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Abstract 

To create and maintain an inclusive educational environment in which all learners can fully 

engage in school activities and achieve their best learning outcomes, New Zealand, like many 

countries, has incorporated the role of special educational needs coordinator (SENCo) into 

mainstream schools. Being a SENCo means a (re)construction of one’s teacher identity as a 

SENCo. However, SENCos may face potential challenges in shaping their professional 

identity as the interpretation and enactment of the role is varied between individual schools. 

This is the case even in countries where the role is formalised through legislation and policy 

initiatives, for example in the UK. Particularly, SENCos in New Zealand might confront more 

identity challenges as the role of SENCo is not yet formally recognised or funded by the 

Ministry of Education (MoE). No national guidelines or job descriptions exist for the role of 

SENCo in New Zealand. Given this situation, surprisingly there are very few SENCo studies 

in the New Zealand context, none of which focuses on SENCo identity. Hence, the aim of this 

study was to develop an in-depth understanding of how the role of SENCo influences SENCo 

teacher identities in the New Zealand context. 

Adopting a case study research strategy, multiple sources of data were collected through focus 

group discussions, semi-structured individual interviews and work shadowing with five 

SENCo teachers from five primary schools in Auckland, New Zealand. Documents including 

school policies and job descriptions were also analysed. Using Gee’s theory of discourse and 

identity, and his approach to discourse analysis, the findings revealed that the role of SENCo 

brought about three noticeable aspects of teacher identity in the participants: a) a strong sense 

of SENCo teacher agency resulting from time and flexibility, freedom and autonomy, 

accessibility to resources and services, and a growth of teacher expertise related to special 

educational needs; b) a high level of self-fulfilment, job satisfaction, passion, commitment and 

confidence and the feeling of being supported on the one hand, and frustration, stress and 

tiredness on the other, as a result of the large amount of emotional labour; and c) a perception 

that their expertise and value were not sufficiently recognised by others, including teacher 

colleagues, senior management teams, other school staff and the MoE. 

This study contributes to the limited international literature on SENCo identity. It reveals that 

SENCo identity is both a product and process of the interconnectedness between agency, 

emotional labour and role recognition. The findings also contribute to the existing knowledge 

about teacher identity as shaped by an interaction between personal, professional and 

contextual influences. Specifically, the research presented identifies a tension between a strong 
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identification with the SENCo role and instability/uncertainty in SENCo identity. Moreover, 

the findings suggest that the essence of a strong SENCo identity is the high level of agency 

SENCos achieve in concrete school settings. Thus, it is of importance to enable SENCo 

agency in specific school environments rather than relying on promoting SENCos as part of 

the senior management team, which many SENCo studies have called for. In addition, this 

study demonstrates the effectiveness of Gee’s approach to discourse analysis in the 

exploration of SENCo teacher identity. Suggestions for supporting and strengthening SENCo 

identity in the New Zealand context are given, such as the MoE funding the SENCo role, 

releasing SENCos from classroom teaching, adopting multiple SENCos particularly in larger 

schools and establishing SENCo affinity groups across schools. Future research on SENCo 

identity is anticipated/advised with larger sample sizes, using different methods, or in other 

countries to gain a fuller insight into the influence of the SENCo role on SENCo teacher 

identity. 
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Glossary 

Assistive technology Any device, equipment, software and technology that help students 
with special needs to engage and learn in class. Some assistive 
technology tools are low-tech, for example, a pencil grip, while 
others are high-tech, such as Chromebooks, word prediction and 
text-to-speech. 

Board of trustees A group of people who are responsible for the control and 
management of the school. Every state and state-integrated school 
in New Zealand has a board of trustees. Typically, a board of 
trustees comprises the school principal, one staff representative, 
elected parent representatives, one student representative (for Year 
9 and above) and a few proprietor representatives (in state-
integrated schools only). 

Community of learning 
(CoL) 

A group of schools and other education/training providers who 
collaborate with each other to assist students in the community to 
reach their full potential. A CoL receives funding from the 
Ministry of Education. 

Full primary school Primary schools which cover students from Year 1 to 8. If a school 
has students from only Year 1 to 6, then it is called a contributing 
primary school. Students completing a contributing school go to 
intermediate schools for Year 7 and 8. 

Full-time teacher 
equivalent (FTTE) 

A way of calculating the workload of a teaching position. A full-
time teacher is 1.0 FTTE. A part-time teacher with 0.2 FTTE 
means the position involves the equivalent of 1-day teaching 
workload per week. 

High and complex needs Students with high and complex needs usually have more than one 
co-occurring severe difficulty either physically, mentally, 
intellectually, behaviourally, socially and emotionally.   

Inclusive education Inclusive education means that all students, regardless of their 
difficulties and challenges, are welcomed by their local schools 
and are placed in regular classes to learn alongside their peers and 
to fully participate in school activities. 

Individual educational 
plan (IEP) 

A plan for a student with special educational needs. It shows the 
student’s learning needs, cultural background and personality. It 
also records the student’s achievements, learning goals and the 
support needed. Team members who support the child review the 
IEP document regularly to reflect the child’s development and 
reflect on the team’s responsibilities and practices.  

Mainstream school A regular school which is not a special school. 

Mild/moderate needs Students with mild/moderate needs may have varied disabilities 
ranging from specific learning difficulties to physical impairments. 
They can function in regular classes with certain assistance or 
accommodation, for instance, having a hearing device for a student 
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with hearing impairments. 

Ongoing and Reviewable 
Resourcing Scheme 
(ORRS) 

The ORRS provides resources for a small number of students 
(about 1% of the school population) throughout New Zealand who 
have the ongoing highest needs for special education. The ORRS 
funding covers specialist teachers, teacher aides, professionals and 
assistive technology. 

Priority learner In New Zealand, priority learners include Māori and Pacific 
students, students with special educational needs and those from 
low socioeconomic backgrounds. These groups of students are 
usually at risk of not achieving success in the New Zealand school 
system. 

Reading recovery 
teacher 

Experienced teachers who receive a 1-year training to provide 
intense one-to-one intervention to Year 6 children in their literacy 
learning. 

Reception class 

 

The class a child enters when starting school at age 5. The 
reception class aims to help students’ transition into more 
structured Year-1 classes. 

Relief teacher A registered teacher who works on a casual basis when the school 
needs someone to replace an absent teacher. 

Release time All classroom teachers in New Zealand are entitled to 10 hours per 
term away from the classroom for the benefit of teachers’ 
professional learning and development, students’ learning needs 
and the school’s teaching and learning programmes. Here, release 
time for SENCo tasks means the time SENCos have to focus on 
SENCo-related responsibilities. 

Residential special 
school 

Residential special schools are for those students with complex 
and challenging physical, behavioural, social, emotional and 
learning difficulties. Typically, the school has residential staff who 
provide 24-hour care, 7 days per week for their students. 

Resource teacher: 
learning and behaviour 
(RTLB) 

Specialist teachers who work across schools to help teachers 
and/or schools to meet children’s special needs. They may also 
work with children with special needs directly. 

Resource teacher of 
literacy 

A resource teacher of literacy provides literacy support for 
students who need assistance in literacy learning, including 
reading, writing and oral language. 

School decile A measure of the socioeconomic position of a school’s student 
community relative to other schools throughout New Zealand. The 
MoE in New Zealand uses deciles to target funding for state and 
state-integrated schools to help them overcome any barriers to 
learning that students from lower socioeconomic communities 
might face. The lower the school’s decile, the more funding it 
receives. 

Special educational 
needs/special needs 

Students with special educational needs are those who have 
learning difficulties that make it more difficult for them to learn 
than most students their age. They may have difficulties in vision, 
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hearing, behaviour, social communication and emotions. 

Senior leadership/senior 
management team 

The senior leadership/senior management team of a school usually 
comprises a principal, one or more assistant principal and deputy 
principal. They are responsible for the direction, vision and 
strategy of the school development, as well as the management and 
monitor of school performance. 

Special needs register A list of students who have special educational needs. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

The question “who am I?” has been an ongoing enquiry since ancient times. Not only are 

philosophers interested in the ultimate question of being, but ordinary people also seek to 

understand their own identities. Subjects in social science, including but not limited to 

philosophy, psychology, sociology and education, have treated identity as a compelling 

research focus for many decades. Theorists and researchers over generations have striven to 

probe the nature and sources of identity, be it the combination of “I” and “me” (Mead, 1934), 

the “moral horizon” towards which one can take a position (C. Taylor, 1989, p. 28), or the 

identity crisis that each person may or may not resolve in the life cycle (Erikson, 1968). 

In the educational field, teacher identity has been widely studied in the literature on teaching 

and teacher education. However, little attention is paid to teachers who work with students 

with special educational needs 1, especially in inclusive educational settings. Such limited 

research interest in inclusive educators’ teacher identities seems at odds with the backdrop of 

inclusive education 2  globally. As the key persons responsible for successful inclusive 

provision for students with special educational needs, special educational needs coordinators 

(SENCos), in particular, have not received much research attention in terms of their SENCo 

teacher identities. Hence, this study focused on SENCo teacher identity and attempted to 

understand how the role of SENCo influences SENCo teacher identity. In contrast with some 

other countries in which the SENCo role is officially defined and SENCos receive mandated 

training, in New Zealand the SENCo role is not regulated but rather defined and implemented 

school by school, increasing the potential for challenges to SENCo identity. 

This chapter first introduces the rationale for the research. The limited understanding of 

SENCo teacher identity, particularly in the New Zealand context, where SENCo identity may 

confront many challenges, inspired the focus of the research. Next, the timeliness of the 

research is described. The aims of the research are then illustrated, including the focus/scope 

of the study, and the theoretical framework that guided this study and the research design are 

briefly introduced. My role as a researcher is discussed and the chapter concludes with an 

outline of the structure of the thesis. 

