resources or different approaches to support kids who are at various levels of 

independence (MBT). 

 

Ten of the questionnaire respondents (40%) understood that, in an ILE, teachers should 

encourage students to take more responsibility for their learning.  SL explained that “it is 

giving kids power over their own learning as opposed to us saying, ‘this is what you are 

going to learn.’ So us saying ‘What do you need to learn?’ and us helping them to get there.”  

JT explained that 

 

it is children showing more involvement, so children leading their own pathways. It is 

flexible, and it adapts to what the children want to learn and then extending on their 

knowledge, their prior knowledge (JT). 
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MBT elaborated further: 

 

You would be focussing on how the students are engaging with their work so that 

they are taking more ownership of what needs to be done.  Where they’re at in their 

learning, what their next steps are, what they need to do to get there, and utilising all 

the resources at their disposal, to I guess, monitor their own progress and to take 

ownership of their learning (MBT). 

 

Teachers’ Reactions to Expectations to Engage in ILEs 

 

The interviewees understood and agreed with the rationale for why the leadership team 

expected them to make the shift from traditional practices to ILEs: 

 

We need to have kids who are able to own their own learning and to manage 

themselves and to, I guess, to inquire, to be entrepreneurial and creative to whatever 

that extent that is, to create a job for themselves in the future.  It is no longer enough 

to teach them the knowledge or even to just teach them the skills that they need; we 

actually need to teach them the dispositions (MBT). 

 

This shared understanding resulted in predominantly positive reactions to expectations to 

change.  When SL was asked to rate on a scale of one to ten (with one being the staff are not 

committed to change and ten being the staff are fully committed to the ILE vision), she 

responded, “I would have said 80-90% are on board.”  JL agreed, commenting that, from 

listening to and participating in “general conversations that we have, I would say quite high, 

you know, like a 9.”   However, these teachers admitted that they were not likely to have 

explored innovative practices if the school leaders had not explicitly instructed them to do so.  

ML explained that “we have been regularly reminded, keep moving, keep practising, new 

school coming.  But if you weren’t told that, if you weren’t expected to, you wouldn’t move, 

you would just stay the same old teacher plodding along.”   

 

Feelings of uncertainty.  Being aware of the principal’s expectations and having a 

shared vision did not eliminate perceptions of risk and feelings of uncertainty.  In the 

questionnaire and interviews, the teachers shared concerns that working collaboratively in 

ILEs could result in conflict and disagreement among colleagues, make tracking student 

learning challenging, and create timetabling issues.   
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Conflict and disagreement among colleagues.  In the questionnaire, 44% of the 

respondents (n=11/25) were concerned that expectations to work collaboratively with 

colleagues who had different pedagogies, work habits, understandings of ILEs, or 

incompatible personalities could result in conflict or disagreement.  However, from the 

interviews and from observations in the staffroom, during meetings, and in the classrooms, it 

was evident that, although this perception of risk existed, the interviewees felt supported by 

their colleagues.  MBT was the only interviewee who expressed feeling overwhelmed by 

having to collaborate with a teaching partner. 

MBT had struggled to work collaboratively with her teaching partner since she began 

her teaching career.  In 2015, she was placed with an experienced senior teacher who used 

management strategies which she found irritating.  She commented how the teacher “would 

clap and it grates me!” and elaborated on how frustrating it was “if you are constantly 

working with, and alongside a teacher who just has those little things which irk you.”  In 

2016 MBT was placed with a different collaborative partner and identified different concerns.  

MBT perceived her collaborative partner did not have the same high work ethic as herself, 

which led MBT to feel that she was carrying more of the workload.  She explained that “I 

was feeling very overworked and that things weren’t being shared evenly… I just felt that the 

division of duties was not equal.”   

MBT had very high expectations of herself as a teacher and was concerned about how 

she was perceived by her colleagues and the leadership team.  She craved validation, stating 

that “I really want to know I’m doing a fantastic job as a teacher,” so when she was given 

feedback that brought into question her collaborative planning for her students that required 

English Language support, MBT felt irritated and upset.  She explained: “We get feedback 

that it [planning] is not working the way it should and we’re not doing enough, so I’ll take on 

that because I know that if I leave it to [partner] it won’t get done.”  MBT shared her 

concerns with her collaborative partner and with ML, their hapori leader.  The teachers 

discussed the option of reverting to autonomous practices to regroup and so that MBT could 

build up her confidence in her practice.  ML also asked the school leaders if this would be 

possible and was informed that “that’s not going to help them, just keep them where they are 

and just keep plodding forward” (ML).  It was likely that the leaders were unaware of how 

MBT was feeling, due to not having access to her online self-reflections which described her 

concerns.  MBT agreed to continue trying to work collaboratively with her partner and was 

optimistic that her situation would improve.  She explained that, although she felt concerned 

and frustrated, she was “not ready to have a divorce yet.”  I perceived that MBT would go to 
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great lengths to avoid a “divorce” because “no one wants to bring up their dirty laundry in the 

public and say it is really hard working with this person” (MBT).   

By July 2016 MBT requested sick leave.  She explained how she felt stressed about 

being expected to constantly work collaboratively with her partner and was “feeling very 

overwhelmed.”  Upon her return to school, MBT and her collaborative partner decided that 

“it was probably simpler for both of us to have our own spaces.”  The teachers shared their 

decision with ML and the principal.  This time the principal accepted their decision and 

explained that “there has got to be a place to let them [beginning teachers] get their head 

around it.”  She appreciated that ILEs were possibly more daunting for beginning teachers 

because “they are not teaching that way at uni” and have not developed a repertoire of 

strategies to fall back on.  The principal also understood that  

 

As a BT you have spent… all the years you wanted to be a teacher, and then three 

years [training] going, “and then I’ll have my own class and I’ll call the roll and I’ll 

put this on the wall.”  So, I think they have to go through that experience to know that 

this actually is much better.  

 

MBT echoed the principal’s thoughts, stating “I want my own kids, and I want my own data.”    

 

Inability to monitor students’ learning.  In the questionnaire, 28% of the respondents 

(n=7/25) felt concerned about being able to monitor the learning of larger groups of students 

effectively.  Teachers worried about students who were quieter, less demanding, and who 

were of “average” ability.  JT explained that “it’s just those kids who are just on the cusp who 

are just average, who are quiet and get on with everything, are they going to be pushed and 

extended?”   

ML and MBT shared examples from early in 2016 when students in their hapori were 

inadvertently overlooked for monitoring and formative assessment.  In an effort to be less 

teacher directed, the hapori four teachers decided to allow their students to book into 

literature circles.  After a term, the teachers realised many students had changed groups, or 

had not attended their group workshops.  MBT explained that “we didn’t see those same kids, 

and we didn’t know enough about them to support them.”  ML perceived the issue was the 

lack of time, explaining “we didn’t have enough time to check in with those students we 

knew we had to check in with because of all of the other teaching that we needed to do.”  The 

teachers had informally discussed their concerns about tracking students’ learning with their 

collaborative teaching partners: “Well, I talk a bit with [teaching partner] because that’s who 
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I pretty much do everything with, and we do have these same chats and we go, ‘Holy, we 

missed these kids!’” (ML)  The teachers did not air their concerns during a hapori meeting 

but agreed to introduce a different literacy programme the following term.  The issue of not 

being able to track students’ learning went unresolved.   

During our initial interview, MBT explained how she could see the value of keeping 

her own class roll of students for the first term, to get to know them, and felt that this could 

alleviate the issue of not sufficiently knowing the students’ learning capabilities.  She 

explained how she had observed this practice in a local ILE school and commented that “we 

should have been more cautious and less gung-ho with collaborative teaching.”  

 

Timetabling issues.  Six participants (24% of total participants) perceived working 

collaboratively in ILEs could restrict the timetabling freedom that exists in a traditional, self-

contained classroom.  JT elaborated on this during the interviews:  

 

If someone is going out for an English Language lesson or a reading recovery lesson 

you’ve just got to make sure you don’t miss them.  You can’t pick them up if they are 

not in your class later on… you can’t just grab them like you could do in a normal 

class. It’s just little things like that that make it harder.  

 

MBT raised a similar concern:  

 

The support schedule is almost overwhelming.  Each day there are between three to 

five withdrawal or in-class sessions that students have to go to.  I have been finding it 

very hard to be “flexible” in our schedule because of all the other people we have to 

consider.   

 

The leadership team were aware of the teachers’ concerns related to timetabling and 

understood how “timetabling changes can make life hard for people.”  To remedy this issue, 

the leadership team decided that, as of the end of 2016, teachers would no longer have class 

rolls, but would receive a list of all the students in their hapori instead.   

 

Feelings of trust.  In all the interviews the teachers spoke of the trust leadership had 

in them.  JL’s thoughts were indicative of the interviewees’ comments: 

 

They are very high trust, so I think they have trusted in us to know that next year 

we’ll be in this new school and that we would professionally be using our time wisely 

between now and then, to get as prepared as we can (JL). 
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The teachers appreciated and valued this trust and the freedom they were afforded to explore 

innovative practices in their own way and, to a degree, at their own pace.  JT explained that 

she felt less resentful about trying innovative practices: “If you’re told you have to do it, 

that’s not always going to work straight away.  You’re going to panic, and then you’re going 

in with a negative attitude.”    

Along with the freedom and trust the teachers were afforded went expectations that 

the teachers were moving towards becoming ILEs: “We have been given a lot of free reign to 

do what we feel needs to be done, and yes, we have been told at this point you should be 

collaborating” (SL).  Other changes to practice were not dictated, and teachers were not 

expected to report on or present how or what they had implemented.  This established a safe 

environment for the teachers to take risks and explore practices that could improve student 

engagement and outcomes.   

 

Teachers’ Learning and Reactions to Support  

 

The principal understood that, if she expected the teachers to explore and implement 

innovative practices and utilise the physical learning spaces to maximise student learning, she 

needed to provide targeted support that the teachers perceived as valuable:   

 

You have to scaffold that a lot better than just say “go away and explore,” because 

you take someone like Teacher A, and you say “go and get some new ideas,” she will 

come back with 15 within a minute, and then you say to someone else “go and get 

some new ideas,” [they will say] “Well where? What do I do? And how do I do that? 

And I can’t do that.” (principal) 

 

Consequently, the teachers were given a variety of opportunities to explore ILEs.  They were 

encouraged to identify professional learning that they perceived would improve their 

practices and benefit student learning.  They were also encouraged to enrol in a postgraduate 

diploma that focused on digital and collaborative practices.  The teachers were given release 

from class to plan with their collaborative teaching partners, visit ILE schools in New 

Zealand and Australia, and observe their colleagues.  ML explained that “support came from 

them [leadership team] saying if you want PD, you see there is a course, you want to visit a 

school, let us know.”   
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Professional learning.  Whole school professional learning was kept to a minimum 

in School 2.  Once a term the leadership team led a whole staff professional learning session 

on ILEs.  During these sessions, the principal and deputy principal revisited their 

expectations for teachers to be working collaboratively and exploring innovative practices, 

and reinforced the reasoning for their expectations.  The teachers were provided with 

opportunities to discuss ways their expectations could be realised, and ILE terminology, such 

as collaboration, was discussed.  For example, in one whole staff session on ILEs in July 

2015, the leadership team instructed the teachers to define and describe traditional teaching, 

team-teaching and collaborative teaching “to nut down how they saw those three things and 

to see where the trends were” (deputy principal).  Clarifying terminology, the purpose for 

change, and expectations assisted the teachers to develop shared understandings.   

In 2016, the only whole school professional learning sessions unrelated to ILEs that 

the teachers attended focused on the school online appraisal system, Assessment Tools for 

Teaching and Learning, and updates from the Ministry of Education on English language 

learning.  The teachers did not attend whole school professional learning on behaviour 

management or curricula.  The principal explained: “Fundamentally, they are good teachers 

so we don’t need to keep bashing on about literacy and numeracy.”   

The school leaders were aware that teachers were at different stages of transitioning 

from traditional practices to ILEs, and had different learning needs, so were reluctant to 

provide whole staff professional learning.  Instead, the leaders expected the teachers to source 

professional learning opportunities that they perceived would further develop their 

understanding of ILEs.  The principal explained: “You can’t just go, ‘Right, everybody we 

are going to run 100 metres in under ten seconds’ because they’re not going to!” 

The choice of the professional learning focus was up to the teachers because, as the 

principal explained, “we are not a school that needs to be prescriptive anymore.”  However, 

the teachers had to consult with their hapori leader and the leadership team about any 

professional learning workshops or courses they wished to attend and justify why they 

perceived the learning might enhance their understanding of ILEs.  The teachers attended off-

site professional learning workshops and courses individually, with their hapori colleagues, 

and with colleagues from other hapori.   

The teachers were also encouraged to attend off-site professional learning workshops 

on topics related to their areas of responsibility.  For example, JT, who was the special 

educational needs and disabilities coordinator (SENCO) attended professional learning 

courses on autism and phonemic awareness in 2016. 
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A professional learning opportunity in 2016 in which the principal did encourage the 

teachers to enrol was the Mind Lab by Unitec Postgraduate Certificate in Applied Practice: 

Digital and Collaborative Learning course.  The 32-week part time course consisted of 16 

after-school sessions, online modules, school-based practice, and a research project.  To 

support the teachers, the principal applied for and received a scholarship which covered part 

of the course fees.  The BOT agreed to pay the remaining portion.  JL commented that having 

the fees paid “took any ‘should I or not?’ It just left it down to a commitment of time.”  

Thirteen teachers, including three interviewees, enrolled in the course.  Three participants had 

already completed the course in 2015. 

ML, who had led a digital-learning team since 2010, chose not to enrol in the Mind 

Lab course.  She explained that in 2015 she had worked collaboratively with a colleague who 

was completing the Mind Lab course and was familiar with the content and resources.  

Instead, ML chose to focus on becoming a Level 1 Google certified educator.  To achieve 

certification, ML was working through three training modules.  The modules, which were 

aimed at increasing knowledge of how to use Google applications, focused on increasing 

efficiency, engaging in professional growth, and facilitating and inspiring student learning 

and creativity.  

 

Teachers’ reactions to professional learning.  In the questionnaire, 72% of the 

questionnaire respondents (n=18/25) affirmed that the professional learning they had attended 

had supported them to engage in ILEs.  This positive response was due to the teachers having 

a choice regarding the professional learning they attended.  ML explained how having the 

opportunity to source professional learning that she perceived would meet her needs was 

more beneficial than having to endure “an outside person coming out and drilling something 

into you.”   

The interviewees identified professional learning workshops or courses that they felt 

were beneficial.  JL explained how she had felt “really overwhelmed at first” by the prospect 

of changing how, where and what she taught, so chose to attend an off-site professional 

learning workshop on growth mindsets with her hapori colleague.  During the course, JL was 

introduced to growth mindset concepts, identified fixed mindset triggers, and learned how 

they affected her mindset.  After this professional learning workshop, JL “made a conscious 

decision that if we have to do it, no, we have to do it, it is going to happen so we’ve got to do 

the best that we possibly can.”  She explained how this conscious decision “made me change 

my feelings of risk about it [ILEs]”, and helped her understand that teachers’ perceptions of 



TEACHERS’ REACTIONS TO ILE 

 
 

114 

risk are not likely to change and may even increase if teachers do not “change the way they 

think about it.”    