                                                 
1 Students with special educational needs are those who have learning difficulties that make it more difficult for 
them to learn than most students their age. They may have difficulties in vision, hearing, behaviour, social 
communication and emotions. 
2 Inclusive education means that all students, regardless of their difficulties and challenges, are welcomed by 
their local schools and are placed in regular classes to learn alongside their peer and to fully participate in school 
activities. 
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Rationale for the Research 
My intent in conducting this study was initially triggered by my own struggle with 

professional identity. Efforts to achieve a career change took me into the educational field and 

developed my interest in special/inclusive educators, in particular. Limited knowledge about 

their professional identities motivated me to develop a fuller understanding of this issue. 

While working with learners with special educational needs, I experienced the challenges 

educators face in forging a professional identity in the New Zealand school context. In 

particular, these experiences inspired me to understand the complex role and identity of New 

Zealand SENCos as the research focus. In this section, the rationale for the research is 

introduced in terms of the development of my interest in the issue of professional identity, the 

under-investigated SENCo identity internationally and the challenges of the New Zealand 

context for SENCo identity. 

Personal interest in the issue of professional identity. 

In the first few years of my career, I frequently experienced an intense struggle with my own 

professional identity. As an undergraduate of computer science, I started my career as an 

engineer in the IT industry in China. However, I was getting bored by the coding and testing 

tasks and was not motivated to upskill myself in this field. At that time, I kept thinking “what 

do I want to do and who do I want to be?” To find some answers, I sought advice from career 

counsellors and realised that I am motivated by working with human beings rather than on 

objects/machines. Therefore, I applied for internal transfer, taking on a role coordinating with 

vendors instead of working on computer programmes. Although the transition released my 

negative emotions to some degree, I was still experiencing a lack of fulfilment, motivation and 

job satisfaction. I was unable to achieve a sense of purpose in the IT industry. In order to do a 

job that matches the real me, I finally decided to study a master’s course in educational 

psychology in the United Kingdom (UK) and attempted to pursue a career in the educational 

psychology field. 

The module that fascinated me the most during the master’s study was developmental 

psychology. I was caught by the real cases of children with special educational needs the 

professor had worked with, although at that time I had had no experience working with 

children with special needs. Near the time to choose a research topic for the master’s 

dissertation, I met a new friend who was a special education teacher serving in a special school 

in China. In a casual discussion, she told me about the challenges of her job. That inspired my 

curiosity about the professional experience of this particular group of teachers. Thus, I 
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conducted research on Chinese special educators’ perspectives on parental involvement in the 

classroom for my master’s dissertation. 

After returning to China, I undertook a volunteer role in a community service centre for 

disabled people for a few months. My responsibility was to support a 19-year-old person with 

autism in reading and writing. Due to a shortage of professionals in the special education area, 

I worked on my own to support that young person. Every day I chose a storybook for him. He 

would grab it excitedly and start to read it. He read at a fast pace and in a monotone. I tried to 

stop him and asked him what the story was about. But he scarcely stopped or answered my 

questions. Nobody told me what to do with that young person. At the later stage of working 

there, I even doubted whether I could help him at all. The challenges of working with people 

with special needs, as the friend I mentioned earlier had told me, now became more real to me. 

I was eager to know how special educators construct and sustain their professional identities 

while doing such a challenging job. 

After coming to New Zealand, I worked part time in a special school in Auckland as a relief 

teacher aide. As it is not uncommon for special schools in New Zealand to have satellite 

classes located across mainstream schools 3, I was sent to various mainstream schools in 

Auckland to support those students at the special school. The exposure to New Zealand 

mainstream school systems inspired my interest in inclusive educators serving in mainstream 

schools, and made me realise the very important role of SENCo for supporting both students 

with special needs and their teachers/teacher aides. 

Knowledge about SENCo teacher identity. 

In line with the demand for educational equity and diversity, there has seen an increasing 

emphasis on, and implementation of, inclusive education all over the world. In many 

countries, the implementation of the role of SENCo is an important strategy for effective and 

good-quality inclusive provision at mainstream schools where most children are educated. 

SENCos are qualified teachers who play a key role to support children with special 

educational needs to access additional learning support and to engage in school activities. The 

role of SENCo entails various components, including identifying children’s special 

educational needs, working with students with special educational needs, guiding and 

supporting teacher colleagues, applying for funding and services, liaising with outside 

agencies, writing reports, keeping records and timetabling supporting staff (Fitzgerald & 

Radford, 2017; Rosen-Webb, 2011). 

                                                 
3 A mainstream school is a regular school which is not a special school. 
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The importance of the SENCo role has been recognised in many countries’ educational 

legislation and policies. For example, the role of SENCo first appeared in the UK when the 

Special Educational Needs (SEN) Code of Practice 1994 required all mainstream schools to 

implement the role of SENCo (Department for Education and Skills [DfES], 1994). Since 

then, the importance of the SENCo role has been reinforced through a series of policies and 

regulations in the UK, such as the revised SEN Code of Practice 2001 which specified 

standardised procedures of inclusive provision and strengthened the leadership role of SENCo, 

and the implementation of the National Award for Special Educational Needs Coordination 

(NASCO), a degree-level training programme mandatory for SENCos (Rosen-Webb, 2011). 

Since the introduction of the SENCo role in 1994, the role has received increasing recognition 

from teacher colleagues, senior leadership4 and other school staff, and has become part of the 

senior management team in a growing number of schools in the UK (Qureshi, 2014). Another 

example relates to the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region of China. The Hong Kong 

government launched a new policy in 2008 to fund an additional position of deputy head-

teacher whose responsibilities embrace a SENCo component (Poon-McBrayer, 2012). In 

addition to the regular duties of a deputy head-teacher, the new deputy head-teacher also leads 

and manages schoolwide inclusive strategies and practices. Those taking on the role are 

required to undertake a training programme. In Sweden, a new role of special pedagogues 

(similar to SENCo in the UK) was established in the early 1990s and there is a degree-level 

training programme for special pedagogues exclusively (Klang, Gustafson, Möllås, Nilholm & 

Göransson, 2017; Lindqvist, 2013). In Southern Ireland, although the role of SENCo is not yet 

formalised through legislation, researchers have noticed the broadened diversity of students in 

mainstream schools and called for a coordinator for inclusive provision and the transformation 

of the school structure (Fitzgerald & Radford, 2017). 

As the position of SENCo is often filled by experienced teachers, taking on the SENCo role 

can be a major career transition for teachers. Becoming a SENCo is essentially a process of 

reconstructing one’s teacher identity as a SENCo. It involves a renegotiation of a variety of 

internal and external influences unique to the SENCo role. This brings both potential and risks 

to one’s existing teacher identity. Thus, it is of vital importance to understand how SENCo 

teacher identity is influenced by taking on the role of SENCo. 

Given the wide recognition of the importance of the SENCo role both in the literature on 

teaching and teacher education, and in government policies and school practices in many 

                                                 
4 The senior leadership/senior management team of a school usually comprises a principal, one or more assistant 
principal and deputy principal. They are responsible for the direction, vision and strategy of the school 
development, as well as the management and monitoring of school performance. 
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countries, it is surprising that little is known about SENCo teacher identity. SENCOs have 

been investigated either in terms of their roles (Cole, 2005; Cowne, 2005; Kearns, 2005; Klang 

et al., 2017; Maher & Vickerman, 2018) or in terms of their experiences and perspectives on 

policy reforms (Curran, Mortimore, & Riddell, 2017). Even in the UK, where the role of 

SENCo is well recognised and studied, very little research focuses on SENCo identity (Rosen-

Webb, 2011). 

Challenges for SENCo identity in the New Zealand context. 

New Zealand is known for its highly inclusive education system. More than 99% of children 

across the country receive education in mainstream schools and classes, slightly higher than 

the case in the UK (about 98.65%) and that in the USA (around 92%) (Hornby, 2012). 

Inclusive education in New Zealand is underpinned by a series of related legislation, policies 

and international treaties, such as the Education Act 1989, the Human Rights Act 1993, the 

New Zealand Disability Strategy 2001 and 2016 (Ministry of Health, 2001; Ministry of Social 

Development, 2016) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities (United Nations, 2006). 

Legislative attempts to implement inclusive education in New Zealand were first clearly 

communicated in the Education Act 1989 that “people who have special educational needs 

(whether because of disability or otherwise) have the same rights to enrol and receive 

education at state schools as people who do not” (p. 60). In 1996, the government launched the 

Special Education 2000 policy with the attempt to implement the inclusion of all children with 

special needs into mainstream schools (MoE, 1996). The New Zealand Disability Strategy 

2001 and 2016 (Ministry of Health, 2001; Ministry of Social Development, 2016) further 

intended to create “a fully inclusive society” (Ministry of Health, 2001, p. 5) in which people 

with disabilities are valued and respected, and receive opportunities best for them or have full 

participation in various aspects of life, including education, employment, health, wellbeing, 

community life, recreation and culture (Ministry of Health, 2001; Ministry of Social 

Development, 2016). As a response to a review of special education, in 2010, the MoE 

introduced the policy Success for All—Every School, Every Child (MoE, 2010) to further 

promote inclusiveness in New Zealand schools. 