Three interviewees identified the Mind Lab course as the most valuable form of 

support in mitigating their perceptions of risk associated with ILEs.  JT explained that 

“listening to my Mind Lab tutors and watching the DVDs from the course and the readings” 

had led her to develop a deeper understanding of ILEs.  The interviewees explained how they 

had been able to apply, reflect on and adapt the practical skills and resources taught in the 

course, and recognised how the implementation of the new practices had improved students’ 

motivation and learning.  The interviewees explained how their confidence to utilise new 

strategies and resources had increased along with their understanding of why the new 

practices could improve student learning.  SL explained: 

 

It [Mind Lab course] has given me the confidence to know that what I am doing 

works.  So, whereas before I felt like I was doing it because it is the newest thing to 

do, the newest trend, now I know why I am doing it.  I can see the benefits of it in my 

classroom. 

 

During the Mind Lab course, the teachers were expected to share their perceptions and 

understandings of digital and collaborative learning with teachers from local schools.  

Through engaging in dialogue with other teachers, the course participants were exposed to 

new ideas and understandings.  JT explained: “Meeting lots of different people from different 

schools and talking to them and reading their blogs on Mind Lab, it was interesting getting 

other teachers’ points of view, that’s the biggest thing.”  However, she found sharing her 

understandings challenging: “The blogging I still find hard. I’m happy to read other peoples’ 

[blogs] but I still find it difficult to make a comment, as I keep doubting myself.  Does my 

opinion matter?”  JT felt safer sharing her perceptions and learning with her 'colleagues and 

explained how the staffroom was often “abuzz after Mind Lab sessions.” 

The professional conversations in which the teachers engaged established a shared 

language.  SL explained it was “almost like an organic process, it just happened,” and it made 

“a huge difference! A huge difference!” to the teachers’ understanding of ILEs: “People are 

definitely passing on our knowledge that we are learning and it may be by osmosis, but they 

[teachers not enrolled in Mind Lab] are kind of doing it too.”  

 

Observations.  The teachers in School 2 conducted numerous observations in schools 

that were using ILE teaching or professional approaches.  The teachers also used their 
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classroom release time to observe each other’s practices.  In the questionnaire, 68% of the 

respondents (n=17/25) perceived these observations to have increased their understanding of 

ILEs, supported them to explore innovative practices, and instilled confidence that they were 

“definitely on track” (SL).  

 

Observations in ILE schools.  The teaching staff were encouraged to visit schools in 

Auckland, Wellington, Christchurch and Australia to observe ILEs in action.  The teachers 

visited schools in different groups, at times with their hapori, or as a representative of their 

hapori.  JL explained that “we were allowed time during school time to go and visit other 

schools.  Last year we visited three [schools], well, I visited three, most of my team did.”  In 

comparison, MBT visited one local school twice.  The first visit was “during school time to 

see how things work on a day to day basis,” and then the follow-up visit during the holidays 

allowed MBT to ask the teachers questions about what she had observed.   

The learning the teachers gained from the observations increased as their 

understanding of ILEs developed.  In 2015, the interviewees appreciated having the 

opportunity to observe how teachers had structured timetables, catered for student learning 

pathways, and utilised the learning environment to maximise student learning.  These early 

observations were a catalyst for changing the interviewees’ perceptions of ILEs: 

 

The observations were the biggest best thing that started shifting my thinking because 

the first one [school] I got there and looked at them [teachers], and we were just 

watching them in action.  It was during the school day and I thought, “they are not 

superheroes, I can do that! I can do what they’re doing” (JL). 

 

In addition to demystifying ILE teaching and professional approaches, the teachers felt that 

the observations in 2015 assisted them to develop a shared understanding of ILEs.  JT 

explained how the teachers would debrief after each observation:  

 

When we did go to Wellington and went to these two classrooms, we came back and 

the four of us that went did a PMI.  We looked at the plus and minus, and we could 

see what we wanted to do, and where we wanted to go and what we didn’t want to do 

(JT). 

 

The interviewees’ reactions to the school observations in 2016 were different due to their 

deeper understanding of ILEs.  The teachers agreed that the observations conducted in 2016 

had bolstered their confidence.  In an online self-reflection, ML wrote “we may not have all 
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the bells and whistles as [ILE school visited] but we are definitely setting up learning 

programmes which sound very similar to the way they run their programmes” (uploaded 8 

May 2016).  The observations encouraged the teachers to continue implementing and 

adapting innovative practices: “It made us realise we are actually doing it and that we are not 

off track and actually we were doing more than some of the schools we saw, which made us 

feel good” (SL). 

MBT was the only interviewee who acknowledged the benefits of observations in her 

questionnaire, but felt that, in order to really gain a deep understanding of ILEs, she needed 

to observe how the teachers developed their programmes rather than just the end-product.  

She explained:  

 

What I really think would be beneficial, but you couldn’t do this, would be to be a fly 

on the wall in one of those nitty gritty team meetings when they thrash out how they 

are going to do workshops, to see how that process works. 

 

In-school observations.  In August 2016 the teachers were informed that the literacy 

and mathematics curriculum leaders would be observing practices throughout the school, 

which made many teachers feel uncomfortable.  When the principal became aware that staff 

were feeling concerned about being observed by the school “experts,” she modified her 

expectation.  Instead, the teachers were instructed to observe at least one teacher from a 

different hapori during their classroom release time.  ML explained: 

 

There were supposed to be curriculum leaders observing us, but she [principal] has 

held back on that to make sure we do observations of others first.  That was going to 

happen this term, and there were people going, “oh my God! The leaders and the 

people that are supposed to be really good at this will come and pick holes in what 

I’m doing.”   

 

Teachers could conduct observations by themselves, or with their hapori colleagues if the 

observed teacher agreed, and were told that only positive feedback could be given to the 

observed teacher.  JT explained: “Apparently the hapori leaders were told that the feedback 

could only be positive for the first time, because some people feel threatened.”  Any teachers 

who felt uncomfortable about being observed could decline to be observed: “you could say 

no the first time but somebody from your team had to be observed, so they [observing 

teachers] could sort of get a feel of how your team worked” (JT).  She thought that the school 
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leadership provided the choice to opt out in order to see which teachers lacked confidence: “I 

think management will be writing down who wasn’t keen so they might need some more 

support, so it was a crafty thing to do.”   

Beginning teachers could not be selected for observation, which MBT explained “was 

actually quite a relief.”  She was not keen to be observed by her colleagues even though she 

recognised the value of observations.  In a self-reflection, MBT wrote: 

  

It takes an observer to notice so quickly what I as a teacher cannot see.  Sometimes I 

get frustrated at the kids for not following the routines I think I have established well, 

and so am less able to problem solve critically or creatively. This just reinforces for 

me the importance of having observations and feedback (self-reflection, November 

2016). 

 

The leadership team specifically encouraged the teachers to observe hapori six, who had 

implemented innovative practices.  The teachers of the senior students had modified their 

mathematics programme so that the students selected and attended workshops based on 

learning needs they had identified.  However, ML was reluctant to observe this hapori.  She 

explained: 

 

It might be interesting to go and have a look, but you hear things that you go, “is that 

going to make me like it or freak out?” Because I know they had a lot of headaches 

trying to set up workshops. 

 

JT and MBT had observed the hapori six teachers and felt the observation had been a “very 

thought-provoking” experience (MBT).  JT said: 

 

It was really interesting to see how they do it [ILEs].  It was surprising how they still 

have the goals up on the wall, and the goals were similar to the junior goals for some 

of them but just at a different level.  

 

Teachers who were observed also gained from the experience.  ML and her collaborative 

partner were observed by the teachers from hapori five and given positive feedback:   

 

We had the hapori five teachers… come and check us out for maths and they loved it! 

They loved the pull off tabs, they gave us all of this great feedback and it made you 

feel really happy, like, “Wow, I am doing it!”, and these people are like the experts 
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who get praised and they’re telling us we were doing something amazing that they 

hadn’t thought of! 

 

Collaborative release.  The teachers were provided with a forty-five minute block of 

classroom release weekly to plan with their hapori colleagues.  The release was provided in 

addition to classroom release time, and was known as “Collaborative Release to Assist 

Planning” (CRP).  The additional classroom release was funded by the BOT.  The purpose of 

CRP was to support teachers in a hapori “getting together with the sole purpose of 

cooperative planning toward better outcomes for student achievement” (CRP criteria).  The 

principal initiated CRP after visiting two ILE schools in Australia:  

 

Their teachers were spending every afternoon after school for two or three hours. You 

can’t, people would burn out if you did that, and they would get bitter about it.  If you 

want them to do it well then you don’t want them to go, “actually, it is too hard” 

(principal). 

  

However, she joked that the teaching staff “seem to get an awful lot of time out of the 

classroom!” 

The teachers were given strict guidelines for how CRP must be used.  Student work 

and assessment could be moderated, student achievement discussed and student groupings 

checked to maximise outcomes for students.  During CRP time teachers were expected to 

have discussions about how to function productively in a cooperative teaching environment, 

share professional readings or resources, and plan for focused teaching workshops.  

Individual Education Plans or planning behaviour interventions could also be discussed so 

that all of the teachers in the hapori were aware of students with special learning or 

behavioural needs.  It was a time to discuss “what works, what others are doing, things you 

have seen and what is bombing” (principal).  Teachers were not allowed to use CRP time to 

test students, write reports, work on classroom displays or complete administrative tasks.  

The interviewees all valued CRP time as a vital form of support, which was surprising 

as only 24% (n=6/25) of the questionnaires respondents identified CRP when asked to list 

forms of support.  It may be that the questionnaire respondents only considered forms of 

support which were off site, or led by a facilitator.   

In the junior hapori the teachers had used CRP to share ideas and resources, plan 

together, and “we have done a lot of moderating in that time too so we are all on the same 

page” (JT).  JL elaborated: 
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We’ve spent a lot of time regrouping kids, looking at their data, planning obviously 

and because you are sitting there together planning, things roll like you’d never 

imagined things would have if you were planning by yourself.  

 

SL was adamant that, without CRP time, her hapori colleagues would not have made the 

progress to ILE teaching and professional approaches that they had.  She explained that 

during their CRP time they rarely got to the planning stage because of the deep professional 

discussions underpinning the planning: 

 

It is so good!  We couldn’t have done it without it.  Even as it is, we will do three 

hours of CRP time, then three hours after school, so if we didn’t have that CRP time 

we wouldn’t be where we are now. We spend most of it talking; we don’t use it to 

plan. We plan the planning.  We don’t ever get to writing up the lesson plan, it never 

happens and that was the intention of it but… we are having so many great 

professional conversations and questioning and challenging and coming up with new 

ideas (SL). 

 

Connection between the forms of support.  The 25 questionnaire respondents all 

perceived that they had been supported to engage in ILEs.  During the interviews the teachers 

explained how the professional learning that they had attended, combined with observations 

in ILE schools, had assisted them to develop a deeper understanding of ILEs.  The CRP time 

had enabled the teachers to engage in dialogue about their observations, current practices and 

ways of implementing new practices. 

Furthermore, 72% (n=18/25) of the questionnaire respondents identified two or three 

forms of support.  Evidently, the observations consolidated the theoretical and practical 

knowledge gained from the professional learning.  Having additional classroom release 

provided the teachers with time and space to process their learning and discuss how the 

learning aligned with the school vision and principal’s expectations.  

 

Perception of not having adequate support.  There was one interviewee whose 

perceptions of risk increased during the year.  MBT, a beginning teacher, acknowledged she 

had been provided with support, but felt the support had not mitigated her perceptions of risk 

because it did not provide her with the answers to her questions about ILEs. 

Early in 2016 MBT identified that the observations and professional learning she had 

attended the previous year had supported her to develop her understanding of ILEs and felt 

“so much less stressed and overworked than in the past” (self-reflection, February 2016).  
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Despite her initial positive outlook, the stress of trying to work collaboratively and 

implement student-led practices resulted in her taking sick leave in term three, as discussed 

earlier.  When MBT returned to school she requested to work by herself and reverted to 

traditional practices, such as streamed student groupings and rotations. 

MBT perceived a framework that specifies progressive steps or “some sort of visual 

display of the strategies and progressions in the classroom so that they [students] could 

choose what they need to learn” would make her “feel a lot less stressed about letting them 

choose, or make choices.”  She also thought observing meetings when the teachers were 

developing their workshops and programmes would be helpful.  As she explained, “if you see 

the product but not the process it is not helpful.” 

 

Development of Teachers’ Knowledge and Understandings of ILEs   

 

Many of the interviewees felt that their understanding of ILEs had not changed during the 

year, but did acknowledge that they perceived less risk working collaboratively and trialling 

innovative practices.  However, when elaborating on their responses during the follow-up 

interviews in October 2016, it became apparent that the teachers’ understandings of ILEs had 

deepened. 

In our initial interview in May 2016, JT understood ILEs involved “teaching in bigger 

spaces, less furniture, collaborative planning, teacher directed slightly with children showing 

more involvement,” and expressed scepticism about the suitability of ILEs for junior 

students.  During the follow up interview in October JT recognised that “[ILEs] are more 

about the children collaborating with each other and letting them lead some of the direction 

that you take rather than… even juniors, you can let them lead.”  When asked what had led to 

the revelation that junior children can work collaboratively and lead their learning, JT 

credited the Mind Lab course for her new understanding and “positivity level, everything has 

changed!”  JT’s perceptions of risk had decreased throughout the year.  When asked to 

describe how she felt at the start of the year compared to now she explained, “oh, I probably 

would have said terrified!  I’d now say I feel okay, happy, happy to give it a go. It is a growth 

mindset thing.” 

ML, who by her own admission, “jumped in straight away” and modified her 

programmes to be less teacher-directed, felt her understanding hadn’t changed, although she 

did perceive considerably less risk trialling innovative practices compared with earlier in the 
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year.  She explained how at the start of the year she had implemented practices that proved to 

be ineffectual, and this had caused her concern: 

 

You start to think is there going to be a backlash? They’re [leadership team] going to 

say “these kids haven’t improved this year [ML], what are you doing wrong?”  Then 

I’ll have to say, “I was trialling all of this ILE stuff and I was finding it wasn’t 

working, sorry the students suffered!” 

 

Instead of retreating to familiar traditional practices, ML explained how she had worked 

collaboratively with her teaching partner to resolve the issues.  Together the teachers adapted 

their programmes to better cater for their students’ learning needs.  ML explained:  

 

Until you have actually tried something, you don’t know if it is going to work or 

not…. But it is that whole growth mindset of just give it a go.  It might not work but 

you do your best, and even week by week or workshop by workshop, there would be 

little things you would be changing ready for the next one. 

 

JL, who felt so “overwhelmed at first” about the prospect of having to change what, where 

and how she taught that she considered resigning, explained how her understanding “does 

keep changing a little bit in my mind as I go.”   At the start of the year JL explained that 

 

I’m not one of those bubbly positive people who takes on new challenges.  I’m 

definitely not that! I’m very balanced, like I have to see both sides of the story and I 

have to know why we are doing it before I can be positive about it.  

 

JL’s initial feelings of concern, which stemmed from being expected to change her practice 

without having theoretical knowledge, had dissipated with the support of her collaborative 

partner and as a result of engaging in professional learning and observations.  In her follow 

up interview JL explained “I’m quite happy because sometimes I feel like I am either on par 

with their [school leaders’] expectations or even maybe slightly ahead of them, so I am 

comfortable.”   

MBT, who had retreated to the familiarity of her own classroom, did not perceive her 

understanding of ILEs to have changed during the year.  In an online reflection written at the 

end of 2016, she wrote “I’m starting to think from an ILE perspective. I’m in an ILE context, 

but my thinking is only gradually changing.”  She reflected that “I’ve been thinking a lot 

about my role as a teacher.” 
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It was not possible to explore whether the understandings of the three teachers who 

expressed negative perceptions of ILEs in the questionnaire changed during the year because 

these teachers requested not to be interviewed.  However, I was aware that one of these 

teachers completed the Mind Lab postgraduate course so, like her colleagues, may have 

developed a deeper understanding of ILEs.  It is possible that the senior leader who was 

sceptical of ILEs also gained a deeper understanding.  She was awarded a 2016 TeachNZ 

study award and spent the last two terms of the year exploring innovative practices in local 

schools.   

A common theme that emerged from the interviews was that the teachers whose 

perceptions of risk had lessened had established trust with their collaborative teaching 

partners.  JT, JL, and ML all had positive working relationships with their partners and 

shared ways they had gained from the collaborative experience. 

Working collaboratively was a professional goal in 2016 for JL and ML.  ML aimed 

“to plan and teach collaboratively alongside my hapori teachers to enhance the learning for 

our students,” whereas JL’s goal was “to become increasingly collaborative between my 

hapori buddy over the year, in planning, teaching, assessment, reporting, and reflection.”  JL, 

who was initially reluctant to “combine everything,” trusted her collaborative partner, who 

had completed the Mind Lab course in 2015, and was willing to explore innovative practices 

with her partner’s ongoing encouragement and support: 

 

She was so keen to just get on with it and at one point I said “no, I can’t do this, we 

have to slow it down,” and she said “no we don’t, keep going!” and I am really glad 

she did because we have carried on and it has been really, really good... we are often 

high fiving each other (JL). 

 

ML also felt confident to engage in ILE teaching and professional approaches because of the 

support of her collaborative partner.  She explained that “we are happy to do what the other 

person suggests.  I must admit here that I sometimes don’t feel like I contribute as many 

fabulous ideas as [partner], but I am happy to learn and I guess that’s what collaborating is all 

about!”  The development of her understanding and willingness to engage in new practices 

suggests that high perceptions of risk balanced by high levels of support may promote 

professional growth and change. 

JL, ML, and JT all expressed concern about future partnerships during the interviews: 
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I do still now have quite a high level of anxiety, risk, with what is going to happen 

when a third person comes into the mix, or what would happen if [partner] got taken 

away from me and I am going to start over all over again with someone else! (JL) 
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CHAPTER 7:  SCHOOL 3 
 

School 3 was established in 2001 to serve a new suburban development, and like School 1, 

experienced rapid roll growth.  The school opened with a roll of 87 students and in 2016 

catered for approximately 750 Year 1 to 6 students.  The students who attend School 3 come 

from diverse cultural backgrounds.  In 2016, the three most dominant ethnicities were Indian 

(24%), New Zealand Pākehā (23%) and Chinese (18%).  Māori students made up 6% of the 

school population.  School 3 is a signatory to The Code of Practice for the Pastoral Care of 

International Students, and at the time this research was conducted had one international 

student attending the school.  

 The principal, who was appointed in 2007, replaced the foundation principal, and has 

led the school with a stable leadership team since.  The principal is an executive member on a 

number of national educational committees and a highly experienced school leader.  

 

School Organisation 

 

At the time this research was conducted, the hierarchical leadership structure included the 

principal, two deputy principals and five Deans of Learning (DoLs).  The DoLs were 

responsible for year-levelled teams and were in-essence “walking” senior teachers.  They 

were released from classroom responsibilities so they could encourage “collaborative 

practices and build teacher capacity to promote and support student learning” in their teams 

(Education Review Office, 2015).  DoLs monitored classroom programmes, ensured 

administrative tasks were completed, and were responsible for the pastoral care of the 

teachers and students in their team.  The DoLs also taught in classes when teachers in their 

team had classroom release.  

The leadership team and DoLs organised the teaching teams each year.  These teams 

were based on students’ year levels (refer Figure 7.1).  The teachers were not asked with 

whom they would prefer to work, but could request which year level they would prefer to 

teach.  As a DoL explained, 

 

If teachers have to choose themselves, they tend to choose their buddies, and 

sometimes that is not often the best idea…. They like to choose initially but your 

work relationship and social relationship is different, so we envisage that and we warn 

teachers at the beginning that we make these groups. 
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Figure 7.1. Organisation of School 3 in 2016 

 

The physical learning environment.  There is a mixture of traditional and modern 

learning environments in School 3.  The original building in the centre of the school was 

designed as a modern learning environment.  Each learning space has internal and external 

glass walls and between the rooms is a shared āwhina space (refer Figure 7.2).  

Prefabricated classrooms were positioned around the original building to cater for the 

rapid roll growth.  These prefabricated classrooms are permanent and have been enhanced to 

look less portable.  They have furnished decks, eave trimmings, frosted door signs and 

individual cloak bays (refer Figure 7.3).   
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Figure 7.2. Layout of modern learning environment in School 3 

 

In both types of learning environment, the teachers had their own teaching classrooms spaces, 

which were joined by shared āwhina spaces or covered decking.  
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Figure 7.3. Layout of prefabricated classrooms in School 3  

 

School-wide documentation.  School-wide documentation, including teachers’ 

planning, assessment data, and professional learning group minutes, were kept in teachers’ 

workbooks, digital folders and Google Drive.  Teachers chose how to keep their 

documentation and were not expected to share their planning or other school documentation 

with their colleagues or DoLs.  

 

School 3 Phase Two Participants 

 

In this case study, the understandings, experiences, and reactions of 23 teachers employed in 

School 3 are discussed.  All 23 teachers completed the questionnaire in March 2016.  From 

the 23 participants, one DoL and four teachers, who represented different clusters, agreed to 

participate in phase two of the research.  Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 
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these teachers in May and November.  The four teachers were also observed throughout the 

year, and documentation such as planning and reflections was collected and analysed.  The 

principal was also interviewed late in 2016.  The placement of these participants in the school 

is shown in Figure 7.4.   

 

 

 
 

Figure 7.4. Placement of phase two participants in School 3 in 2016. 

 

Phase two participants are referred to by a letter based on their placement in the school.  The 

teacher from Team 1 is referred to as the junior teacher (JT).  The teacher in Team 4 has the 

preceding initial M which indicates the middle school team, and the participants in Teams 5 

and 6 have the letter S assigned to them to represent their placement in the senior school.  

The letters BT indicate the teacher was a beginning teacher.  The DoL who participated in 

phase two of this research will be referred to as DL to distinguish her from the other DoLs.   
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The School Leader’s Understanding of ILEs 

    

The principal understood that ILEs was a holistic concept: “it is around teaching pedagogical 

knowledge, around student agency, it is around community involvement in learning, and 

unfortunately a lot of it is around the physical environment.”  Her negative comment relating 

to the physical environment stemmed from her experience of trying to shift teachers’ 

mindsets to focus on pedagogy, not furniture.  The principal accepted that she was partly to 

blame for the teachers’ understanding that ILE was synonymous with Modern Learning 

Environments.  She explained that “we got on board with the whole ‘Let’s get this furniture,’ 

so we did all of that, we went through that cycle.”  However, changing furniture did not result 

in innovative teaching practices or improved student outcomes, “so what we chose to look at 

was pedagogy.”   

Supporting teachers to grasp the pedagogical principles of ILEs was perceived by the 

principal as “simplistic, but also problematic.”  She held the opinion that teachers should 

continually examine their practices at a deep level if they genuinely wanted to improve their 

practice, but understood that some teachers were uncomfortable examining and critiquing 

their pedagogies.   

The principal expressed concern that the constant drive to promote student agency 

and be responsive to students’ motivations and emotions distracted from the “essence of 

education, what is important to learn.”  She wondered if traditional teaching practices would 

prove to be more effective: 

One part of me would like to say “actually it would be important to go back to 

teaching how we used to teach 20 years ago, where kids learned the purpose for 

things more clearly on what they needed to learn”…. You know, what’s the purpose 

of what you are trying to achieve?  I think that is the direction across the country that 

we’ve lost a little bit [of purpose] (principal). 

 

The principal understood that, with increased freedom and flexibility, “you actually have kids 

who are at risk of not getting a well-rounded education” (principal).  Consequently, the 

principal and DoLs were in the process of devising a list of “must-do’s.”  An example of a 

must-do was ensuring planning was child-focused and data-led, which are two guiding ILE 

learning principles.  The list of must-dos was still in the development stage and had not been 

shared with the teaching staff.   
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Leading the shift to ILEs made the principal feel vulnerable, and she suspected the 

DoLs felt equally vulnerable.  She explained that “I think the most vulnerable people that I 

work with are the leadership team because for the past three years we have put ourselves in 

that situation [exploring innovative pedagogy], but now we are doing that push through to our 

teachers.”  The principal’s vulnerability stemmed from teachers challenging her vision for the 

school, and wanting to know specifically how to change.  As she explained, “you have got 

teachers who are challenging why we are doing it in a particular way or saying ‘actually this 

is where my learning is at, so how do I get to that next stage?’”  However, she understood 

that being in a comfortable “default” position did not lead to growth and improvement.  She 

was aware that many of her staff were in “comfortable positions” and looked forward to 

pushing them out of their comfort zones.   

 

The School Leader’s Expectations 

 

In 2015, the principal established two “trialling ILE teams.”  The two teams of four teachers 

were given the freedom to explore and implement innovative practices that they deemed 

would positively impact on student outcomes.  The principal hoped the teachers would use 

this opportunity to unpack the beliefs and theories that underpinned their practices.  During 

the end of the year presentations of the learning journeys, the principal came to the realisation 

that the teachers had not questioned or challenged each other about the new practices they 

had implemented.  The teams were disbanded when the teachers were unable to produce data 

that proved their new practices had positively impacted on student performance.  The 

principal explained that “we started with a clear idea, and then it became evident that it 

wasn’t clear… what we saw was cross-grouping, we didn’t see that depth in really stretching 

curriculum knowledge, and so we said, ‘actually, stop that.’”   

At the beginning of 2016, the principal instructed the teaching staff not to implement 

any new initiatives without prior discussions with their DoLs.  She advised the teachers to 

focus instead on critiquing their practices and developing their pedagogical knowledge: 

 

Challenging practice doesn’t necessarily mean how many groups I have got, or what I 

am doing with that group, but what is the depth and breadth of the curriculum?  How 

do you take that depth and breadth further?  How do you get to know and understand 

the learning styles of the students individually and then as a collective?  How do you 

put those things together to ensure that the children in your class, every single child in 
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your class has that clear knowledge and understanding or purpose of their own 

abilities and needs, and what learning looks like for them? (principal) 

 

School leader’s perceptions of teachers’ commitment to ILEs.  The principal 

estimated that the commitment of the teaching staff to challenge their practices at a deeper 

level, and explore innovative practices, on a scale of one to ten (one being not at all 

committed and ten being fully committed) was “about a five out of ten.”  She expected the 

teachers to engage in challenging conversations about reading and writing practices, but 

perceived many of the conversations “have been at a surface level of comfortable 

conversations, because everybody’s default position is different, everybody’s vulnerability is 

different” (principal).  To support teachers to critique their own and others’ practices, the 

principal established Innovative Learning Practice Groups (ILPG).  ILPG are discussed later 

in this chapter. 

 

Teachers’ Understandings of ILEs  

 

The interviewees agreed that as a staff they had done “a lot of idea sharing of what ILEs 

potentially should be, and how ILEs could work, and discussions around what we as people 

have to do to make an ILE work” (ST).  These discussions had resulted in several shared 

understandings.  One understanding shared by 60% of the questionnaire respondents 

(n=14/23) was that the focus in ILEs shifts from teaching to learning, and that the 

responsibility for learning is shared between students and teachers.  MT’s comments were 

illustrative of the interviewees’ position: 

 

It is about the students like it is meant to be. What that looks like, obviously I am led 

by the students’ learning as well as their learning needs… I don’t use the term 

student-centred, but it is about them and it is their ownership. 

 

Interestingly, in 2016 School 3 invested in a school-wide numeracy programme that provided 

workbooks for students and course books for teachers.  The teachers’ workbooks included 

lesson notes detailing how to deliver each lesson.  ST recognised the irony, explaining “there 

is no student agency.  It is very prescriptive, but again, it will be really interesting to see if 

standards have raised.” 

In the questionnaire, 30% of the respondents (n=7/23) thought of the physical 

learning space and furniture when considering how ILEs differed from traditional practices 
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and environments.  ST understood that “the physical environment dictates what you can and 

can’t do… our school is not built for it, so some of our rooms work well, some are 

impossible.”  DL was aware of this shared understanding, and acknowledged that “having 

bean bags and high and low tables and stuff, that is great, that can actually sometimes shift 

the perception when your room is different from a traditional setting.”  However, she 

explained how the school leaders were in the process of trying to shift the teachers’ 

understanding to “focus more on the pedagogy, what is happening in that classroom,” 

reiterating the principal’s objective.  

Collaboration was identified as a feature of ILEs by many questionnaire respondents.  

Over half of the participants (n=13/23) identified collaborative teaching and nearly a third 

(n=7/23) identified collaborative planning with colleagues.  Further exploration of this shared 

understanding revealed that the interviewees interpreted the term “collaboration” differently.  

JT broadly explained collaboration to involve working with students and teachers in one 

space, while ST defined collaboration as “sharing ideas, sharing resources.”  Both teachers 

thought they worked collaboratively with their colleagues “to a degree” (JT), although ST 

admitted she had worked a lot more collaboratively when she was in her 2015 “trialling ILE” 

team.   

Six questionnaire respondents shared the understanding that flexible grouping was a 

feature of ILEs.  MT felt strongly about sharing the responsibility for students, explaining 

that fluid grouping could enable teachers to better cater for different abilities and motivations.  

In contrast, ST was sceptical about these benefits.  Upon reflection of her time working in a 

“trialling ILE” team in 2015, she perceived that she did not know her students well: “we 

spend the whole year really getting to know the kids in our class of 25-30.  I don't know if we 

really have the ability to know up to 90 children in an ILE.”   

The interviewees agreed that the commitment levels of the teaching staff’s 

engagement in ILEs varied.  JT commented that “I would say we are somewhere in the 

middle and I would say there is probably a big variety between staff,” echoing the principal’s 

rating and comments.  Based on the interviews, this was a reasonable estimation.  MT was 

passionate about the guiding principles of ILEs but understood teachers would need to “get 

over yourself, to put it mildly” and abandon the traditional, autonomous model of education 

if they wanted to fully engage in ILEs.  In contrast, ST was less convinced ILEs was the 

answer to improved student outcomes, commenting that “I think it is just another name for 

what a lot of us have been doing for a very long time anyway, in various ways.  Sometimes I 

think it is just like the latest fashion and trend.” 
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Teachers’ Reactions to Expectations to Engage in ILEs 

 

The interviewees agreed that the senior leadership team “has trust in us to provide good 

programmes and adjust them as need be” (JT), and that they were expected to critique an 

aspect of their reading or writing practice.  However, many of the interviewees were unable 

to articulate how the leadership team expected them to do this.  ST felt the lack of clear 

expectations was because the DoLs lacked an understanding of ILEs so were unable to 

provide guidance on innovative practices.  