Nevertheless, unlike in the UK and the USA, there is no legislation nor statutory guidelines in 

New Zealand regarding the inclusive provision process schools must follow and the resources 

schools should provide for children with special needs (Hornby, 2015). Moreover, New 
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Zealand schools are self-regulated, each being governed by a board of trustees 5 (Hornby, 

2015). Lack of statutory guidelines for inclusive provision and the implementation of self-

regulated school systems result in a wide variation between individual schools in the 

interpretation and practice of inclusive education (Horney, 2015). 

To tackle the variation in inclusive policies and practices between individual schools, Wylie 

(2000), in her review of the impact of the Special Education 2000 policy, suggested a staffing 

allocation of a SENCo to each New Zealand school of at least 0.2 FTTE6 at primary schools 

and 0.4 at secondary schools. As the Wylie report states: 

The recommendation to tag some establishment staffing for a special needs co-

ordinator in every school will boost the capacity of schools over time. The special 

needs coordinator would provide ongoing informal professional development and 

support within schools, keep resources and know who to contact for information etc 

outside the school, so that teachers are informed and confident about their ability to 

work with students with varying needs, at little cost to their own time. (p. 14) 

However, Wylie’s (2000) recommendation has not yet been adopted by the government. 

Despite policy discourses about SENCos being key to inclusive education, the role of SENCo 

is not yet formalised in New Zealand legislation or policies (Kearney, Mentis, & Holley-Boen, 

2017; New Zealand Educational Institute [NZEI], 2016, 2018). This means creating the 

SENCo role is not a statutory requirement in New Zealand mainstream schools. Schools make 

their own decisions about whether to implement the SENCo role and how the role is enacted at 

the school. Two nation-wide SENCo surveys (NZEI, 2016, 2018) showed a wide variation 

between individual schools in terms of employment status of the SENCo role (permanent or 

fixed term, full time or part time), activities SENCos undertook, the amount of release time7 

for SENCo tasks, other roles SENCos took on alongside their SENCo roles, financial 

compensation, and networks and collaboration between SENCos. 

In addition, formal training or qualifications specific to the SENCo role do not exist in New 

Zealand (Hornby, 2015; Kearney et al., 2017). A total of 38% of respondents in the 2016 

                                                 
5 A board of trustees is a group of people who are responsible for the control and management of the school. 
Every state and state-integrated school in New Zealand has a board of trustees. Typically, a board of trustees 
comprises the school principal, one staff representative, elected parent representatives, one student representative 
(for Year 9 and above) and a few proprietor representatives (in state-integrated schools only). 
6 FTTE (full-time teacher equivalent) is a way of calculating the workload of a teaching position. A full-time 
teacher is 1.0 FTTE. A part-time teacher with 0.2 FTTE means the position involves the equivalent of 1-day 
teaching workload per week. 
7 Release time (also known as classroom release time): all classroom teachers in New Zealand are entitled to 10 
hours per term away from the classroom for the benefit of teachers’ professional learning and development, 
students’ learning needs and the school’s teaching and learning programmes. Here, release time for SENCo tasks 
means the time SENCos have to focus on SENCo-related responsibilities.  
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SENCo survey and 13% in the 2018 survey reported that they did not have any qualifications, 

experience or professional development related to special needs before taking on the SENCo 

role (NZEI, 2016, 2018). Since taking on the role, most New Zealand SENCos have received 

no induction or mentoring for carrying out their SENCo role, while only a few have received 

support from the previous SENCo, other SENCos, resource teachers: learning and behaviour8 

(RTLBs) and senior leadership (Kearney et al., 2017). A SENCo participant in Kearney et al.’s 

(2017) study reported that the role involved “very much learning on the job” (p. 120). 

In short, the current status of the SENCo role in the New Zealand context seems at odds with 

the government’s vision, goal and practice of inclusive education. The role of SENCo is not 

formalised in New Zealand. It is funded by the boards of trustees of individual schools instead 

of the MoE. Consequently, New Zealand SENCos can have an unstable and vulnerable status 

due to a change of school leadership, financial situation and other school-level influences. A 

lack of formal training/qualifications specific to the SENCo role can also introduce risks for 

the development of a strong SENCo identity. Although New Zealand SENCos may confront 

challenges to their SENCo teacher identities, they are under-investigated either in their roles or 

in their identities. While a small number of studies have been undertaken in relation to New 

Zealand SENCos (Collinson, 2011; Kearney, 2017; NZEI, 2016, 2018; Storer, 2002), none 

focus on SENCO identities. Thus, an understanding of SENCo teacher identity in the New 

Zealand context is of vital importance given the key role that SENCos play in supporting 

children with special educational needs and in enhancing the quality of inclusive provision. 

Timeliness of the Research 
In July 2019, near the completion of this thesis, as one of the priorities of the new Learning 

Support Action Plan (MoE, 2019a), the New Zealand government allocated $217 million to 

implement the role of learning support coordinator (LSC) (MoE, 2019c). This is a new, fully-

funded and dedicated role in mainstream schools designed to assist students with disabilities 

and additional learning needs in accessing learning support services. The first tranche of 

funding allocated around 600 LSCs to about 1,000 schools to start working from January 

2020. More LSCs are anticipated in future tranches over the next few years to cover more 

schools across the country. 

The MoE (2019c) published a standardised role description for the LSC role. LSCs are 

responsible for supporting students with additional learning needs, supporting teachers and 

                                                 
8 Resource teachers: learning and behaviour (RTLBs) are specialist teachers who work across schools to help 
teachers and/or schools to meet children’s special needs. They may also work with children with special needs 
directly. 
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strengthening teachers’ capacity in meeting children’s needs, promoting home–school 

partnership, working with other professionals and wider agencies, and influencing school 

management teams in better meeting children’s diverse learning needs (MoE, 2019c). They 

are required to be experienced teachers who have successful experience in working with 

students with various learning needs (MoE, 2019c). 

Obviously, there is a substantial overlap with responsibilities of the new role of LSC and with 

the SENCo role. According to the MoE (2019b), the reason why the government did not 

allocate the funding directly to current SENCo positions was because the SENCo role is 

funded by the boards of trustees of individual schools and many SENCos undertake various 

other roles alongside their SENCo roles. For those schools that already fund the SENCo role, 

the MoE has stated that they can make their own decisions as to whether to continue to retain 

the SENCo position in addition to the LSC position (MoE, 2019b). 

Given the newness of the LSCs, it is unclear the extent to which the new LSC role will benefit 

students with special educational needs and meet the government’s goals for inclusive 

provision of good-quality education. The government intends to evaluate and refine the LSC 

role for future funding tranches (MoE, 2019c). Due to the considerable similarity between the 

new role and the existing SENCo role, this study on SENCo teacher identity may provide 

insights into the potential role and identity of LSCs. Findings of this study may also therefore 

inform the refinement of the LSC role. 

Aims of the Research 
This research aimed to achieve an in-depth understanding of the influence of the SENCo role 

on SENCos’ teacher identities in the New Zealand context. It was inspired by the main 

research question: How does the role of SENCo influence SENCo teacher identity in the New 

Zealand context?  

The qualitative interpretive paradigm underpins this study. In particular, SENCo identity was 

understood from a discursive view. To integrate the strengths of the social and linguistic 

approach to identity, this study employed the sociolinguist James Gee’s (1996, 1999, 2000) 

theory of discourse and identity as the theoretical framework for understanding SENCo 

identity. Gee’s (1996, 1999, 2000) notion of Discourse (with a capital D) conceptualises 

identity as a combination of language and non-language components, which helps to define 

what counts as SENCo identity. Gee’s (2000) theory also provides powerful lenses to view 

SENCo identity from institutional, discursive and affinity perspectives. Chapter 3 provides 

more details. 
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In order to develop an in-depth understanding of the issue, the research adopted a case study 

design. Multiple data points for five SENCo participants from five primary schools in 

Auckland, New Zealand, were collected via interviews, work shadowing and through 

analysing relevant documents. Gee’s approach to discourse analysis offered an effective way 

to analyse and interpret the data from both social and linguistic perspectives. The richness and 

depth of data alongside a discourse analysis made it possible for an in-depth understanding of 

the phenomenon under study. 

My Role as a Researcher 
My first identity as an outsider of the SENCo group introduced both strengths and pitfalls. On 

the one hand, having no experience in the SENCo position enabled me to explore SENCo 

identity from the participants’ viewpoints. It reduced the likelihood of bias influenced by my 

own perspective. Moreover, as an outsider of the SENCo group, I tended not to take things for 

granted. This helped to raise interview questions and informal questions in work shadowing 

that facilitated SENCo participants to reflect on what they might take for granted. 

Furthermore, to help an outsider researcher to understand their thoughts, feelings and 

perspectives, SENCo participants tended to give more details about their role, their 

conceptualisations of the role, their school context and other related information. They might 

also have expressed their thoughts and perspectives in a more understandable way. On the 

other hand, if I had had shared experience as a SENCo, it might have been easier and quicker 

for me to grasp the meaning of being a SENCo and understand participants’ lived experience 

in their SENCo role. Another possibility was that the participants might have conveyed some 

in-depth and hidden perspectives on their roles and identities if I was also a SENCo. 

My second identity is an outsider of the New Zealand context in terms of the education 

system, culture and language. This also influenced, to some extent, the way I engaged with the 

research. I am originally from mainland China. In comparison with Western countries, for 

example New Zealand, inclusive education in mainland China is still at an early stage in terms 

of legislation, policies, teaching staff, support staff, professionals, mainstream school systems, 

interdisciplinary service systems and public awareness of inclusiveness. Therefore, I value and 

appreciate the SENCo position in Western countries and expect SENCos to receive the 

recognition they deserve. My attitude towards the SENCo role might bring in bias in the 

process of data collection and analysis. However, no research in social science is without bias; 

it is always value laden. The key is to be aware of my own values and how they can influence 

the research rather than ignoring or eliminating them. In addition, as English is my second 

language, I was aware of the challenge of conducting the research in English. To avoid 
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misunderstanding in interviews and work shadowing, I frequently raised follow-up questions 

to clarify participants’ answers. To increase the validity of data analysis and interpretation, 

especially with an approach to discourse analysis which requires a close look at language, I 

sought feedback from my supervisors on my analysis and interpretation of the data. 

However, the SENCo work and the New Zealand school systems are not completely foreign to 

me. My work experience in a special school in Auckland as a relief teacher aide, as mentioned 

earlier, helped me to understand the nature of SENCos’ work and their challenges of working 

with people with disabilities and additional learning needs. This work experience also 

familiarised me with the special education system in New Zealand, which helped me to 

understand the inclusive educational context in which the role of SENCo operates.  

The Structure of the Thesis 
This first chapter has introduced the rationale and focus of the research. It has outlined how I 

became interested in the topic of professional identity in my own career path. It has also 

highlighted the lack of alignment between the global trend towards inclusiveness and wide 

research attention given to the SENCo role but the lack of attention given to SENCo identity. 

The New Zealand context in relation to the role of SENCo was outlined. Although New 

Zealand is renowned for its inclusive educational system, New Zealand SENCos may face 

potential challenges and risks due to the role of SENCo not yet being formally recognised and 

SENCos not being trained in New Zealand. This chapter has also highlighted the timeliness of 

this study regarding the government’s pilot with the new role of LSC. Aims of the research as 

well as a brief description of the theoretical framework and research design have been given in 

this chapter followed by a reflection on my role as a researcher. 

To develop an understanding of the topic, Chapter 2 reviews literature on the SENCo role and 

identity. Drawing on related literature, the characteristics of the SENCo role are summarised. 

However, what emerged from these SENCo studies was that there is little research that 

distinguishes the notion of identity from the concept of role. This research makes a distinction 

between identity and role. Chapter 2 also reviews literature on the influencing factors of 

teacher identity and highlights a lack of in-depth understanding of the influencing factors of 

SENCo identity, in particular. 

Chapter 3 introduces the conceptual framework this study employed to guide the exploration 

of the influence of the SENCo role on SENCo teacher identity. This thesis tackles SENCo 

identity from a discursive view. In particular, the sociolinguist James Gee’s theory of 

discourse and identity was used to integrate the social and linguistic traditions of discursive 
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identity. This chapter describes the basic ideas of discursive identity and illustrates the key 

concepts in Gee’s theory. Drawing on Gee’s conceptual framework of discourse and identity, 

three sub-questions are formulated at the end of Chapter 3 to further guide the study. 

Chapter 4 illustrates the methodology and methods adopted in the research. It introduces the 

interpretivist paradigm in which this study is located and the qualitative approach adopted to 

explore SENCo identity. Multiple case study as the research strategy is described in detail 

along with an introduction of the selection of participants and their demographics. Details 

about data collection and analysis are given in this chapter followed by ethical considerations 

and a discussion of the trustworthiness of the research. 

The following two chapters report the findings of the research. Drawing on the data generated 

mainly from work shadowing and document analysis, and supported by interview data, 

Chapter 5 provides a portrait of each SENCo case in terms of the school context in which they 

carried out their SENCo role, their professional journey to becoming a SENCo and a narrative 

account of their role enactment. Such portraits offer a composite picture of the role, the person 

and the context. In Chapter 6, based on data mainly generated via interviews, three themes 

about the influence of the SENCo role on SENCo teacher identity—SENCo teacher agency, 

emotional labour and role recognition—are given in detail through a discourse analysis of 

representative utterances. 

Chapter 7 discusses how SENCo agency, emotional labour and role recognition can be 

interpreted and explained through Gee’s theory of discourse and identity. The interplay of 

personal and contextexual influences on SENCo identity is addressed. Key findings are 

compared to previous research to show how they align with each other or not. Implications for 

supporting SENCo identity in the New Zealand context are also explored and discussed.  

The final chapter provides a summary of the key findings from this study. A list of 

implications is also given drawing on the discussion in Chapter 7. Limitations of this study 

and recommendations for future research are also presented. The contribution of the research 

is highlighted in the end.  
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Chapter 2 Literature review 

While previous studies of SENCos often used the terms role and identity interchangeably, this 

thesis makes a distinction between the two notions. In line with some researchers (Fitzgerald 

& Radford, 2017; Rosen-Webb, 2011), the role of SENCo in this thesis refers to SENCos’ 

duties and responsibilities. SENCo identity in the current study refers to the SENCo’s self-

concept. It addresses the way in which SENCos identify themselves as a particular kind of 

teacher. 

Through reviewing the literature on the role and identity of SENCos, this chapter first 

illustrates what the role of SENCo encompasses and the characteristics of the SENCo role. It 

then describes how SENCo identity is depicted in previous research and what factors are 

thought to contribute to SENCo identity. This chapter finally elaborates on the link between 

agency, emotion and SENCo identity. 

Characteristics of the SENCo Role 
The role of SENCo is varied and complex encompassing many interrelated components. 

SENCos engage in varied activities during the day (Maher & Vickerman, 2018). The SENCo 

role involves substantial administrative/operational duties, such as applying for funding; 

coordinating programmes and support; liaising with families, school staff and other 

professionals; allocating and timetabling support staff; keeping records; and writing reports 

(ERO, 2015; Fitzgerald & Radford, 2017; Kearney et al., 2017; Maher & Vickerman, 2018). 

For example, New Zealand SENCos (Kearney et al., 2017) reported that their main tasks were 

in administration, such as applying for funding and writing reports. The 2018 SENCo national 

survey (NZEI, 2018) in New Zealand demonstrated that the main tasks SENCos carried out 

included working with students with special needs, liaising with outside agencies, working 

with teacher aides, collaborating with RTLBs, working with teachers, meeting with 

families/whānau and coordinating individual educational plans9 (IEPs). 

The role of SENCo also entails strategic/leadership components. For instance, Martin-Denham 

and Watts (2019) described the SENCo in the UK as “a leader provides vision, direction, 

motivation and strategic overview” (p. 35). Struyve et al. (2018) also depicted SENCos in 

                                                 
9 An individual educational plan (IEP) is a plan for a student with special educational needs. It shows the 
student’s learning needs, cultural background and personality. It also records the student’s achievements, learning 
goals and the support needed. Team members who support the child review the IEP document regularly to reflect 
the child’s development and reflect on the team’s responsibilities and practices. 
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Belgium as “teacher leaders” (p. 701) who provide guidance and support to classroom teachers 

regarding inclusive provision. 

The role of SENCo is dynamic and ever-changing. For SENCos, each day can be very 

different from the last (Maher & Vickerman, 2018). The 2018 SENCo national survey (NZEI, 

2018) in New Zealand indicated that New Zealand SENCos seemed to undertake more 

activities than reported by them in the 2016 SENCo survey (NZEI, 2016). This implies that the 

variety and complexity of the SENCo role has broadened and deepened in New Zealand 

recently. 

The role of SENCo can also be challenging and difficult due to structural factors. SENCos in 

many studies reported that they got insufficient time to carry out SENCo responsibilities 

(Cowne, 2005; Fitzgerald & Radford, 2017; Qureshi, 2014; Rosen-Webb, 2011; Szwed, 2007). 

In New Zealand, an increasing percentage of SENCos do not have any release time for SENCo 

tasks. Although 19% of SENCos reported having release time for the role in 2016 (NZEI, 

2016) and 48% in 2018 (NZEI, 2018), a total 70% of respondents reported that they needed 

either some more or a lot more time for SENCo responsibilities (NZEI, 2018). It is not 

uncommon for SENCos to be required to take on various other roles alongside their SENCo 

role, which explains why SENCos struggle to find time for their SENCo role (Fitzgerald & 

Radford, 2017; NZEI, 2018; Woolhouse, 2012). The 2018 SENCo survey (NZEI, 2018) found 

that over half of the 572 respondents also fulfilled the classroom teacher role or AP/DP role. 

Other roles New Zealand SENCos took on alongside the SENCo role included curriculum 

leader, syndicate/team leader, principal, mentor teacher and support staff. Kearney et al. 

(2017) also found that all 65 New Zealand SENCos in their study took on other roles along 

with their SENCo role, such as principal, deputy principal, team leader, classroom teacher and 

reading recovery teacher10. In small-sized schools in New Zealand, the role of SENCo is often 

taken on by the principal because no other staff member can fit this work into their schedule 

(NZEI, 2018). Taking on various other roles with no, or very little, release time means that 

SENCo responsibilities are often undertaken after school hours. 

Several other reasons reinforce the challenge and difficulty of the SENCo role. These include 

a growing number of children with special needs (NZEI, 2016; Statistics New Zealand, 2014 

cited in NZEI, 2018), and inadequate funding and other resources (NZEI, 2016, Rosen-Webb, 

2011). Moreover, SENCos may frequently feel stressed and overwhelmed as they are the 

front-line educators who deal with children’s behavioural, emotional and social difficulties on 

                                                 
10 Teaching recovery teachers are experienced teachers who receive a 1-year training to provide intense one-to-
one intervention to Year 6 children in their literacy learning. 
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a daily basis (Burton & Goodman, 2011) or because of other stakeholders’ lack of recognition 

or misunderstanding of the SENCo role (Martin-Denham & Watts, 2019). 