 

Feelings of uncertainty.  In 2015, ST was a member of a trialling ILE team who was 

encouraged by the school leaders to explore innovative practices that improved student 

outcomes.  ST’s team trialled ways of grouping students, running workshops, monitoring 

student learning progressions, and using the physical learning spaces.  The following year, 

the teachers were instructed to abandon their collaborative efforts and focus on their 

pedagogy, specifically an aspect of their reading or writing programme.  ST was unsure why 

the teams had been abandoned and expressed the opinion that “we have sort of gone 

backwards a bit.”   

 

Lack of explicit expectations.  On a scale of one to ten on how clear she was about 

the leadership team’s expectations to critique her current practices and explore innovative 

strategies (one being not clear of expectations and ten being very clear about expectations), 

ST responded with one:  “This year I don’t feel like anybody has given me any sort of 

expectations.  I feel like if I just closed my door and worked completely on my own, nobody 

would mind.”  ST felt the lack of guidance and expectations stemmed from the leadership not 

having a clear vision or deep knowledge of ILEs: “I don’t think there is a whole school 

vision, or if there is a whole school vision we’re not party to it.…The word on the street is 

‘what are we doing?’”  The lack of clarity did not concern ST, and she commented “for me, 

there is no risk.  It doesn’t make me feel anxious.”   

The leadership team were reluctant to allow teachers to try new practices without a 

deeper exploration of their existing practices and understanding of the principles that 

underpin ILEs.  DL explained how teachers could “feel very vulnerable” when change is 

imposed, which was why the leadership team decided to take a “softly-softly approach” and 

not dictate change: 
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It is a learning phase for them. As leaders, we know they need to go further but it’s 

baby steps for them. We can’t hurry them along; it is slow and steady… we don’t 

want to make it top down and say, “Do this.”  We want to make it coming from them. 

(DL) 

 

Weaker relationships with students and their families.  Six questionnaire 

respondents, including three interviewees, perceived that expectations to have flexible 

groupings in ILEs would likely result in weaker student-teacher relationships.  The 

interviewees understood that establishing a strong relationship with students was essential for 

effective learning.  In a blog entry, JT wrote: “Relationships are critical because having an in-

depth understanding of the learner’s needs allows us to refine the learning environment 

further to cater for those needs” (blog uploaded 3 June 2016).  However, ST found it 

considerably more difficult to establish close relationships with students during her time 

trialling ILEs in 2015.  Sharing the responsibility for students from four classes resulted in 

ST feeling like she did not know the “whole” child: 

 

Sometimes I couldn’t even remember the names of the children in my group. And I 

didn’t know them... I was just like a reliever, and how do you know how hard you can 

push a kid if you don’t know them? Is that child being lazy, or is that child about to 

burst into tears? Is that child freaking out because you have given them too much too 

fast?  All I know is their maths level, but not about them as a person and I am 

probably one of those teachers who sits at the end of the spectrum where my biggest 

thing would be about knowing the whole child (ST). 

 

MT had a different perspective.  Although she agreed that “knowing your students and 

whānau really well has a real positive impact on the students on their learning journey,” she 

admitted that she had not known the students in her 2015 trialling ILE team well.  MT 

reasoned that this had not been detrimental to her students’ learning because, “although we 

don’t know them all extremely well, the students feel we do.”  MT accepted that “it's not 

perfect but we know ‘knowing our students’ is vital, so we have made it one of our 

priorities.” 

ST and MT both recognised how expectations to share the responsibility for more 

than one class of students could also affect their relationships with whānau.  ST explained:  

 

You don’t know the parents, you don’t know the family scenarios, you don’t know 

that kid’s father is sick or that kid is in state care or anything.  I think that 

interpersonal stuff is probably the biggest risk. (ST) 
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MT’s trialling ILE team agreed to greet parents and students in the āwhina space each 

morning as they arrived.  They hoped this would enable them to establish deeper 

relationships and ensure whānau felt welcomed at school: “I’m all for transparency with 

parents.  I think we win if we are out there at 8 am and we are meeting and greeting, and we 

don’t have to know their names but we need to be seen.”  

 

Feelings of trust.  The interviewees all felt trusted by the leadership team to provide 

effective programmes.  ST explained that, although she lacked clarity around what the senior 

management expected in regards to exploring or implementing new practices, she was not 

overly concerned or frustrated.  Her comment that “we are trusted, we are really highly 

trusted” was illustrative of the interviewees’ shared understandings.  However, it was evident 

that feeling trusted to provide effective programmes without explicit expectations to explore 

practices that improve student outcomes resulted in the interviewees not critiquing their 

practices beyond a surface level, or implementing more effective practices.   

 

Teachers’ Learning and Reactions to Support 

 

The leadership team were wary about overloading their staff with professional learning and 

held “the belief that if we put some more on the teacher’s platter, they have got so much, so 

we must take something away” (DL).  Consequently, administrative staff meetings and staff-

led professional learning were rare, and deliberately not planned in weeks when other school-

wide professional learning sessions were scheduled.  Most of the interviewees appreciated 

that the amount of after school meetings and professional learning was minimal. 

 

Professional learning.  In 2015 and 2016 the teachers participated in two 

professional learning initiatives.  The local learning network led one initiative, while the 

other, which focused on Assessment for Learning, was jointly led by external professional 

learning facilitators and the leadership team. 

Twice a term the teaching staff attended off-site professional learning workshops 

facilitated by a local learning network (LLN).  The purpose of the network was threefold: to 

support relationships formed through an established cluster of schools, to meet commonly 

identified professional learning needs, and to strengthen innovative learning practices in the 

community.  An independent consultant and programme director from the Auckland 

University of Technology facilitated the learning.  In 2015, the LLN focused on teacher 
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inquiry and reflective teacher inquiry models.  The following year the leadership team 

expanded on this and led whole staff meetings on Teaching as Inquiry.  

In 2016, the LLN led workshops on ways to strengthen action through collaboration.  

DL explained that the leadership team registered their staff in the LLN “because they tailor 

that for the teachers.”  Beginning teachers were not expected to attend the LLN meetings.  

Instead, the assistant principal provided these teachers with targeted support.  DL explained 

that “we sort of drip-feed them because we know in their first few years it is very stressful.”  

The principal perceived that her teaching staff did not fully benefit from the LLN 

meetings.  She had observed how her teaching staff were reluctant to engage in in-depth 

dialogue with teachers from local schools, preferring to discuss their practices with each 

other: 

 

[LLN] hasn’t really worked because it is that whole thing, we are very insular people 

and I don’t want to talk with you, I don’t know you and so I will just talk to my 

people.... They sit together, so now we are making them move.  But you can move 

and have a conversation with somebody and you can tell them what you are doing and 

they can sit there and say, “wow, how interesting,” but it is not going to make one iota 

of difference to practice.  What’s going to make a difference is when that person says, 

“so what?”  And that is not happening yet. (principal) 

 

The other whole staff professional learning initiative focused on Assessment for Learning.  

The Assessment for Learning course was facilitated by an external expert in 2015 and by the 

leadership team the following year.  The initiative aimed to support teachers to identify 

students’ strengths and learning needs, and plan and modify teaching and learning 

programmes for individual students and groups of students.  

The only one-off whole staff professional learning sessions provided in 2016 included 

learning on the Google suite and the Arts curriculum.  Both workshops were led by external 

professional learning facilitators and supported by the Technology and Arts curriculum 

leaders in the school.   

The leadership team encouraged the teachers to identify professional learning 

workshops that they deemed to be useful.  In 2016, a group of teachers including MT 

attended “Positive Behaviour for Learning” workshops which aimed to support teachers 

address problem behaviour, improve children’s well-being, and increase educational 

achievement.  Teachers from different teams also chose to opt into an off-site writing 
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workshop, and the DoLs and curriculum leaders attended a workshop on middle management 

led by a consultant from CORE Education.   

 

Teachers’ reactions to professional learning.  In the questionnaire, 70% of the 

respondents (n=16/23) indicated that the professional learning they attended had assisted 

with their understanding of ILEs.  However, when questioned on how their understandings 

had changed, the interviewees were vague.   

MT and JT explained that they had gained new ideas and a sense of “what’s 

happening in the area” (MT) from interacting with teachers during their LLN meetings.  JT 

explained that “we talk about what we are trying, and it is also that thing, ‘well, they are 

doing this, I might do that,’ or if it doesn’t quite fit, how can I adapt that to suit me?” (JT).  

Although ST also identified professional learning as being a form of support in the 

questionnaire, she was unsure which particular professional learning had made an impact on 

her practice.  On deeper reflection, ST thought that what she had read on ILEs had been 

“woolly and common sense” and not particularly helpful:  “I don’t mean to be arrogant, but a 

lot of what you do read you go, ‘okay, I know that.’  I just found reading around it didn’t help 

me. I possibly needed to see something really working” (ST). 

To ensure that teachers were not overloaded, the leadership team had “taken off some 

staff meetings” (DL).  Consequently, the interviewees all felt that the professional learning 

they had participated in had “been nothing strenuous” (JT).  In contrast, SBT perceived the 

learning opportunities were too sparse.  She commented, “when I think about my practicum 

school last year, I’m pretty sure there was PD every week or every second week, but I feel 

like there is nothing here.”  Her comments confirmed the hypothesis that a novice teacher’s 

expectations of support would be based on their prior experiences of support, such as when 

they were on teaching practicum.  Beginning teachers may expect ILE-related support to be 

more structured and explicit.  The teachers all agreed that they would benefit more from 

actual research on ILEs or observing teachers working in ILEs: “We are in education, we do 

need research, you do need something to back it up, a bit of evidence” (MT). 

 

Innovative learning practice groups.  The leadership team placed teachers into 

Innovative Learning Practice (ILP) groups to support the teachers to critique their pedagogies 

and inquire into more effective practices.  The leadership team instructed the junior school 

teachers to focus their inquiries on reading, and the senior school teachers were told to focus 

on improving writing quality.  Each ILP group consisted of three or four teachers who taught 
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similar year levels of students.  JT explained that “most people are in groups of three, but my 

group is a four, just because that’s just the way it worked out.… In mine, we have two Year 

one teachers including myself, and two Year twos [teachers].”  

The teachers were instructed to choose a specific focus and target a group of students.  

SBT explained how initially teachers were encouraged to identify two students to target, then 

at the end of term one “we got told, make it four, five, or six [students to target].  I chose 

four; I thought that was a manageable number for me.”  The teachers were expected to meet 

with their ILP colleagues every two or three weeks and were instructed to use a model of 

inquiry to “notice and focus, and scan for information, and then work out what’s the next 

steps for that group” (DL).  JT explained that the model of inquiry “was a guide which you 

can use to inform your inquiry, but then you take that, and you use it how you want to” (JT).  

The principal explained her vision for the ILP groups:  

 

It is around teachers having or working in a high trust environment to challenge and 

question their own practice and then seeing, looking at, or following a target group of 

children to see how that practice has improved the learning outcomes. 

 

During ILP meetings, the teachers were encouraged to refer to their notes from LLN sessions 

on reflective teacher inquiry and the school-led Teaching as Inquiry workshops, and to use 

the broad guiding questions supplied by the leadership team.  The guiding questions 

prompted the teachers to focus on their actions, and included the following: 

 

1. What is it like for my learners?  

2. Why is it happening?  

3. What can I change in my teaching?  

4. What encouraged you to try that practice?   

 

The principal’s perception was that the teachers “really enjoyed” meeting with their ILP 

colleagues, but sensed that the enjoyment was due to their not being challenged or required to 

think critically about why certain strategies were more effective than others.  She understood 

that, for teachers to develop an inquiry and evidence-seeking mindset, they first need to 

unpack their own beliefs about their practices.  Teachers also need to use a collection of 

information to ascertain an accurate understanding of what is happening for their learners and 

understand why innovative ways of teaching may be better than “tried and true” practices.  
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Consequently, the principal stated that “now I want them not to enjoy it [ILP meetings].” She 

elaborated: 

 

They think they are very successful, but to me, they are still at that very bottom rung 

because they are not actually unpacking and debating that whole curriculum 

knowledge.  What they are doing is sharing strategies that may work, that may lift 

some kids’ learning, but they haven’t unpacked why that is actually going to make a 

difference or why that happened in the first place!  

 

The principal also expressed concern that knowledge that was generated in the ILP groups 

was not being dispersed throughout the school.  She asked: “Where is that ripple effect 

going? How do we get that cross-pollination?” and was considering creating mixed year 

teams in the future “because it is not about the age of the child, it is about the depth of 

knowledge and your understanding of curriculum and key competencies of learning” 

(principal).  

At the end of 2016, the teachers presented their inquiries to the teachers in their year-

levelled teams.  The presentations were video recorded so the DoLs could assist the teachers 

to “unpack their findings by asking them challenging questions” (DL).  The principal also 

wanted the leadership team to view the videos and “moderate them and unpack them even 

further. What are we seeing? Why are we seeing this? What do we need to look at now?” 

(principal)  

 

Teachers’ reactions to their innovative learning practice groups.  Eleven 

questionnaire respondents (48% of total participants), including two interviewees, perceived 

their ILP group to be a form of support that had enabled them to engage in innovative 

practices.  MT and JT felt their inquiries had noticeably improved their reading and writing 

programmes.   

MT and the two teachers in her ILP group agreed to work collaboratively on a joint 

inquiry.  They focussed on ways to develop their writing programmes to optimise the 

learners’ potential in writing.  Students who were achieving but not excelling in writing were 

identified.  The teachers collectively wondered if they were so relieved to have these students 

reach an acceptable standard in writing that they “forgot to offer opportunities to further their 

progress” (MT, Inquiry reflection, Term 1, 2016).  The teachers identified their target groups 

using assessment data obtained at the start of the year.  Following this, they had learning 

conversations with their selected students to ascertain how the children felt about writing.  In 
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a reflection, MT wrote, “I could identify what the children know and understand about 

writing, along with what they like or dislike about writing.”  The students’ overwhelming 

responses centred on not knowing the purpose of writing.  This insight provided MT and her 

two colleagues with a more explicit focus for their inquiry.  During an ILP meeting in term 

two, the teachers agreed on the following actions to try and remedy this issue: 

 

 immerse the students in writing for different purposes, 

 use writing models and examples, 

 ensure the writing tasks are relevant to the learner’s world and interest, 

 set learning goals, 

 engage students in lessons by including role play, and 

 ensure writing lessons are short, sharp and interactive. 