Unclear Notion of SENCo Identity 
SENCo identity is poorly defined in the existing research on SENCo identity. Previous 

research on SENCo identity (Cole, 2005; Cowne, 2005; Kearns, 2005; Klang et al., 2017; 

Maher & Vickerman, 2018; Pearson & Ralph, 2007) has examined the issue either without 

providing a clear definition of SENCo identity or without distinguishing between the role and 

identity of SENCos. SENCo identity has been explored from different perspectives, including 

individual attributes, knowledge, skills, qualities, motivations and interest (Rosen-Webb, 

2011), perceptions and conceptualisations of the role, self-confidence, self-efficacy, expertise, 

job pleasure, perceived recognition by colleagues, a sense of agency, perceived support from 

senior leadership and perceptions of the school culture towards inclusiveness (Fitzgerald & 

Radford, 2017). 

SENCo identity has also been understood through varied conceptual frameworks. For instance, 

Woolhouse (2012) utilised the notion of communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) to 

understand the SENCo identity. SENCos in Woolhouse’s (2012) study identified themselves 

as members of the community of practice of “caring warriors,” (p. 751) having attributes and 

motivations distinctive from other teachers. SENCo identity has also been conceptualised 

using the notion of positioning (Qureshi, 2014; Struyve et al., 2018). 

The reason a clear notion of SENCo identity has not yet been achieved may be explained by a 

lack of consensus on what teacher identity does, and does not, entail. Through reviewing 

relevant literature from the year 1988 to 2000, Beijaard, Meijer, and Verloop (2004) identified 

that teacher identity has been used either without explicit definition or with different 

conceptualisations. Teacher identity was either understood as teachers’ perceptions of their 

roles (Beijaard, 1995), as relevant aspects and features of the profession (Beijaard, Verloop, & 

Vermunt, 2000) such as relationships with students and the subject a teacher is teaching 

(Beijaard, 1995), as teachers’ storytelling (Søreide, 2006; Watson, 2006) or as an ongoing 

process of identity reconstruction (Coldron & Smith, 1999). Different definitions place 

emphases on different aspects depending on varied research purposes. 

Drawing from varied conceptual frameworks of identity, alternative terms for identity have 

been used in literature on teaching and teacher education, including “the self” (Nias, 1989), 

“self-concept” (Lauriala & Kukkonen, 2005), “positioning” (Coldron & Smith, 1999; Davies 

& Harré, 1990) and “Discourse” (Gee, 2000). This thesis uses the term identity as Discourse 
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because the current study utilised Gee’s discursive theory of identity as a conceptual 

framework to explore how the role of SENCo influences SENCo teacher identity. More details 

about Gee’s discursive theory are given in the next chapter. 

Influencing Factors of SENCo Identity 
Literature has revealed that SENCos can perceive their identities in varied ways (Fitzgerald & 

Radford, 2017; Mackenzie, 2007). While some SENCos have positive identities, experiencing 

a sense of fulfilment and satisfaction (Kearney et al., 2017), some others have reported 

negative identities, feeling a lack of a sense of belonging to the school (Fitzgerald & Radford, 

2017; Rosen-Webb, 2011) due to perceived segregation from other teachers (Fitzgerald & 

Radford, 2017), perceived lower status than regular teachers (Woolhouse, 2012) and a sense of 

invisibility to other school staff (Fitzgerald & Radford, 2017). 

A variation in SENCo identity is attributed to the dynamic and multifaceted nature of teacher 

identity. It is widely acknowledged in literature that teacher identity is not a fixed or stable 

attribute attached to individual teachers but rather an ever-changing process influenced by a 

variety of internal and external factors (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Beijaard et al., 2004; 

Coldron & Smith, 1999; Lasky, 2005; Skott, 2019; Watson, 2006; Wilt, 2013). Teacher 

identity is an ongoing process of making sense of one’s experience in which “person and 

context” interplay (Beijaard et al., 2004, p. 122). It is neither an individual project nor 

externally determined; rather, it is constructed and sustained by the interplay between internal 

psychological functions and external sociocultural contexts (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; 

Hong, Greene, & Lowery, 2017; Kelchtermans, 1993; Sachs, 2005; Skott, 2019). Due to 

uncertainty and rapid changes in education, teacher identity is constantly shifting depending 

on a wide range of personal and contextual factors (Sachs, 2001, 2005). Hence, teacher 

identity is “a continuing site of struggle for teachers” (Maclure, 1993, p. 312) where personal 

and professional aspects interact with each other (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). To 

understand the influence of the SENCo role on SENCo teacher identity, therefore, it is 

important to figure out what factors contribute to the (re)construction of teacher identity in 

general and SENCo identity in particular. 

There have been many efforts exploring the personal and contextual factors that influence 

teacher identity (for instance, Cohen, 2010; Day, 2011; Flores & Day, 2006; Sachs, 2001, 

2005; Smagorinsky, Cook, Moore, Jackson, & Fry, 2004; Weiner & Torres, 2016). For 

example, Olsen (2008) found that personal and professional experience, past and present, can 

shape teacher identity. Weiner and Torres (2016) maintained that teaching experiences, 

teacher training experiences and broader sociocultural discourses about teachers and teaching 
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all contribute to the (re)shaping of teacher identity. Sachs (2005) revealed that teacher identity 

is influenced by personal educational experiences, personal and professional experiences in 

and out of school, previously held views about teachers and external expectations from wider 

society. 

A longitudinal study on the “Variations in Teachers’ Work, Lives and Effectiveness (VITAE)” 

(Day, 2011, p. 45) with 300 primary and secondary teachers in the UK identified three clusters 

of influences of teacher identity—sociocultural/policy, workplace/institutional and personal 

influences. The VITAE study found that teacher identity is a composite of three dimensions: a) 

“professional identity”—influenced by local and national policies and social expectations that 

frame what a good teacher is like, and the ways teachers respond to these policies; b) “situated 

or socially located identity”—formed in specific schools or classroom contexts where local 

contextual factors, such as student behaviour, colleagues and school leadership, can make an 

impact; and c) “personal identity”—affected by gender stereotypes, family demands and other 

expectations in personal life (Sammons et al., 2007, pp. 687–688). Similarly, Watson’s (2006) 

research with an experienced secondary school English teacher in the UK also highlighted 

sociocultural/policy, institutional/workplace and personal influences as related to teacher 

identity construction. 

In teacher identity construction, different clusters of influences may work together or conflict 

with each other (Watson, 2006). Teacher identity formation depends on how teachers address 

the interplay between the sociocultural/policy, institutional/workplace and personal influences 

(Day, 2011; Sammons et al., 2007). For instance, Smagorinsky et al.’s (2004) study 

demonstrated that one new teacher’s identity was affected by the tensions between the 

constructivist teaching approach taught by the university, which encouraged students’ 

construction of knowledge, and the traditional teaching approach expected by her mentor 

teacher in her internship primary school, which emphasised memorising knowledge for exams. 

The formation of the new teacher’s identity involved a negotiation of these different 

expectations and influences. The remainder of this section elaborates on the 

sociocultural/policy, institutional/workplace and personal factors that can contribute to teacher 

identity in general and SENCo identity in particular as found in related literature. 

Sociocultural/policy influences. 

Teacher identity is (re)constructed in a certain sociocultural/policy context. Hence, 

socialcultural/policy factors can influence the (re)construction of teacher identity in general, 

and SENCo identity in particular, at a macro level. 
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Sociocultural discourses. 

Sociocultural discourses regarding teaching and teachers are important influences on teacher 

identity formation. Sociocultural discourses on teaching and teachers refer to ideas and 

thoughts circulated in the teaching profession and in the public about what a teaching role is 

like and what being a good teacher means. These traditional and patterned ways of thinking 

inform and limit the possible and actual practices that teachers enact (Coldron & Smith, 1999). 

Teacher identity is (re)constructed in the process of responding to these traditions and 

expectations and making decisions about certain practices/actions (Coldron & Smith, 1999). 

Sociocultural discourses about SENCos affect people’s concepts and expectations of the role 

of SENCo. Expectations from parents, students, teacher colleagues, senior leaders, other 

school staff and outside agencies can influence SENCos’ identity perceptions. SENCo identity 

development involves continuously negotiating different sociocultural discourses about 

SENCos. For instance, Pearson and Ralph’s (2007) study in the UK identified noticeable 

differences in the perceptions of the SENCo role between the senior management team, other 

teachers and teacher aides. The senior management team understood the SENCo role mainly 

from managerial and administrative perspectives, while the other two groups mainly from a 

teaching perspective. Focusing on one aspect of the SENCo role might impede other aspects. 

The authors maintained that the tensions between different expectations of the SENCo role can 

complicate SENCo identity formation and put pressure on SENCos so that SENCO identity is 

developed in interaction with, and reaction to, others. SENCo identity development embraces 

understanding and negotiation of different expectations from different groups of stakeholders. 

Similarly, Layton’s (2005) small-scale study, based on questionnaires, with 27 SENCos in the 

UK showed that others’ perceptions of the SENCo role can significantly influence SENCos’ 

self-perceptions and the way in which SENCos inhabit their identities. SENCos in Layton’s 

research perceived themselves as “fire-fighters” (p. 55) in line with their teacher colleagues’ 

expectations that SENCos were responsible for solving challenging problems for children with 

special needs. SENCo participants thought that parents considered them as the people who 

knew all the answers and had access to a variety of resources and contacts to make sure their 

children were well assisted. Some participants responded that the principal expected the role 

of SENCo to be a managerial role yet with little awareness of the importance of a supportive 

environment for SENCos to enact a managerial role. 

Struyve et al.’s (2018) qualitative interpretative case study on the leadership role of SENCos 

in Belgium also suggested that the role of SENCo was co-constructed by the SENCo, teacher 

colleagues and the school principal through positioning their own roles alongside the roles of 



 

19 

each other. The extent to which SENCos enacted a teacher leader role largely depended on 

whether or not their expertise was recognised by other school members, the extent to which 

the school principal distributed power of leadership to the SENCo and whether or not teacher 

colleagues positioned themselves as collaborative in inclusive provision. 

Policy discourses. 

In addition to sociocultural discourses, educational policy discourses can affect teachers’ 

perceptions of their identities. Policy discourses provide a frame of reference from which 

teachers develop conceptualisations about what a teacher is like. Sachs’s (2001, 2005) 

research demonstrated the role that policy discourses play in framing teacher identity. Through 

investigating policy documents in Australia, the UK and New Zealand, Sachs (2001) identified 

two competing discourses about teacher professionalism. One was “managerial 

professionalism” (p. 149) which implies efficiency, accountability and economy, the principles 

held by private sectors and commercial organisations, to public sectors such as education. The 

other was “democratic professionalism” (p. 149) which favours collaboration and cooperation 

between teachers, students, parents and other stakeholders, and participation in joint decision 

making under the principles of equity and social justice. Sachs (2005) found that the policy 

discourse of “managerial professionalism” brought about “the entrepreneurial identity” while 

the policy discourse of “democratic professionalism” resulted in “the activist identity” (2005, 

p. 17). Sachs (2005) characterised entrepreneurial identity as “individualistic, competitive, 

controlling and regulative, externally defined, and standards led” (p. 19). Teachers with the 

entrepreneurial identity viewed the school as having a “culture of profit and production” 

instead of a “culture of welfare” (Ball, 1994, p. 71, cited in Sachs, 2005, p. 18). Conversely, 

Sachs (2005) described the features of activist identity as “democratic principles, negotiated, 

collaborative, socially critical, future oriented, strategic and tactical” (p. 21). Teachers with an 

activist identity considered equity and social justice as the core values in education. Sachs 

(2001, 2005) stated that teachers can shift from one type of identity to the other depending on 

the context in which they enact teaching. 

Policy discourses about SENCos in particular can inform SENCo identity in terms of who the 

SENCo is and what a SENCo is expected to be. In line with the broadened and widened 

complexity of the SENCo role in policy and practice (Mackenzie, 2007; Maher & Vickerman, 

2018; Rosen-Webb, 2011), SENCos in the UK are expected to enact strategic and leadership 

roles in addition to administrative and managerial roles. Following the introduction of the 

Code of SEN in 1994, the Teacher Training Agency (TTA) in 1998 offered a national standard 

for the role of SENCo in the UK. It documented four components of the role: strategic 

development, teaching and learning, managing and leading, and resources deployment. 
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SENCos are expected to engage in a whole-school approach to inclusive education (TTA, 

1998). The SEN Code of Practice in 2001 then encouraged involving SENCos in the senior 

management team. The “Removing Barriers to Achievement” paper in 2004 reemphasised the 

SENCo role as a crucial part of the senior management team (DfES, 2004). In their book The 

SENCo Handbook: Leading Provision and Practice published in 2019, Martin-Denham and 

Watts depicted British SENCos as “both leaders and managers” (p. 35), stating: 

They [SENCos] are leaders of people and managers of resources. The roles are very 

different, but both equally important. Essentially, a leader provides vision, direction, 

motivation and strategic overview, while a manager implements the strategy by 

drawing upon the resources, both staffing and physical, that are available. (p. 35) 

The strategic and leadership components in the role of the UK SENCo have made SENCo 

identity more demanding and complex in the UK context. Policy changes for the SENCo role 

in the UK over the past 2 decades have indicated a shifting of SENCo identity from an 

administrator and manager to a schoolwide leader (Burton & Goodman, 2011). In this sense, 

policy discourses offer guidelines for British SENCos regarding their roles and identities. In 

New Zealand, however, there is no national guideline or job description for the role of 

SENCo. There are no national standards or criteria from which SENCos can develop 

conceptualisations of their roles and judge their performance. Hence, it is of importance to 

explore how New Zealand SENCos perceive their identities and what informs their identities. 

Institutional/workplace influences. 

SENCos enact their identities not only within the broader sociocultural/policy contexts but 

also in concrete school environments. Institutional/workplace factors can shape the formation 

and development of SENCo identity to a large extent. Mackenzie’s (2007) historical overview 

of the SENCo role in the UK suggested that despite the existence of British national guidelines 

for the role of SENCo, the variation in how the SENCo role is interpreted and enacted between 

schools and local authorities is obvious. Depending on the varied needs and resources of 

individual schools (Maher & Vickerman, 2018), SENCos vary to a large extent in other roles 

they take on alongside the SENCo role (Mackenzie, 2007), the amount of time allocated to the 

SENCo part (Szwed, 2007), the weighting of different components of the SENCo role 

(Cowne, 2005; Layton, 2005), the status of the role in relation to senior leadership 

(Mackenzie, 2007; Szwed, 2007) and the financial and human resources available to SENCos 

(Szwed, 2007). All these variations have intensified the complexity of the SENCo role and 

widened the differences between the identities of individual SENCos. 
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Researchers have found that having a different focus on the role of SENCo can lead to 

different types of SENCo identities (Kearns, 2005; Klang et al., 2017). For instance, Kearns’s 

(2005) qualitative study using focus groups and individual interviews identified five types of 

SENCo identity among 18 SENCos in the UK—the arbiter, the rescuer, the auditor, the 

collaborator and the expert—based on varied features of their SENCo roles and different 

priorities of professional learning. 

- “Arbiter” (p. 138): focusing on the management of teachers and parents’ needs, 

gathering information to understand their concerns and difficulties, making well-

informed decisions for follow-up actions, developing and monitoring SEN resources in 

the school, learning from external resources such as attending courses on special needs; 

teaching and sharing pedagogy are not the focus of this type. 

- “Rescue[r]” (p. 139): aspiring to teach children with special needs and develop 

appropriate learning programmes for them, providing extra support for children with 

special needs in groups, learning knowledge and practice for personal teaching; not 

interested in managing SEN resources or influencing teacher colleagues. 

- “Auditor” (p. 141): paying much attention to the assessment of children with special 

needs, keeping records, coordinating IEPs, administrating the procedure of SEN 

resources; interested in statistics, including the number of children with special needs 

in each level and class, and their achievement; not interested in teaching. 

- “Collaborator” (p. 142): motivated by promoting a whole-school approach to inclusive 

education, engaging teacher colleagues in curriculum development for children with 

varied needs, evaluating school policies towards inclusive education, enhancing 

teachers’ confidence in working with children with diverse needs, for example 

delivering training sessions about special needs to teacher colleagues; and 

- “Expert” (p. 144): has formal qualifications in special needs, viewing themselves as 

more specialised than other SENCos who do not hold formal qualifications, focusing 

on the assessment of and caring for children to a more intensive and professional 

extent; interested in case history of individual children rather than schoolwide policies 

or practice of inclusive education. 

Drawing on data collected via work observations, interviews, diaries and school documents, a 

Swedish multiple case study (Klang et al., 2017) identified six types of identities in relation to 

six special pedagogues (the role in Sweden similar to SENCo)—the “social counsellor” who 

engages in building good relationships with students, parents and teachers as well as solving 

conflicts between them (p. 397), the “systematic detective” who places emphasis on the 

assessment of students (p. 398), the “supervising maths teacher” whose highest priority is 
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supervising teachers in order to promote inclusive education (p. 398), the “inspection teacher” 

who focuses on following up with student cases regarding assessment and interventions (p. 

399), the “executive supporting teacher” whose main responsibility is supporting teachers in 

their daily tasks (p. 400), and the “school developer” who aims to increase all students’ 

abilities in reading and writing (p. 400). The authors highlighted that the variation in SENCo 

identity is associated with the varied amount of focus on, and time allocated to, different 

categories of tasks. 

Kearney et al. (2017) conducted a survey of 65 New Zealand SENCos serving in primary 

schools (64%), intermediate schools (6%), secondary schools (22%) and other schools (8%). 

The researchers collected both quantitative and qualitative data through online questionnaires 

regarding SENCos’ conceptualisations of their role, the tasks involved in the role, their degree 

of confidence and satisfaction, the professional development they had undertaken, and factors 

that facilitated and constrained the SENCo role. Four types of identities were found related to 

the role of SENCo: 

- “Coordinator” (p. 118): 38% participants identified themselves as the coordinator as 

their role entailed various coordinating tasks, including overseeing inclusive provision, 

liaising with families, coordinating outside agencies, making referrals to learning 

support resources, supervising the team of teacher aides and monitoring the 

implementation of IEPs;  

- “Support person” (p. 118): 22% participants conceptualised the role of SENCo as 

enhancing students’ achievement and outcomes by supporting students with special 

needs and aiding teacher colleagues; 

- “Advocate for students” (p. 118): 14% participants understood the role of SENCo as 

advocating for students’ best interests; and 

- “Interprofessional change agent” (p. 119): 26% participants perceived that they worked 

to cause positive changes in students with special needs. 

As the preceding study summaries show, variation in SENCo identity has been related to the 

ways in which the role of SENCo is enacted in individual schools. The rest of this section 

gives more details about the institutional/workplace influences on the enactment of the SENCo 

role and the development of SENCo identity, including whether the role is full-time funded or 

mixed with other roles, whether the SENCo is part of the senior management team, whether 

the school culture leans towards inclusiveness, and whether school leadership and teachers 

support the role of SENCo.  
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The role of SENCo as full-time funded or mixed with various other roles. 