 

In the following two terms, MT and her ILP colleagues monitored their target groups in 

several ways.  They held learning conversations with the students, recorded negative 

behaviours towards writing, kept a modelling book for evidence, and made video recordings 

of the targeted students working.  In October 2016, MT recorded how the students’ 

perceptions of writing had changed.  As she explained, “they write with purpose, think about 

why they are writing this piece, think about their audience, use language that captivates the 

reader.”  Three of the five students in MT’s target group were assessed as working above the 

national average, confirming to MT that her inquiry had assisted her to develop more 

effective practices.  When questioned about which practice had made the difference, MT 

struggled to answer: “I don’t know, I always try to engage my students, maybe just being 

more aware of those students.” 

During one of JT’s ILP meetings, I observed the teachers discussing teaching 

strategies and resources that could be used to improve student reading.  JT shared an 

American text on reading concepts, skills, and strategies.  After the observation, she 

explained that “we often share strategies with each other, and I think, ‘Oh, I’ll try that.’”  JT 

also explained how her ILP colleagues occasionally conducted video observations of each 

other during class time, which would be critiqued during the meetings, “but positively, you 

know.”  At the end of each meeting, which was kept to a half hour time limit, the teachers set 

an agenda for the following meeting.  JT felt this encouraged the teachers to stay focused on 

the next steps in their inquiry.  

JT perceived that the discussions with her ILP members had resulted in her 

introducing more effective practices which had improved student outcomes: “I have had 
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students who started at [reading] level two at the beginning of the year and are now up to 

level 15.  I’ve had students who have started on level five and are now on level ten.”  

However, much like MT, she was unable to explain what specific changes to her practice had 

made the difference, and how she knew the strategies discussed in her ILP meeting were the 

catalyst for the students’ improvement.   

It was evident from interviews, informal discussions and observations that there was a 

strong feeling of collegiality in the school, but the collegiality existed because teachers were 

allowed to maintain the status quo.  They were expected to engage in conversations about 

their practices with their ILP colleagues, but there were no expectations for the teachers to 

change how they taught, or trial the suggestions of others.  Furthermore, the interviewees did 

not feel their beliefs, values or pedagogies were challenged.  ST explained that, “as much as I 

absolutely love my school and my management, it is quite safe.”   The principal and DL 

accepted my perception of collegiality within the school to be accurate.  DL shared an 

anecdote about a teacher in her ILP group who had admitted to her that “I don’t want to make 

any waves so I will just say that [I agree with the group] and then I will walk away and just 

do my own thing.”  Consequently, DL had had discussions with staff about sacrificing 

growth to avoid conflict.  

Twelve questionnaire respondents (52%) did not identify their ILP inquiry as a form 

of support.  ST and SBT felt their fortnightly ILP meetings were a “time waster” (SBT) and 

explained that “we are doing it because we have to do it” (ST).  Both of these teachers’ 

inquiries focused on raising writing standards.  ST targeted students whom she perceived 

were risk-averse writers and had the potential for higher achievement in writing, and SBT 

targeted boys who were “reluctant writers.”  SBT explained how there was “no structure and 

no guidance” in their meetings.  In their first ILP meeting they had been provided with 

guiding questions to support their discussions but, “since then, nothing, so we come to these 

meetings going ‘What do we talk about?’” (SBT).  Consequently, the teachers spent their 

meetings “telling each other what we have done and then going back into our room again” 

(ST).  An observation of their ILP meeting confirmed ST’s description.  

In addition to feeling unsupported, ST reasoned that the dynamics of her ILP group 

made the “conversations impossible.”  ST, an experienced teacher and curriculum leader, was 

grouped with two beginning teachers:  

 

They are both looking to me for every single answer and I don’t really know what is 

required by the school or what I am supposed to be doing!  I don’t have an idea really 
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about what they [leadership] want us to be discussing, so they [beginning teachers] 

are looking at me asking, “What should we be discussing? What should we be coming 

out of the conversation with? What evidence should we have?” and I actually don’t 

know! We are just three completely lost people. 

 

The principal expected the DoLs to foster discussions in ILP meetings, yet during both 

observations the DoL was absent.  SBT explained that her DoL did not lead the meetings and 

usually arrived “at the very end right as we are finishing.”  Neither ST nor SBT were overly 

concerned by her absence because they believed she lacked an understanding of how an 

inquiry should proceed: “She tries to help but doesn’t understand what to do either. She is 

very, very, vague” (ST).   

DL had a different understanding of what was expected from the DoLs.  She 

explained that the teachers “share their minutes with their deans and senior leadership.  I can 

go in any time and see what pathway they are taking. I also visit” (DL).  When questioned 

about how she had specifically supported her ILP groups, she explained how she had 

promoted “having good, deep learning conversations to delve deeper into their practice.”  As 

a result, DL perceived the teachers in her ILP groups to be getting “more comfortable asking 

good questions during learning conversations,” and that they were less inclined to be “echo 

chambers” to each other.  However, DL felt the teachers were still developing the confidence 

to inquire into their own and others’ practice effectively.  She explained how the teachers 

were still hesitant to be a critical friend and challenge “their buddy out of their comfort 

zone.”  DL understood that for teachers to gain confidence in these areas they would require 

more targeted professional learning and resources to better support inquiry into practice:  

 

I think if teachers know “how” and “what” to do they will be more likely to attempt it.  

They need examples of how this could and is done…. We cannot and should not 

assume that all teachers know how to participate in learning conversations effectively 

(DL). 

 

Observations.  Observing teachers on site or in local schools was not a common 

practice in School 3 even though some teachers recognised the value in the practice.  JT and 

ST both commented that having the opportunity to observe ILEs in action would increase 

their understanding of ILEs: “The theoretical could become the physical: ‘This is what it 

looks like’.… I think we need to see it working more. I don’t think most people have seen it 

working” (ST).  When the teachers were asked why they had not requested classroom release 

to visit ILE schools, JT replied that,  



TEACHERS’ REACTIONS TO ILE 

 
 

142 

As a fully registered teacher, you don’t have time to observe people…. I would love 

to go, for example, and see School X, or one of those schools to see how they are 

doing things and how it is working for them, and if things haven’t worked, then why?   

 

ST had a different response as to why she had not requested to visit other schools.  She was 

aware that observing teachers who were further along the ILE continuum could be 

discouraging.  In 2015, a team of School 3 teachers visited a newly established ILE school to 

observe how the teachers were organising mathematics workshops.  ST explained how the 

visit had had a detrimental effect on the visiting teachers: 

  

I know some people went to see some things, not just maths, but more collaborative 

open things, and they came back disheartened because all of the children had a device 

each and that made a massive difference… if you go and observe someone and if you 

physically can’t do it, it is just a bit depressing. (ST) 

 

Development of Teachers’ Knowledge and Understandings of ILEs   

 

The interviewees’ understandings of ILEs did not change during 2016, which was not 

surprising considering the lack of targeted professional learning and explicit expectations.  

Although it was evident that the principal had her reasons for disbanding the 2015 trialling 

ILE teams, none of the interviewees, except for MT, were clear on them.  MT, the only 

interviewee who had some understanding, explained:  

 

It is all about let’s get a clear understanding, get a depth of knowledge and a shared 

understanding of what this collaborative stuff looks like.  Just because we are not 

crossing kids over and doing all of that this year, we are not ready for that, we need to 

know first. 

 

The principal understood that her instructions to stop trialling innovative practices and 

instead focus on professional inquiries into practice had caused some confusion for the staff: 

“I am not sure that at the moment the clarity is there” (principal).  However, she felt the 

teachers’ understandings were “evolving and metamorphosing” and in time they would make 

the connection and critique their practices and students’ needs before implementing a new 

practice.  As DL explained, “we want to make it coming from them, so we are only feeding in 

a little bit at a time when they are ready.”   
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CHAPTER 8:  DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

This three-school case study captured the complex connections between school leaders’ 

understandings of ILEs, teachers’ understandings of ILEs, and teachers’ reactions to 

expectations to engage in innovative practices.  The study also investigated forms of support 

that mitigated teachers’ perceptions of risk and enabled them to identify and engage in more 

innovative practices.  Like many schools in New Zealand and abroad, the three primary 

schools involved in this research were in the process of making the shift from traditional 

practices and environments to ILEs.  

A qualitative explanatory case study was used.  This design involved two separate 

data collection and analysis phases.  Questionnaire data obtained from 73 teachers in the 

initial phase provided a description of teachers’ understandings of ILEs, innovative practices 

they had implemented, and the forms of support they had received.  The data were used for 

phase two sampling purposes and provided the basis for semi-structured interviews.  Eighteen 

teachers and four school leaders participated in the sequential phase.  The sequential phase 

included semi-structured interviews, classroom observations, participant blogs, teachers’ 

daily records, and publicly available school documentation.  Data obtained from this phase 

provided an understanding of how teachers had developed their perceptions of ILEs and why 

they reacted the way they did to expectations to engage in innovative practices.  The data 

were analysed using an inductive and deductive thematic approach and coded using NVivo. 

This discussion begins by responding to the first research question: What are school 

leaders’ and teachers’ understandings of Innovative Learning Environments?  The findings 

indicate that the depth of teachers’ understandings was largely determined by how the school 

leaders promoted the rationale for the change.  Following this, I respond to the second 

research question: How do teachers react to expectations to engage in Innovative Learning 

Environments?  Teachers’ reactions to ILEs were influenced by their understandings of ILEs 

and the clarity of expectations to change.  When a rationale for change was accompanied by 

clear expectations that teachers perceived to be achievable, they were more willing to critique 

traditional practices and explore innovative ways of teaching.  Conversely, a lack of rationale 

for change with or without explicit expectations resulted in less positive outcomes.  This 

discussion concludes by responding to the third research question: What forms of support do 

teachers perceive enable them to develop their understanding of Innovative Learning 

Environments, and engage in innovative practices?  It was evident that it was not the amount 
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of support with which teachers were provided but the type of support which impacts on the 

development of teachers’ understandings of ILEs.  The differential impact of the forms of 

support is discussed.   

 

School Leaders’ Understandings of the Rationale for ILEs 

 

The school leaders in the study understood that economic, social, and technological 

developments were driving educational change, but not all of them were convinced ILEs 

would be the antidote that would improve educational outcomes.  Through semi-structured 

interviews, it became evident that the depth of the leaders’ understandings of ILEs differed, 

which influenced how they promoted ILEs to the teachers in their schools.   

In the school where the greatest change was evident, the school leaders understood 

that traditional models of teaching and learning were no longer adequate.  They agreed with 

Lieberman and Pointer Mace (2008) who argued that “teaching as telling is no longer 

appropriate for a knowledge society that needs students who are prepared in problem solving, 

adaptability, critical thinking, and digital literacies” (p. 226).  The leaders’ mutual 

understanding that students need to be equipped with 21st century learning skills to be 

prepared for an unknown future provided them with a rationale for change.  They also 

understood that leading change necessitated engaging in dialogue with staff about their 

understandings and how they aligned with the school vision.  Rather than pontificating about 

the world changing and the need to be “leading edge,” these school leaders focused on why 

they perceived ILEs could better suit their learners.  They referred to the principles of ILEs 

which can guide the design of innovative learning environments and provided literature on 

21st century learning skills.  Teachers were encouraged to engage in dialogue about their 

perceptions of ILEs and the challenges they may face engaging in practices that promote the 

principles of ILEs.  To further support teachers, the school leaders established a “change 

team.”  The teachers in the change team were tasked with clarifying and promoting the 

rationale for ILEs and formulating achievable expectations.  

In contrast, the school leaders in the other two schools lacked a clear understanding of 

the principles of ILEs.  One of these school leaders expressed her perception that the constant 

drive to promote student agency while being responsive to students’ motivations could 

distract teachers from the “essence of education, what is important to learn.”  The other 

principal perceived that the school vision, which “calls us to be innovative,” provided 
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sufficient rationale for change.  This principal perceived it to be the teachers’ professional 

responsibility to unpack what “innovative” could look like for their students, and claimed 

teachers with a growth mindset would thrive given the opportunity to explore innovative 

practices.  However, merely stating the school vision was far from sufficient for the teachers, 

as it was not discussed with a rationale for change or how to change. 

 

Teachers’ Understandings of the Rationale for ILEs 

 

Teachers’ understandings of ILEs were, to a degree, determined by their pre-existing frames, 

past experiences, and existing knowledge.  For example, two teachers employed in the school 

where the rationale for ILEs had not been clearly articulated had different understandings of 

ILEs.  One of these teachers explained that ILEs called for teachers to be responsive to 

students’ motivations and emotions, ensure learning is student-centred, and use assessment to 

extend students’ learning.  She perceived ILEs to be just another name for quality teaching 

and learning but understood that “people think [ILEs] is all new” due to the changing 

terminology.  This teacher’s deep understanding of the principles of ILEs stemmed from her 

beliefs about teaching and learning, and her extensive educational experience.  It had not 

developed from the professional support provided in the school or from how her school 

leader had promoted the rationale for change.  In comparison, a different teacher in the same 

school expressed a superficial understanding of ILEs.  From her past experiences and from 

working in collaborative inquiry groups, this teacher’s understanding was limited; she 

perceived “[ILE] means collaboration with teachers, sharing ideas and sharing resources.”   

This finding that teachers’ understandings are determined by their prior experiences 

and existing knowledge supports conclusions drawn in earlier studies.  Coburn (2006) 

claimed that the ways teachers engage in new initiatives is shaped by their pre-existing 

beliefs and practices.  Spillane (1999) also found teachers’ personal experiences and 

“resources” are a driver for reform.  He argued that teachers use their past experiences and 

existing knowledge to notice, construe, construct, and implement change.  In the context of 

ILEs, if teachers have limited experience or knowledge of the principles of ILEs, they are 

likely to find identifying more innovative practices challenging.  It is therefore essential that 

school leaders have an awareness of teachers’ pre-existing frames and existing knowledge so 

they can provide professional support which better enables teachers to develop shared, and 

accurate, understandings of ILEs.  
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It was also evident that the teachers’ understandings were influenced by how the 

school leaders promoted the rationale for change.  For example, through ongoing discussions 

about the rationale of ILEs in the school where the greatest change was evident, many 

teachers were able to articulate deep understandings of ILEs.  Engaging in dialogue about the 

reasoning for change enabled teachers to question their pre-existing conceptions about 

teaching and learning and to think through the implications for their beliefs, values, and 

pedagogies.  The discussions inspired many of the teachers to think beyond the barriers of 

change and consider the possible benefits to students’ learning if they stepped away from 

traditional teaching methods.   

In contrast, discussions about why ILEs may better suit the needs of 21st century 

learners were absent in the other two schools.  Instead, conversations focused on teachers’ 

perceptions of what ILEs should look like, and what teachers should do to make an ILE 

work.  Circumventing conversations about the rationale for change resulted in many teachers 

in these schools having vague or conflicting understandings of ILEs.  Without a theoretical 

understanding of the principles of ILEs the teachers felt sceptical that changing their practices 

would improve student outcomes. 

Additionally, it was evident that the teachers who expressed strong resentment about 

being expected to change perceived their current practices to be effective.  One teacher 

commented that “I’ve got good results for the last three years, why would I want to change 

what I am doing?”  This finding supports conclusions in Bommer, Rich, and Rubin’s (2005) 

research which found that people who are perceived to view change with cynicism are likely 

to be those who have been commended for engaging in effective conventional practices.  

However, Bommer, Rich, and Rubin (2005) claim that cynical people who question change 

can act as devil’s advocates in the decision-making and problem solving process.  Thus, 

cynicism may not necessarily be the barrier to change as reported in many studies (Abraham, 

2000; Stanley, Meyer, & Topolnytsky, 2005; Wanous, Reichers, & Austin, 2000). 

According to Fullan (2007), the success of change depends primarily on teachers’ 

acceptance of an initiative.  This research makes an original contribution to literature as it 

demonstrates that acceptance of ILEs can only be genuinely established when teachers are 

informed of and understand the rationale for change.  Portoghese et al. (2012) state that 

providing change-related information is fundamental for the success of any reform.  

Information can mitigate feelings of uncertainty and anxiety, which is essential for creating 

openness toward change initiatives:  “Information is crucial in shaping employees’ 
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expectations and providing a basis for developing attitudes (positive and negative) toward 

change” (Portoghese et al., 2012, p. 584).   

 

Teachers’ Reactions to Expectations to Engage in ILEs 

 

School leaders who are promoting a transition from traditional models of teaching and 

learning to ILEs have an important role as change agents.  This role includes leading the 

change process in an informed manner and having clear expectations that teachers can and 

will innovate their practices.  In response to the second research question, findings indicated 

that teachers’ reactions to engage in ILEs are largely determined by school leaders’ 

expectations to change and the ways the leaders’ engaged the teachers in the change process.   

 

Teachers as change agents.  Teachers’ reactions were generally more positive when 

they were provided with some control of the change process and worked with school leaders 

to clarify expectations.  When teachers understood why they were being expected to change, 

and how or what to change, they were more willing to take risks and explore new practices.  

The leaders and teachers in the school where change was most evident worked together to 

generate expectations that they perceived could be achieved, and which aligned with the 

school’s vision of ILEs.  During change team meetings, whole staff meetings and team 

meetings, the teachers discussed their understandings of ILEs and collated a list of innovative 

actions that they felt demonstrated their understandings.  They discussed implications for 

practice and potential challenges that could thwart the success of the innovations.  Through 

this process, the teachers clarified and refined their understandings of ILEs and connected 

theoretical new learning with their pedagogical knowledge.  These teachers had input into, 

and ownership of, the way ILEs were established in their school.  The ongoing discussions 

made visible the potential merits of ILEs which reduced many teachers’ feelings of 

uncertainty and anxiety.  Establishing clear expectations did not necessarily mitigate these 

teachers’ perceptions of risk but resulted in them working towards achieving the expectations 

and feeling more positive about ILEs.  As Le Fevre (2010) explained, “talking about change 

has the potential to empower people to work with the challenges inherent in change and help 

them gain a stronger metacognitive awareness of the processes” (p. 71).   
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Teachers perceived as implementers.  For decades, scholars have emphasised the 

importance of teachers perceiving themselves to be change agents and having a level of 

control over the change process for educational reform to be successful (Fullan, 2011; 

Hargreaves, 2004; Short, Miller-Wood, & Johnson, 1991).  When teachers lack an 

understanding of what, why or how to change, and perceive that they are viewed only as 

implementers, the implementation will often be superficial (Ungar, 2016).  This was evident 

in the two schools where the rationale for ILEs was not made explicit.  Many of the teachers 

did not engage in meaningful dialogue about their current practices or potentially more 

innovative practices, yet they were expected to identify and implement new practices.  The 

lack of clear expectations about what to change and why resulted in undesirable outcomes for 

many of the teachers and their students.  

In one of these schools, the teachers were “given leeway” to explore innovative 

practices that they deemed would improve student outcomes.  The principal did not provide a 

“recipe” or articulate her expectations, other than to inform staff that their focus should be on 

raising student achievement.  The principal refused to mandate how the teachers should 

innovate their practices, reasoning that it was the teachers’ professional responsibility to work 

out what was best for their students.  The lack of clear expectations resulted in many teachers 

adapting or implementing new practices without theoretical reasoning or deep consideration 

of the potential outcomes.  Inevitably, many of the practices were unsuccessful and 

abandoned, which contributed to teachers feeling frustrated and upset, and believing that they 

had failed.   

 

Revisiting risk and uncertainty.  Teachers in the three schools were hesitant to use 

the term, ‘risk’ to describe their reactions to expectations to engage in ILEs.  As one teacher 

in School 2 explained, “risk sounds dangerous, I don’t think there is danger” (JT).  Instead, 

phase two participants referred to feelings of anxiety and uncertainty.  Although the terms 

‘risk’ and ‘uncertainty’ are not synonymous, the connection between the terms has been 

recognised in social science literature.  Trimpop (1994) suggests uncertainty is inherent to 

perceptions of risk because there is uncertainty of an outcome, and uncertainty in the 

perceived probability of its outcome value.  

Perceptions of risk, or feelings of uncertainty were acknowledged by teachers in the 

three schools.  Teachers were uncertain how to effectively monitor student learning, and were 

uncertain how to establish close relationships with students and the students’ families in 

ILEs.  Teachers also expressed feeling uncertain of ways to work collaboratively with 
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colleagues.  Their feelings of uncertainty stemmed from being expected to work with 

colleagues who had different understandings of ILEs, different pedagogical practices, 

incompatible personalities or different interpretations of what collaboration entailed. 

However results from this study revealed that teachers who felt supported by their colleagues 

made shifts towards establishing ILEs.  This finding supports conclusions drawn in 

Twyford’s (2016) study on teachers’ perceptions of risk in professional learning.  Twyford 

(2016) found uncertainty connected to relationships could impact significantly on teachers’ 

learning.  Supportive relationships were essential for teachers to take risks when they lacked 

confidence or were certain in their state of knowledge.   

 

The complexities of collaboration.  ILEs are characterised as having a diversity of 

highly flexible spaces, which arguably present opportunities for teaching not previously 

possible.  However, findings from this research suggest that while ILEs may have many 

affordances for new, more effective pedagogies and organisational dynamics, their success 

depends on teachers being able to identify and exploit this potential.  One opportunity is for 

teachers to work collaboratively, utilising each other’s strengths to benefit student learning. 

The leaders in the three schools all expected the teachers to seek ways of working 

collaboratively.  Consequently, collaboration was perceived by teachers in the three schools 

as a requisite of ILEs.  Unpacking this shared perception revealed teachers held various 

understandings of what collaboration entailed.  When teachers discussed how they had 

worked collaboratively, they referred to visible activities such as co-planning, team-teaching, 

and sharing resources and responsibilities. Teachers described these collaborative activities 

using terms such as co-operation, teamwork, and partnership.  However, as discussed earlier 

in this thesis, the ideological foundations that underpin each of these terms differ.  Lacking a 

shared understanding of collaboration may explain why many of the teachers’ collaborative 

efforts resulted in conflict and disagreement.  

In the school where change was most evident, one teacher understood collaboration 

should be a partnership in which all parties invest the same amount of time and energy and 

the “division of duties” is equal.  When her expectations and her perception of reality did not 

align, she felt frustrated, and her resentment toward her collaborative teaching partner 

eventually resulted in a “divorce.”  Reverting to autonomous practices when conflict or 

disagreement with a colleague arose was a common teacher reaction found in all three 

schools.  In a few cases, the breakdown of collaboration resulted in teachers resigning, 
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signalling the impact that ambiguous expectations for teachers to work collaboratively can 

have.   

Results from this study also revealed that many teachers perceived collaboration to be 

“a pretend thing,” and referred to their collaborative inquiries as examples of this.  The lack 

of internal buy-in among the teachers due to the mandating of the collaborative inquiries 

resulted in what Hargreaves (1994) termed “contrived collegiality” (p. 6).  Teachers 

explained how their collaborative efforts tended to be a mere formality, lacked mutual 

engagement, and did not produce the outcomes to the desired extent.  Most of the participants 

did not unpack the beliefs and values underpinning their practices during collaborative 

inquiry meetings, nor did they challenge their colleagues about theirs.  When teachers were 

faced with different beliefs about practices, rather than exploring the differences, many 

discounted others’ views.  Many teachers explained how they would be acquiescent and 

accept the decision of the majority, even though at times they disagreed.  This finding 

supports conclusions drawn in Wong’s (2010) study of professional learning communities.  

Wong (2010) found the teachers’ psychological orientation proved to be a barrier to effective 

collaboration, which resulted in less mutual sharing. 

An important finding in this research was that collaborative relationships were 

successful when teachers were driven by the goal of leveraging the collaborative expertise of 

their colleagues in the pursuit of student learning.  Colleagues who had developed trust, and 

genuinely supported and encouraged each other to improve their practice, benefitted 

professionally.  One teacher explained how working collaboratively with her whānau leader, 

who had a strong understanding of ILEs, enabled her to identify and implement more 

innovative practices.  The whānau leader’s clear expectations to explore innovative practices, 

along with her ongoing support, gave the teacher the confidence to abandon many of her 

traditional practices and focus on more student-centred practices that led to improvements in 

student learning.  Through a collaborative process, the whānau leader developed a team that 

engaged in interactions that were more than merely sharing or team-teaching.  The teachers 

discussed innovative practices and reflected on collective experimentation.  They unpacked 

their pedagogies and developed a deeper understanding of their theories of teaching and 

learning.  This finding aligns with Hargreaves’ (1994) conclusions that the process of 

exchange can result in teachers testing the assumptions and beliefs underpinning each other’s 

practice, and encourage conscious reflections on successful practices: “Collaboration in 

dialogue and action provides sources of feedback and comparison that prompt teachers to 

reflect on their own practice” (Hargreaves, 1994, p. 246).  Doppenberg, Bakx, & den Brok 



TEACHERS’ REACTIONS TO ILE 

 
 

151 

(2012) reported similar conclusions that high quality collaborative conversations can be a 

powerful context for teacher learning. 

 

Supporting Teachers to Engage in ILEs 

 

The third research question asks: What forms of support do teachers perceive enable them to 

develop their understanding of Innovative Learning Environments, and engage in innovative 

practices? The findings in response to this question indicate that there are professional 

learning activities that influence teachers’ engagement in ILEs.  The differential impact of the 

forms of support are outlined.  However, before the professional learning activities are 

discussed, it is worth acknowledging that teachers working in seemingly similar conditions 

can perceive forms of support differently.  Different perceptions of support were determined 

by teachers’ prior experiences, learning needs, and perceptions of what constitutes 

professional support.  This finding highlights how fundamentally complex educational 

change can be, and supports Ungar’s (2016) suggestion that school leaders offer teachers 

different forms of support depending on their needs and those of their students. 

 

Professional learning.  School leaders who make tactical choices about the 

professional learning available to teachers in their schools are in a better position to support 

teachers to engage in ILEs.  In the school where the greatest change was evident, the school 

leaders understood that teachers could be distracted by extraneous professional learning.  

Consequently, they identified which professional learning initiatives should be prioritised and 

which should cease.  A postgraduate course that was prioritised focused on digital and 

collaborative practices, and, although enrolment in the course was encouraged, it was not 

mandatory.  The teachers who participated in the year-long course all identified it as a 

valuable form of support which had enabled them to develop shared understandings of ILEs, 

and had mitigated their perceptions of risk around engaging in innovative practices.  To avoid 

distraction, the school leaders ceased extraneous professional learning sessions on curriculum 

areas, technologies, and behaviour management not directly related to developing ILEs.  

The leaders in this school also accepted that the teachers were at different stages of 

comfort, transitioning from traditional practices to ILEs, and therefore had different learning 

needs.  They understood a one-size-fits-all approach to professional learning was unlikely to 

cater to all of the teachers’ needs.  Consequently, the teachers were encouraged to source 

professional learning that they perceived would assist them to develop their understandings 



TEACHERS’ REACTIONS TO ILE 

 
 

152 

of ILEs and enable them to engage in the change process.  The teachers valued the 

opportunity to self-select professional learning related to ILEs and explained how they had 

benefited from various workshops.  This finding supports claims made by Hargreaves (2004), 

who stressed the importance of teachers engaging in learning that they perceive as valuable.  

He asserted that teachers are more likely to become motivated and engaged, and express 

feelings of accomplishment, excitement and trust, when they are offered opportunities to 

engage in self-initiated professional learning. 

In contrast, the school leaders in the other two schools explained that finding ways to 

support teachers to engage in ILEs was not a simple exercise.  One of these school leaders 

had a “big picture concept” and implemented a whole staff, one-size-fits-all professional 

learning programme to build the systems and structures she perceived as necessary to 

establish ILEs.  The programme consisted of a multitude of unrelated and episodic 

professional learning sessions which did not take into account the different needs of the 

teachers.  The fragmented, short-term professional learning sessions resulted in a disjointed 

diffusion of effort that missed several targets in the process, an outcome which is discussed in 

the OECD (2015) literature.  Many of the teachers lacked an understanding of how the 

extensive professional learning connected to the school vision and described feeling 

overloaded, frustrated and ultimately disengaged from the change process.  

 

Collaborative inquiries.  In two of the schools, teachers were expected to engage in 

collaborative professional inquiries.  Although the impact of collaborative learning cultures 

on school improvement has been proposed in numerous studies (Huffman & Kalnin, 2003; 

Nelson & Slavit, 2008; Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008), it was evident in this research that the 

impact of the inquiries was minimal.  Most of the participants did not perceive their inquiries 

to have assisted them to develop their understandings of ILEs or identify more effective 

innovative practices.  The few teachers that did feel their inquiries had made a positive 

difference to student learning struggled to explain what specific changes to practice had made 

the difference, or produce data to confirm that the strategies were the catalyst for the 

students’ academic improvement.  

The literature on professional collaborative inquiries points to key characteristics of 

effectiveness.  These characteristics include shared values and vision, collective 

responsibility, clear expectations, promotion of group and individual learning, and a culture 

of collaboration within the school (DeLuca et al., 2015).  It was evident in this study that 

most of these characteristics for effective collaboration were absent.  Inquiry meetings 
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consisted of teachers having congenial conversations that focused on sharing stories of 

practice and suggestions for adapting practices.  Although one principal stated that 

collaboration should not be “a whole niceness thing,” there was a sense of “niceness” in the 

inquiry meetings observed.  One teacher commented that her collaborative group was “very 

successful and I think it is because we get along really well.”  Nelson, Deuel, Slavit, and 

Kennedy (2010) claim that when teachers have superficial conversations about practice, 

“fault lines can be avoided because an examination of the value of those ideas remains 

private” (p. 176).  However, superficial conversations, such as those observed, did not enable 

the teachers to inquire deeply into their practice or that of their colleagues.  Additionally, in 

many of the groups, there was no one with the necessary knowledge to guide the discussions, 

and all the inquiries lacked alternative perspectives and guidance from external expertise.   

Supporting teachers to shift from these “congenial but relatively superficial 

conversations to dialogue that is more productive for improving student learning entails risk-

taking and trust” (Nelson et al., 2010, p. 176).  Nelson et al. (2010) suggest that intentional 

and transparent actions are required to enable teachers to engage in substantive and specific 

dialogue about teaching and learning.  Teachers require support to learn how to have 

productive conversations, reflect on evidence, and act.  As one teacher in this study 

commented, “we cannot and should not assume that all teachers know how to participate in 

learning conversations effectively.”  Evidently, actions that promote productive dialogue 

involve more than grouping teachers together with similarly aged students and providing 

guiding questions.   