Whether the role of SENCo is full-time funded or mixed with other roles can impact SENCos’ 

perceptions of their identities. While a full-time funded role of SENCo can help to establish a 

strong SENCo identity, a SENCo role mixed with various other roles could impede the 

identification as a SENCo. Based on surveys (both quantitative and qualitative questions were 

asked) of 212 SENCos in the UK, focus groups (75 of the respondents) and individual 

narrative interviews (9 of the respondents), Woolhouse (2012) suggested that the formation 

and development of SENCo identity involves continuously negotiating the tensions between 

SENCo identity and other identities, for example subject teacher identity, primary or 

secondary teacher identity, and school leadership identity, as it is not uncommon in the UK 

that the role of SENCo is added to other roles and responsibilities. An Irish mixed-methods 

study based on questionnaires (Fitzgerald & Radford, 2017) demonstrated how the mixture of 

the SENCo role with other roles introduced challenges to SENCo identity. Similar to the New 

Zealand situation, national guidelines for the role of SENCo do not exist in Southern Ireland 

and individual schools make their own decisions about how the role of SENCo is enacted. 

Drawing from both quantitative and qualitative data collected by questionnaires with 27 

secondary school SENCos, the study found that most participants perceived vague identities as 

many of them took on the role of SENCo as additional to their other responsibilities, such as 

subject teacher, team leader and senior leader. A sense of belonging to a specific group of staff 

was absent. The participants stated that creating a full-time role of SENCo would enhance 

recognition and acknowledgement of the role by other people and foster a strong SENCo 

identity. The authors proposed a need for SENCos to create and occupy “a third space” 

(Fitzgerald & Radford, 2017, p. 460), a term coined by Whitchurch (2008) referring to an 

integrated and unique identity featured by fluidity, flexibility and creativity. 

SENCo as part of the senior management team. 

The creation of the SENCo role has seen a trend to include SENCos in the senior management 

team. The reasons why the SENCo role is essentially associated with leadership are threefold: 

a) SENCos are responsible to lead the special needs team; b) SENCos are trusted and 

empowered by the senior management team; and c) SENCos have contextual challenges, such 

as having a large special needs register11, a lack of consistency in the special needs team and 

the responsibility for supporting teacher colleagues (Oldham & Radford, 2011). In the UK, 

Pearson, Mitchell, and Rapti (2015) investigated SENCos’ perspectives on the trend of the 

SENCo role in a changing policy context which encouraged SENCos moving from a 

managerial role to a leadership role. Dominant theme emerging from 227 responses to 
                                                 
11 A special needs register is a list of students who have special educational needs. 
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questionnaires was that SENCos predicted that they would play a leadership role in visioning 

and strategic planning as well as training, advising and facilitating colleagues. They also 

predicted that the school would be an inclusive environment where school staff share 

responsibilities in inclusive provision. In addition, they foresaw a reduction in direct teaching 

and an increasing demand for expertise and time commitment. 

In reality, however, many SENCos are not part of the senior management team. In one mixed-

methods study in the UK, only 52% of 146 participants who were new to the role of SENCo, 

and were taking the National Award for Special Educational Needs Coordination (a mandatory 

course for being a SENCo in the UK), were part of school leadership (Tissot, 2013). In 

Cyprus, SENCos struggle for the recognition of their role and values (Liasidou & Antoniou, 

2013). In Hong Kong, few SENCos are assigned the role of deputy principal as the 

government policy requires (Poon-McBrayer, 2012) and SENCos in Poon-McBrayer’s (2012) 

study in Hong Kong called for the need to be part of the senior management team in order to 

make schoolwide changes. 

Researchers have indicated that not being part of the senior management team can threaten 

SENCos’ sense of identity in terms of their position in relation to other school staff (Evans, 

2013; Rosen-Webb, 2011). Through consulting with three primary school SENCos in the UK, 

Evans (2013) found that although government policies have increasingly placed SENCos at 

the heart of school system, many SENCo participants still struggled with positioning 

themselves in school. They felt peripheral to the school, belonging to neither the group of 

teachers nor the senior management team. They self-doubted their identities while working 

with children with emotional and behavioural difficulties on a daily basis and experienced 

vulnerability, anxiety, inadequacy and segregation. The author suggested raising SENCos’ 

status at school by involving them in the senior management team. Likewise, SENCos in 

Rosen-Webb’s (2011) qualitative study in the UK perceived that they neither belonged to 

middle management nor senior management. They thought that they were distinct from middle 

management and acted as a complement to it. 

School leadership and teacher colleagues. 

The positive impact of senior leadership and colleagues’ support on the construction of teacher 

identity has been recognised by many researchers (Flores & Day, 2006; Hong et al., 2017). 

Collaborative, supportive and encouraging leadership and colleague relationships can foster 

positive attitudes towards teaching and teacher identity (Flores & Day, 2006). Van der 

Heijden, Beijaard, Geldens, and Popeijus’s (2018) large-scale online survey of 1,028 primary 

school teachers in the Netherlands demonstrated that school leaders’ vision of the future goals 
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and the involvement of teachers in decision making were the most noticeable contextual 

factors contributing to teachers’ perceptions of themselves as change agents. Collaboration 

with teacher colleagues was another important factor that strengthened teachers’ 

identifications of themselves as change agents in education. Likewise, a supportive school 

management and colleagues are beneficial for the role of SENCo (Cowne, 2005).  

A school culture of inclusiveness and a collaborative approach to inclusive education is 

essential for the role of SENCo. Key to a collaborative and whole-school approach to inclusive 

education is the beliefs and values of senior leaders (Fitzgerald & Radford, 2017). As teachers 

tend to acculturate to the school culture and internalise the norms and values of the school 

(Flores & Day, 2006), a school culture which values inclusiveness and the role of SENCo can 

foster the collaboration between the SENCo and other teachers. By contrast, too much reliance 

on the SENCo and support staff related to inclusive education may cause adverse effects in 

inclusion due to insufficient input from other teachers (Burton & Goodman, 2011). SENCos 

can also feel overwhelmed and stressed due to colleagues’ misunderstanding or 

nonrecognition of the SENCo role (Martin-Denham & Watts, 2019). Despite the fact that 

policies in the UK have recognised the importance of the role of SENCo. Burton and 

Goodman (2011) maintained that British SENCos’ lived experience deviates from the policy 

direction. In interviews, SENCos expressed a feeling of being unappreciated for their value 

and unrecognised for the difficulty of their role by other school staff. The authors raised a 

concern about the retention of SENCos given insufficient recognition of the role and status of 

SENCo. This implies that a strong SENCo identity is closely linked to an inclusive school 

culture where other school staff value inclusiveness and support the role of the SENCo. 

Personal influences. 

In addition to sociocultural/policy discourses and institutional/workplace influences, personal 

influences can also inform the construction of SENCo identity. Personal influences associated 

with teacher identity include professional knowledge and personal competence, personal 

biography and personal identity. 

Professional knowledge and personal competence. 

Research has indicated the association between teacher identity and professional knowledge 

(Beijaard et al., 2004; Watson, 2006). Beijaard et al. (2004) put forward that “identity 

formation is a process of practical knowledge-building characterized by an ongoing integration 

of what is individually and collectively seen as relevant to teaching” (p. 123). Drawing on an 

interview with a secondary school English language teacher in the UK, Watson (2006) found 

that the teacher’s professional identity was closely linked to his professional knowledge. The 
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teacher’s counselling knowledge gave rise to his different beliefs of and responses to students’ 

misbehaviour from other teachers and became the source of his teacher identity. 

Professional knowledge and personal competence are important aspects that contribute to 

SENCo identity. Kearney et al.’s (2017) study based on online questionnaires found that all 

New Zealand SENCo participants engaged in various forms of professional development, such 

as 1-day courses, and attended SENCo networks in their educational regions. They also 

actively sought help from RTLBs, MoE officers and even online resources. Most of them had 

delivered professional development for teacher aides and other school staff. Burton and 

Goodman (2011) described SENCos as “highly skilled individuals committed to the inclusion 

of this group of young people” (p. 143) and SENCos’ knowledge about special needs 

constitutes a paramount part of their skills. As their study showed, SENCos are skilled in 

building connections with children with special needs and establishing home–school 

partnerships in children’s learning. Through constant communication with parents, SENCos 

could be more aware of family situations than other school staff so as to put in place 

appropriate interventions. Thus, SENCos are identified as the effective key person in including 

children with special needs into mainstream educational settings. 

Personal biographies. 

A large proportion of teacher identity studies have explored the issue from a biographical 

perspective (Beijaard, 1995; Bukor, 2015; MacLure, 1993; Kelchtermans, 1993; Olsen, 2008). 

As Coldron and Smith (1999) claimed, biography is a combination of both social biography 

and personal biography. Social biography refers to the social position of a person’s family 

with regards to the social, educational and financial resources available to the family. Personal 

biography focuses on one’s life history, critical events in the past, atmosphere in the family, 

personal health state and personal ways of meaning-making. Both social and personal 

biography can shape a teacher’s identity. It is not uncommon to conceive of people as a 

product of their past (Coldron & Smith, 1999). 

Based on the study of three language teachers in Canada, Bukor (2015) maintained that 

teacher identity has its root in teachers’ personal biographies. The author stated that personal 

early life and significant others can influence one’s decision to enter into the teaching 

profession and shape teachers’ teaching beliefs, practices and teacher identities. Olsen’s 

(2008) study supported this view. Exploring the life histories of six English secondary teachers 

in the USA, Olsen (2008) found that role-playing as a teacher in childhood and having several 

female family members working in the teaching profession influenced the participants’ 



 

27 

decisions to become a teacher. The role-play experience also developed their initial concepts 

of teachers and teaching as delivering instructions, explaining things and assessing students. 