To conclude, it is important to note that many of the teachers in this study explained 

that they were not opposed to change.  Their reactions to engaging in ILEs were influenced 

by the fact that they were expected to change but not provided with a clear rationale for the 

change, explicit expectations of what or how to change, or targeted support to change.  As 

Dinham (2000) explains, “often, it is not change per se that is the problem for teachers and 

schools, but the way that change is introduced, with understanding, direction, commitment, 

time and resources being lacking” (p. 32).   

 

 

 

 



TEACHERS’ REACTIONS TO ILE 

 
 

154 

Implications for Practice and Policy 

 

 “Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?” 

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (Lewis Carroll, 2009, p. 88) 

 

Enacting change in educational practices is notoriously difficult because it is such a complex 

process.  It “requires tremendous sophistication as well as some risk-taking” (Fullan, 2007, p. 

2).  It also requires a leader who has both a clear understanding of the rationale for change 

and the capacity to lead change.  The school leader’s role is generally accepted as being “a 

central component in securing and sustaining school improvement” (Muijs & Harris, 2003, p. 

437), and it is pivotal in situations when externally mandated reform, such as ILEs, is being 

imposed.  Leaders in this study who understood why a shift to ILEs might better suit the 

needs of 21st century learners were able to “create a fit between policy and practice, or at 

least lessen the misfit” (Razzaq & Forde, 2013, p. 67).  Managing change by integrating it 

with the priorities of their context enabled the school leaders and teachers to work more 

purposefully.   

In contrast, those leaders who cannot articulate the rationale for change, align their 

reasoning with realistic and explicit expectations, and remove distractions will struggle to 

motivate teachers to engage in change.  Findings in this research indicate that some leaders 

appear to have difficulty leading the shift to ILEs due to their ambiguous understandings and 

expectations, and their inability to prioritise professional learning.  Their lack of clarity for 

change impacts on teachers’ understandings and reactions to engage in ILEs.  Teachers who 

perceived their school leaders to lack a rationale and vision for change, and felt overloaded 

by extraneous professional learning, were less inclined to engage in the change process.  

Equally, teachers who were not explicitly expected to explore innovative practices did not do 

so.  From this discussion, one could assume that school leaders should accept the 

responsibility for lack of change.  However, as suggested earlier in this thesis, “no one should 

be blamed in the process of building better schools” (Timperley & Parr, 2010, p. 17).  

Instead, policymakers, professional learning facilitators, school leaders and teachers need to 

work together to understand these different challenges and to design ways ILEs can be 

implemented so that student outcomes improve. 

Many teachers in this study had a surface level understanding of ILEs.  The common 

understanding was that collaboration and student-centeredness are requisites.  An exploration 
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into these teachers’ perceptions revealed various understandings of these concepts.  

Furthermore, teachers who identified collaboration and student-centredness as features of 

ILEs struggled to identify innovative practices that exemplified these terms.  The lack of 

clarity resulted in teachers having expectations which were not met, implementing practices 

that proved counterproductive, and ultimately feeling frustrated and a sense of failure.  This 

finding indicates how important it is for school leaders to spend time unpacking terminology 

and concepts so that a shared understanding of ILEs and shared expectations can be 

established.  A clear articulation of the principles of ILEs widely within and across the 

education system would also assist teachers to develop a deeper understanding of the 

rationale for why they are being expected to engage in innovative practices.   

The findings from this research also indicate that teachers may have the desire to 

implement innovative practices but may not enact these changes due to their perceptions of 

risk.  Teachers’ concerns about working collaboratively with colleagues who have different 

personalities and pedagogies, and about catering for the needs of large cohorts of students, 

can prevent teachers from exploring innovative practices that improve student outcomes.  To 

mitigate teachers’ perceptions of risk, school leaders may benefit from providing professional 

support which equips teachers with the necessary collaborative skills to critique current 

practices and measure the effectiveness of new practices.  

Last, but not least, governments have a central role in the change process.  They are 

pivotal in “generating coherence of aims, infrastructure and accountability and have a 

privileged role in regulating, incentivising and accelerating change” (OECD, 2017, p. 80).  

However, politicians “have a tendency to try and legislate what they think are good ideas, 

without working on the harder part of the problem, which is to get things to happen on the 

ground level” (Fullan, 1996, p. 496).  The New Zealand Ministry of Education has mandated 

that schools upgrade their traditional buildings to flexible learning spaces which will promote 

innovative practices.  ILEs, which are characterised as having a diversity of highly flexible 

spaces and ubiquitous technologies, arguably present opportunities for teaching not 

previously possible.  Unfortunately, many school leaders and teachers are uncertain how to 

work in these spaces to improve student outcomes.  Policymakers must understand that 

government mandates will bring limited and superficial change unless they are accompanied 

by support for schools and teachers to facilitate teacher understanding, shifts in beliefs and 

values, and changes in pedagogy (Darling-Hammond, 2005; Smith, 2008).  More coherent 

governmental support which illuminates ILEs as a holistic concept may enable school 
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leaders, professional learning facilitators, and teachers to understand why changes are being 

mandated and how to implement innovative practices.  

 

Suggestions for Further Research  

 

This research has highlighted how vital it is that school leaders provide teachers with a clear 

rationale for change and unambiguous expectations to engage in ILEs.  It has also indicated 

how traditional forms of support, such as professional learning workshops and collaborative 

inquiries, cannot be relied on to develop teachers’ understandings of ILEs or encourage 

teachers to explore more innovative practices.  The following suggestions for further research 

might utilise the findings from this study to extend the current knowledge of teachers’ 

understandings of and reactions to change initiatives, and specifically ILEs. 

Many teachers in this study who were not expected to change their practices did not 

explore innovative practices that might have improved student outcomes.  This finding 

indicates how crucial expectations are in a change process.  Teachers are only likely to 

engage in change if they are expected to, they understand the purpose of the expectations, and 

they are held accountable to the expectations.  A next step could be identifying the extent to 

which school leaders are expecting teachers to change, their reasoning for change, and how 

they are clarifying their expectations and ensuring accountability.  

This research focused on the development of teachers’ understandings of ILEs.  It did 

not measure or evaluate the impact of teachers’ understandings on student outcomes.  Further 

research into innovative practices that are intended to improve student outcomes would be of 

benefit to schools who have yet to make the transition to ILEs.  Providing teachers with 

examples of effective systems and practices may provide images of what is possible and 

encourage those teachers who perceive risk in changing their practices to engage in ILEs.  

Research of a longitudinal multiphase nature could also be undertaken to investigate 

how teachers’ reactions are influenced by specific forms of support.  This research would 

require the collection of baseline data on teachers’ understandings of ILEs and reactions to 

expectations to engage in innovative practices.  Professional support which teachers identify 

as assisting them to develop their understandings of ILEs could then be applied in different 

types of schools and tested for effectiveness.   

This study investigated the understandings and reactions of school leaders and 

teachers employed in a limited number of schools that are in the early stages of their ILE 
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journey.  Consequently, one cannot assume that the findings from this study will apply across 

all settings or are representative of the wider population.  Future research might involve a 

larger number of participants, from a broader geographical area and across different school 

types, thus potentially leading to better opportunities for generalisation of the findings.  

 

Final Word 

 

School leaders and teachers in New Zealand and abroad are being expected to rethink 

educational content, pedagogies and environments.  Not surprisingly, change of this 

magnitude is challenging for many school leaders and teachers.  The findings from this 

research uncovered how school leaders and teachers had varied understandings of ILEs, and 

how expectations to change (or lack thereof) influenced how teachers reacted.  To maximize 

the opportunities provided by ILEs, teachers would benefit from understanding a clear 

rationale for change and having clear expectations of what and how to change.  Furthermore, 

school leaders who take a strategic approach and provide support which deepens teachers’ 

understanding of ILEs, and who eliminate other distractions, will better enable teachers to 

focus on identifying innovative practices that prepare students for the future.  
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A:  Data Collection Schedule 

 
Method School Participant Date 

Questionnaire 

(Delivered) 

School 1 All consenting participants 22 February 

School 2 18 March 

School 3 24 February  

School 4 19 February 

Questionnaire 

(Collected) 

School 1 29 February & 7 March 

School 2 23 March & 30 March 

School 3 2 March & 7 March 

School 4 4 March & 14 March 

Interviews School 1 LS and ST 24 May 

(90 minutes sessions)  JT and LL 25 May 

  MT and ML 26 May 

  SBT and SL 16 June 

 School 2 JL and JT 16 May 

  MBT, ML 17 May 

  SL 18 May 

 School 3 JT and MT 13 May 

  ST and SBT 20 May 

  DoL 14 June 

Observations School 1 General Observations 11 February, 29 February, 6 April 

& 16 June 

  SBT, JT and SL 26 July  

  ST, MT and ML 

Senior whānau 

8 August 

10 August & 31 August 

  LL and LT 29 November 

 School 2 General Observations 9 March, 23 March, 11 April, 27 

June, 13 September 

  JT, ML and SL 22 August 

  MBT and JL 23 August 

 School 3 General Observations 11 February, 2 March, 18 April 

& 14 September 

  JT and MT (ILPG) 28 July 

  ST and SBT (ILPG) 11 August  

Follow-up interviews School 1 JT and Principal 20 October 

(60 minutes sessions)  ST and MT 21 October 

  ML and SL  10 November 

  SBT 23 November 

  LT and LL 29 November 

 School 2 MBT, ML and JT 25 October 

  JL and Principal  

SL  

31 October 

1 November 

 School 3 ST, MT and school leaders 2 November 

  JT and SBT 17 November 

  DoL 22 November 

 

Documentation Online documentation (Google drive, Personal Professional Portfolios, Appraisal 

Connector, blog posts) were uploaded regularly throughout the year.  
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Appendix B:  Questionnaire 

 
Dear Teacher,  

We would like to know about your understanding of, and experience of modern learning practices in 

modern learning environments.   

 

Your role (please circle):     Classroom Teacher     Senior Teacher       Other:_____________ 

Gender (please circle)        Male            Female 

Teaching Experience:       _________ years 

Email:          _____________________________________________________ 

 

1. When you think about modern learning practices in modern learning environments compared with 

traditional practices and environments, what comes to mind? 

 

 

 

 

2. What aspects of modern learning practice, if any, have you implemented in the past year?  

   

 

 

 

3. Have you been supported to engage in modern learning practice?  If yes, please explain how you 

have been supported. 

 

 

 

4. What do you consider are the challenges of engaging in modern learning practice for yourself as a 

teacher? 
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For each statement, please rate: 

1) The extent to which you think using the teaching or professional approach is a high risk* on a scale 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). 

* The term risk refers to you as a professional teacher 

 

2) The extent to which you feel confident to use the teaching or professional approach on a scale from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). 

 
 

Teaching or professional approach 

 

I think using this 

approach is a high risk 

 

 

  

I feel confident to use 

this approach  
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 d
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Provide students with opportunities that 

allow for personal choice in what they learn. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Teach in front of colleagues as I begin to 

implement modern learning practices. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Provide opportunities for students to work  

in learning spaces of their choosing. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Allow students the choice to interact and 

work together, or alone. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Use digital technologies with which I am 

unfamiliar. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Assess students effectively in a modern 

learning environment. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Change my teaching without targeted 

professional learning. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Try modern learning practices that I don’t 

agree with. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Teach as effectively using modern learning 

practices, as I did in my previous practice. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Collaborate with colleagues when planning 

or assessing student learning. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 

 

I agree / do not agree to be contacted for interviewing (please circle). 

Thank you 
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Appendix C:  Sample of Initial Interview Questions for Teachers 

 

Interview Questions for ST1 (24 May 2016) 

 

1. Can you please elaborate on what ‘Innovative Learning Environment’ (ILE) means to 

you? 

 

2. In the questionnaire you described some ILE approaches that you have implemented 

recently.  Can you tell me about a specific innovative teaching practice that you are 

trying at the moment?  

a. What has encouraged you to try this practice? 

 

3. How much choice do you have, in regard what innovative practices you try? 

 

4. The questionnaire data shows that many teachers associate ‘student-centred learning’ 

with ILEs, yet not many teachers feel that they have implemented practices that allow 

for student ownership.  Why do you think this is?   

 

5. In the questionnaire, you did not mention any support that has assisted you to engage in 

ILEs.  Can you talk to me about how this makes you feel? 

 

6. In the past what forms of support have given you the confidence to implement new 

practices? 

 

7. In the questionnaire, you wrote down some things that have made it challenging for 

you to engage in ILEs.  Can you elaborate on these? 

 

8. The questionnaire data shows that teacher collaboration is recognised as a feature of 

ILEs that teachers are willing to do, but can find challenging. Why do you think this is? 

 

9. According to your questionnaire scale you perceive there is little risk providing 

students with choice, whether in the learning space, learning topic or whom they work 

with.  Can you talk about why you rated it this way? 

 

10. According to your questionnaire scale you perceive there is high risk trying practices 

when you haven’t had targeted PD.  Can you tell me why you rated it this way? 

a) Have you discussed how you feel about this with anyone? 

 

11. Given my interest in the role of risk associated with ILEs, what else do you think I need 

to consider?  
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Appendix D:  Sample of Follow-Up Interview Questions for Teachers 

 

Follow-Up Interview Questions for ST3 (2 November 2016) 

 

1. When we last spoke you explained your understanding of ILEs.  You mentioned 

[summarise understanding].  Is this how you still understand it, or has your 

understanding of ILEs changed? 

a. If changed: Can you please tell me what has led to this change? 

 

2. What do you believe is the vision for School 3 in relation to ILEs? 

 

3. Have the senior management shared their vision with you? If yes, how? 

 

4. On a scale of 1 to 10 please rate the extent to which you feel your colleagues are ‘on 

board’ regarding the school vision (1 means not at all on board and 10 being totally 

on board).  Can you please give me reasons for your rating? 

 

5. Do you feel the senior management have expectations of you in terms of exploring or 

implementing innovative practices (please give examples)? 

 

6. Have they discussed their expectations with the teaching staff? 

 

7. On a scale of 1 to 10, please rate how clear you are about the senior management’s 

expectations (1 being not clear at all and 10 being very clear). Please give reasons for 

your ratings. 

 

8. How do their expectations make you feel? Can you please give me some words or 

phrases to describe your feelings? 

 

9. On a scale of 1 to 10 how vulnerable do you think other teaching staff feel being 

expected to engage in ILEs?  Please explain why you think this way. 

 

10. Can you please tell me about any innovative teaching practices that you, or your 

whanau are trying?   

 

11. Why did you decide to try or implement this practice? How did it work out? 

 

12. In relation to ILEs, is there anything that you think you should be doing, but feel 

uncomfortable or are worried about?  

 

13. Has any of the professional learning you have participated in this year supported you 

to trial or implement innovative practices? If yes, what and how? 

 

14. What support do you think would assist you to further develop your understanding of 

ILEs and implement new practices? 

 

15. Given my interest in perceptions of risk and ILEs, is there anything else you would 

like to share with me? 
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Appendix E:  Sample of Interview Questions for School Leaders 

 

Interview Questions for School Leader 3 (2 November 2016) 

 

1. What is your understanding of the term ‘Innovative Learning Environment’ (ILE)? 

 

2. Can you please explain why you think the shift from traditional practices and 

environments to ILEs is important? 

 

3. On a scale of 1 to 10, how vulnerable do you feel as a leader regarding directing the 

shift from traditional practices and environments to ILEs (1 being very vulnerable and 

10 being not at all vulnerable).  Can you please explain why you feel this way? 

 

4. What is your vision for School 3 in relation to ILEs? 

  

5. Have you shared this vision with your teaching staff?  

If yes, how?  If no, why not? 

 

6. On a scale of 1 to 10 please rate the extent to which you feel your teaching staff are 

‘on board’ regarding your ILE vision (1 being not at all on board and 10 being totally 

on board), and can you please give me reasons for your rating. 

 

7. What are your expectations for your teaching staff in terms of exploring or 

implementing innovative practices (please give examples)? 

 

8. Have you discussed your expectations with your teaching staff? 

If yes, how? If no, why not? 

 

9. On a scale of 1 to 10 how clear do you think the teaching staff are about your 

expectations (1 being not at all clear and 10 being very clear), and can you please give 

reasons for your rating. 

 

10. How do you feel your staff have reacted to your expectations (please give examples)? 

 

11. Is there anything specific that you would have hoped to see your teachers doing more 

regarding ILEs?  

 

12. I notice your teaching staff have quite specific professional learning (LLN/ ILP).  Can 

you please tell me if and how that links to ILEs? 

 

13. What do you think may make your teachers feel uncomfortable when they are 

expected to engage in ILEs?   

 

14. Given my interest in perceptions of risk and ILEs, is there anything else you would 

like to share with me? 
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Appendix F:  Thematic Coding Table Sample 

 

Extract from: Main theme: Teachers’ Reactions to Expectations to Engage in ILEs 

Sub-theme: Feelings of uncertainty and frustration 

 

Content category Definition Participant Extracts 

 

Collegial conflict  

expanded to:  

Conflict and 

disagreement among 

colleagues 

 

Lack of a shared 

understanding of 

collaboration, 

implementing 

practices solely to 

demonstrate 

collaboration, 

feelings of 

unfairness and time 

wasting.  

 

Every single whanau has a different idea, and 

every single teacher has a different idea and 

there is no, ‘This is what collaboration looks 

like’.  It is very much, “Here is the word 

collaboration, nit-pick and take out of it what 

you want.” (S1:JT)  

Last year collaboration looked like five classes 

doing everything at the same time.  The whole 

focus of, “I have to collaborate with you so I 

will create something so I collaborate with 

you.” (S1:MT) 

I think that some teachers don't quite 

understand what collaboration is. (S1:LL)  

I was feeling very overworked and that things 

weren’t being shared evenly.  I just felt that the 

division of duties was not equal. (S2:MBT)  

I think too many people collaborating together 

just gets ridiculous as you have conversations 

for hours. (S3:ST) 

 

 

Working with 

colleagues who have 

different beliefs, 

pedagogies, or work 

ethics. 

There is always the danger that the fact of 

being put with someone who you just don’t 

click with. (S1:JT)  

I did not know them; I did not agree with their 

pedagogy, they did not respect me. (S1:ST) 

I’ve just being finding it very frustrating having 

a different work ethic from [teacher].  You are 

constantly working with, and alongside a 

teacher who just has those little things which 

irk you. (S2:MBT)  

I had completely different beliefs to the teacher, 

and we went straight into with no guidance 

whatsoever and we were like polar-opposites in 

what we believed and our practices.  I hated it. 

It was awful! (S3:ST) 
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Inability to track 

students’ learning, and 

cater to individual 

learning needs. 

simplified to: 

Inability to track 

students’ learning 

 

 

 

Challenges of 

monitoring students’ 

learning in large/ 

fluid groups. 

 

 

When they all have all of these different goals, 

like for writing groups, they’ve got individual 

things and it is quite difficult.  It makes it 

difficult. (S3:JT)  

We still didn’t have enough time to check in 

with those people we knew we had to check in 

with because of all of the other teaching that 

we needed to do. (S2:ML) 

It is too hard to monitor to be honest!  That’s 

too hard and that’s what worries me.  How are 

we going to assess how these kids are coping? 

(S2:JT)  

How do they keep tabs on where their children 

are? (S1:LT) 

Who’s going to share back to what parents? 

And are you going to know all about those 

children? (S2:JT) 

 

 

 

Weaker relationships 

with students and their 

families 

 

Inability to establish 

personal 

relationships with 

students, impacts on 

quality of 

relationships with 

students’ families. 

There are a couple of kids and it took him until 

the last couple of weeks of term to tell me what 

is making him unhappy, what was hurting him 

and start verbalising what was upsetting him, 

and it is for them to be able to trust you and 

know that you’ll do something for them if they 

talk to you.  It takes a lot longer to build that 

trust. (S1:JT).  

We spend the whole year really getting to know 

the kids in our class of 25-30.  I don't know if 

we really have the ability to know up to 90 

children in an ILE? (S3:JTBlog).  

You don’t know the parents, you don’t know the 

family scenarios.  You don’t know that kid’s 

father is sick or that kid is in CYPS care or 

anything.  I think it is that interpersonal stuff is 

probably the biggest risk. (S3:ST).  

I know that parents think, “Who am I supposed 

to see?” (S2:MT).   
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Lack of autonomy 

 

 

Loss of ownership, 

inability to change 

timetable/ 

programmes. 

 

 

You miss making your own judgement calls. 

What if you even have that class that just needs 

to get out and run around for ten minutes in 

between things. (S3:ST) 

Team-teaching, with increasingly ‘flexible’ 

(varied) schedules for kids, is actually very 

difficult to manage sometimes. 

(S2:MBTReflect) 

You can’t just grab them like you could do in a 

normal class.  It’s just little things like that that 

make it harder. (S2:JT) 
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Appendix G:  Participant Information Sheet 
 

 
Faculty of Education and Social Work 

Telephone: 623 8899 ext. 87401 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92019 

Auckland 

New Zealand 

 

 

Research project title: Primary teachers’ perceptions of risk when engaging in Innovative Learning 

Environments. 

 

My name is Tamara Jones and I am a research student in the School of Learning, Development and 

Professional Practice at the University of Auckland.  I am currently undertaking a research project in 

order to complete the requirements of a Doctor of Philosophy degree through the University of 

Auckland.  I am inviting you to participate in this research. 

 

What is the research exploring? 

My research project aims to explore what primary teachers perceive as risks when there are expectations 

for them to engage in Innovative Learning Environments. I will explore how perceptions of risk affect 

teachers’ confidence to engage in modern learning practices in modern learning environments, and 

forms of support that may mitigate perceptions of risk.  

 

Who is being invited to participate? 

Auckland primary school teachers who are expected to engage in Innovative Learning Environments 

are being invited to participate in this research. Participation is voluntary and confidentiality will be 

maintained with pseudonyms. These pseudonyms will be used in all documentation as well as in the 

final report and any subsequent publications and presentations. No written reports will be able to 

identify you or your school in any way.  Participants in this study cannot be offered anonymity as there 

will be other people in your school who will be aware of your involvement in the research; for example, 

school management.  

 

What will I have to do if I take part?  

As a participant, you will be asked to complete a short questionnaire. The first part of the questionnaire 

will involve answering four questions about your understanding of modern learning practices in modern 

learning environments, and what has supported or challenged you to engage in modern learning 

practices. The subsequent section of the questionnaire will involve classifying ten statements against 

two criteria. The questionnaire will take approximately fifteen minutes to complete.  All responses will 

be treated with confidentiality.  

 

Based on your responses in the questionnaire you may be invited to be interviewed.  If you consent to 

being interviewed, the interviews, which consist of approximately ten open ended questions, will take 

approximately sixty minutes and will be conducted at two intervals throughout the year.  The interviews 

will be audio-recorded.  At any time during the interviews you have the right to stop the interview or 

have the audio-recording device turned off without giving a reason. The recordings will be transcribed 

either by myself or by a third party who has signed a confidentiality agreement.  You will have an 

opportunity to review your transcripts and edit or remove sections that you feel do not reflect your 

viewpoint.  If you consent to being interviewed, you will also be asked to complete an ongoing journal 

to record your feelings and perceptions whilst engaging in modern learning practices.  You can complete 

your journal in either written or audio form at times that are convenient to you. It is expected that 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION 
SHEET  

 
 

We invite all teaching staff to 
participate in this research project 
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journaling may take approximately 1 to 2 hours in total during the year.  Records that are kept as part 

of your daily work, such as copies of long and short term planning and professional learning notes 

related to modern learning practices will also be collected after each interview. 

Participation is voluntary and your Principal has given an assurance that your participation or non-

participation will not affect your employment or relationship with the school. If you choose to take part 

you will have the right to withdraw at any time without giving a reason. You can also withdraw your 

data at any time without giving a reason up until December 16, 2016.  The hard data will be stored in a 

sealed folder in a lockable cabinet in my supervisor’s office on the University of Auckland premises. 

Electronic data will be stored on my personal password protected computer and will be backed up on 

the University of Auckland’s server.  All hard data will be shredded and electronic data deleted from 

my personal computer hard drive and the University of Auckland’s server after a period of 6 years. 

 

If I agree to take part what happens to what I say and write?  

There are no right or wrong answers for this study – it will be important to hear your perceptions and 

experiences. The findings from this research will provide insight into how primary teachers feel when 

they are expected to change teaching practices, and/or work collaboratively in innovative learning 

environments. It will also be important to hear what you perceive as support that enables you to engage 

in such change.  

Once submitted for assessment for the Doctor of Philosophy degree, the final report will be lodged in 

the University of Auckland library at Epsom campus.  Data collected in this study may support further 

research in this area and papers may be written for publication and presentation to professional and 

academic audiences. 

 

What do I do now?  

Please think about the information on this sheet, and contact myself at tell005@aucklanduni.ac.nz, or 

one of my supervisors if you have any questions. My supervisors are Professor Helen Timperley and 

Dr Deidre Le Fevre, both in the School of Learning, Development and Professional Practice in the 

Faculty of Education and Social Work.  The Head of School is Associate Professor Lorri Santamaría. 

 

Professor Helen Timperley       Dr Deidre Le Fevre 

Faculty of Education and Social Work      Faculty of Education and Social Work 

Private Bag 92019, Auckland Mail Centre 1142      Private Bag 92019, Auckland Mail Centre 1142 

Tel: 09 923 7401        Tel: 09 623 8899 ext. 89843 

Email h.timperley@auckland.ac.nz      Email d.lefevre@auckland.ac.nz 

 

Professor Lorri Santamaría       Tamara Jones 

Faculty of Education and Social Work      Faculty of Education and Social Work 

Private Bag 92019, Auckland Mail Centre 1142     Private Bag 92019, Auckland Mail Centre 1142 

Telephone: 09 373 7599 ext.: 46353      Email tell005@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

Email l.santamaria@auckland.ac.nz    

 

If you agree to take part, please sign the consent form, seal it in the envelope provided and post it in the 

secured drop box located in the school office. Thank you very much for your time and assistance in 

making this project possible.  

For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair, The University of Auckland 

Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Office of the Vice Chancellor, 

Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142.  Email: ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz   Telephone 09 373-7599 ext. 

83711. 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS 

COMMITTEE ON 7 DECEMBER 2015 FOR (3) YEARS REFERENCE NUMBER 016232. 

 

  



TEACHERS’ REACTIONS TO ILE 

 
 

169 

Appendix H:  Participant Questionnaire Consent Form 
 

 
Faculty of Education and Social Work 

Telephone: 623 8899 ext. 87401 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92019 

Auckland 

New Zealand 

 

CONSENT FORM 

Teachers 
 

THIS FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF 6 YEARS 
 

 

Research project title: Primary teachers’ perceptions of risk when engaging in Innovative Learning 

Environments. 

 

Name of Researcher: Tamara Jones 

 

I have read the Participant Information Sheet, have understood the nature of the research and why I 

have been selected.  I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my 

satisfaction.  

 

 I agree to participate in this research.  

 I understand that the Principal has given an assurance that my participation or 

nonparticipation in this research will not affect my employment or relationship with the 

school. 

 I understand that pseudonyms will be used in all documentation as well as in the final report 

and any subsequent publications and presentations to professional and academic audiences. 

 I understand that I cannot be offered anonymity. 

 I understand that I am free to withdraw any data traceable to me without giving a reason up to 

December 16, 2016. 

 I understand that all data will be kept for 6 years, after which it will be destroyed.  

 I understand that this research aims to explore how perceptions of risk affect teachers’ 

confidence to engage in Innovative Learning Environments, and forms of support that may 

mitigate the perceptions of risk.  

 I understand that data collected in this study may support further research in this area and 

papers may be written for publication and presentation to professional and academic 

audiences. 

 

Name __________________________________ Email_____________________________________ 

Signature _______________________________   Date _____________________________________ 

Approved by the UNIVERSITY of AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS 

COMMITTEE on 7 DECEMBER 2015 for (3) years. Reference Number 016232.  
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Appendix I:   Participant Interview Consent Form 
 

 

 
Faculty of Education and Social Work 

Telephone: 623 8899 ext. 87401 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92019 

Auckland 

New Zealand 

CONSENT FORM 

Teachers 
 

THIS FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF 6 YEARS 
 

Research project title: Primary teachers’ perceptions of risk when engaging in Innovative Learning 

Environments. 

Name of Researcher: Tamara Jones 

I have read the Participant Information Sheet, have understood the nature of the research and why I have been 

selected.  I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction.  

 

 I agree / do not agree to be interviewed (the interviews will take approximately 40 minutes and will be 

conducted two times during the year). 

 I agree / do not agree to the interviews being audio recorded. 

 I understand that at any time during the interviews I have the right to stop the interview or have the 

audio recording device turned off without giving a reason. 

 I understand that a third party may transcribe my audio recorded interviews and, if so, that person will 

have signed a confidentiality agreement.  

 I agree / do not agree to provide documentation, such as my planning, which will be used for the 

purposes of triangulating the data. 

 I understand that I am able to choose to journal in written or digital form, or audio recording, or a 

mixture of both. 

 I understand that a sent journal will indicate my permission for it to be included as data. 

 I understand that pseudonyms will be used in all documentation as well as in the final report and any 

subsequent publications and presentations to professional and academic audiences. 

 I understand that I cannot be offered anonymity. 

 I understand that I am free to withdraw my participation in the research at any time without giving a 

reason. 

 I understand that I am free to withdraw any data traceable to me without giving a reason up to 

December 16, 2016. 

 I understand that all data will be kept for 6 years, after which it will be destroyed.  

 I understand that this research aims to explore how perceptions of risk affect teachers’ confidence to 

engage in Innovative Learning Environments, and forms of support that may mitigate perceptions of 

risk.  

 I understand that data collected in this study may support further research in this area and papers may 

be written for publication and presentation to professional and academic audiences. 

 

Name _______________________________________ Email ________________________________________ 

Signature ____________________________________   Date ________________________________________ 

Approved by the UNIVERSITY of AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS 

COMMITTEE on 7 DECEMBER 2015 for (3) years. Reference Number 016232. 
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