As an aspect of personal biographies, prior educational experience can influence the shaping 

of teacher identity. Prior educational experience can affect one’s decision to choose the 

teaching profession (Watson, 2006) and shape one’s beliefs about teaching and what a good 

teacher is like (Flores & Day, 2006; Watson, 2006). Through analysing the narratives of an 

experienced secondary English teacher in the UK, Watson (2006) revealed that the teacher’s 

own unsuccessful educational experience inspired him to enter into the teaching profession 

and to become a different teacher who could provide students with different educational 

experiences from those that he had experienced. The participant perceived himself as different 

from his teacher colleagues and manifested his unique identity in his narratives of practice, 

such as managing students’ misbehaviour in a humorous way, not planning lessons as much as 

other teachers did, being flexible in class teaching and never handing in “the sinners list” (p. 

519) (a list of misbehaving students) to senior leaders as requested. The teacher’s own 

experience of failure in school and poverty made him take the students’ side and meet 

children’s changing needs instead of becoming a stereotypical teacher who is strict with 

students. Flores and Day’s (2006) study of 14 new primary and secondary teachers in 

Portugal, through interviews, questionnaires and documents, also demonstrated that prior 

teachers can act as role models or frameworks for beginning teachers to interpret the meaning 

of teaching and being a teacher. Either positively or negatively, the participants observed 

different styles of teaching when they were pupils. They developed initial beliefs and values 

about teaching and what kind of teachers they should or should not be from their prior 

educational experience. 

Personal identity. 

Teacher identity can be shaped by teachers’ personal identities, including personal attributes, 

cultural identity and gender identities. Teachers’ personal identities are comprised of their 

personal attributes. The compatibility between personal attributes and the teaching role can be 

an influencing factor for choosing the teaching profession and developing an identity as a 

teacher. The new secondary English teachers participating in Olsen’s (2008) study responded 

that being good at reading, writing and explaining things, alongside having a strong interest in 

literature, inspired them to become secondary English teachers. A large-scale survey of 

primary school teachers in the Netherlands demonstrated a close link between the participants’ 

personality and their self-perceptions as change agents (van der Heijden et al., 2018). The 

researchers investigated the interrelationship between the identity of change agents and five 

personality traits: openness to experience, emotional stability, conscientiousness, extroversion 



 

28 

and agreeableness. Results indicated that openness to experience was the most significant 

personality attribute related to the identity of change agent. 

Cultural identity can also inform the construction of teacher identity. F. C. Edwards and 

Edwards (2017) conducted a case study of one beginning secondary teacher in New Zealand 

whose ethnic background was Māori. Influenced by the Māori culture, which values oral 

language, storytelling and fairness, the participant encouraged oral assessment for the sake of 

those students who did not benefit from the standardised written assessment in New Zealand 

schools. The findings showed the influence of the teacher’s cultural identity on his view of 

teaching and learning, and his assessment beliefs and practices, as an important part of his 

teacher identity. 

Teacher identity has also been explored from a lens of gender stereotypes (Hong et al., 2017). 

Teachers’ gender identities can influence the sustaining of teacher identity. A longitudinal 

research in the USA studied five pre-service teachers from the last semester of their teacher 

education programme to the third year of their teaching. The findings revealed that teacher 

identity development is a process in which multiple identities negotiate with each other in “a 

dialogical space” in order to achieve a coherent self (Hong et al., 2017, p. 86). A beginning 

science teacher in the study perceived significant tensions between her professional identity as 

a teacher and her personal identity as a lesbian. Unable to resolve the tension, the teacher 

finally decided to pursue a PhD and an academic position. The findings are consistent with 

Beijaard et al.’s (2004) view that the construction and maintenance of teacher identity entails a 

variety of subidentities more or less contingent on or in conflict with each other. 

To sum up, this section has discussed the identity of teachers in general and SENCos 

particularly as related to three clusters of influences—sociocultural/policy, 

institutional/workplace and personal influences. Sociocultural/policy influence offers a 

discursive landscape that informs what being a teacher and SENCo means and what is 

expected from being a teacher and SENCo. Various institutional/workplace factors integrate 

with each other to form the actual context in which SENCos carry out their role and develop 

their identities. Personal influences, such as personal attributes, personal biographies and 

personal identity also impact the construction and maintenance of teacher identity and SENCo 

identity. As teacher identity is closely linked with teacher agency (Beauchamp & Thomas, 

2009; Beijaard et al., 2004; Day, 2011) and emotions (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Nias, 

1996; Nichols, Schutz, Rodgers, & Bilica, 2017; Zembylas, 2003), this review now turns to 

agency and emotional aspects of teacher and SENCo identity. 
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Agency and SENCo Identity 
It is widely recognised in literature that there is an inextricable association between agency 

and teacher identity (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Beijaard et al., 2004; Day, 2011; 

Eteläpelto et al., 2015; Olsen, 2008; Pantić, 2017; Sfard & Prusak, 2005; Skott, 2019; 

Sammons et al., 2007; Zembylas, 2003). The literature regarding the conceptualisations of 

teacher agency and the link between teacher identity and agency may inform the investigation 

of how the SENCo role influences SENCo agency and identity. 

Teacher agency: An interplay between person and context. 

While agency in general has been conceptualised in various ways, teacher agency is not yet 

clearly conceptualised in literature (Priestley, Biesta, & Robinson, 2016). From a sociocultural 

perspective, teacher agency refers to teachers’ ability to influence their immediate settings 

through using resources available to them in the context (Lasky, 2005). It implies teachers’ 

active role in becoming and being a teacher (Beijaard et al., 2004). 

It is widely acknowledged in literature that teacher agency is a product of the interplay 

between person and context (Eteläpelto, Vähäsantanen, & Hökkä, 2015; Pantić, 2017; 

Priestley et al., 2016). For example, Day (2011) provided a definition of teacher agency in the 

VITAE study: 

Agency, in relation to each identity scenario, was concerned with teachers’ belief in 

their ability to (a) manage each of the three clusters of influence [sociocultural/policy, 

workplace and personal influence] and the interaction between them; (b) reconfigure 

themselves within them where necessary; (c) manage critical events that threatened 

their stability or which needed to be managed and (d) live with the vulnerabilities 

caused by the tensions and conflicts within and between these various clusters of 

influence, while continuing to be efficacious in their workplace (i.e., maintain their 

commitment and resilience). (p. 62) 

Day (2011)’s notion of teacher agency suggests an interaction between personal beliefs of 

one’s ability and environmental factors. Likewise, Priestley et al.’s (2016) ecological model of 

teacher agency integrates both personal and contextual dimensions in shaping teacher agency. 

However, unlike Day’s (2011) concept of teacher agency, which seems to highlight personal 

ability to survive in challenging and ever-changing educational settings, Priestley et al.’s 

(2016) notion of teacher agency places emphasis on contextual settings in which teacher 

agency can be achieved. Priestley et al.’s (2016) notion of teacher agency is drawn from Biesta 

and Tedder’s (2007) ecological view of agency and Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998) three 
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elements of agency. Biesta and Tedder (2007) perceived agency not as what a person 

possesses but as what a person achieves: 

This concept of agency highlights that actors always act by means of an environment 

rather than simply in an environment … To think of agency as achievement rather than 

as a “power” also helps to acknowledge that the achievement of agency depends on the 

availability of economic, cultural and social resources within a particular ecology. In 

this sense we can say that the achievement of agency will always result from the 

interplay of individual efforts, available resources and contextual and structural 

“factors” as they come together in particular and, in a sense, always unique situations. 

(p. 137) 

Biesta and Tedder’s (2007) understanding of agency put emphasis on the environmental 

resources for individuals to achieve agency. Whether agency can be exercised depends on the 

cultural, structural and economic resources available to individuals in concrete settings (Biesta 

& Tedder, 2007). 

Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998) three elements of agency, in particular, give insight into 

Priestley et al.’s (2016) ecological model of teacher agency. Emirbayer and Mische (1998) 

understood agency as encompassing “iterational,” “projective” and “practical-evaluative” 

elements (p. 971). The iterational element refers to the role of past modes of thoughts and 

action in shaping agency. The projective element means that agency is shaped by one’s 

motivation, desire and imagination for the future. The practical-evaluative element concerns a 

person’s capacity to make judgements and decisions to respond to immediate ever-changing 

demands of present situations and circumstances. 

Integrating the three elements of past, present and future in the notion of agency, Priestley et 

al. (2016) developed an ecological model of teacher agency. In Priestley et al.’s (2016) model, 

the iterational dimension of teacher agency encompasses professional knowledge, skills, 

capacities, beliefs and values developed from past personal and professional experience. The 

projective dimension of teacher agency refers to short-term and long-term goals and purposes 

and is often associated with teachers’ long-held values and beliefs informed by the past. The 

practical-evaluative dimension of teacher agency means enacting practices in concrete settings 

and making judgements of the environment and one’s action. The practical-evaluative 

dimension of teacher agency is influenced by cultural, structural and material resources 

available to teachers in a given context (p. 138). Priestley et al.’s (2016) ecological model of 

teacher agency denies the tendency to treat teacher agency merely as individual competence 

and emphasises the importance of environmental resources for achieving teacher agency. 

Understanding agency as a combination of personal capacity and contextual settings, Priestley 
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et al. (2016) maintained that teacher agency entails both “agentic capacity” and “agentic 

spaces” (p. 136). 

Like Priestley et al. (2016), Pantić’s (2017) conceptual model of teacher agency also integrates 

individual capacity and contextual influences. As Pantić (2017) put it: 

Teacher agency is constituted by their sense of purpose (belief that a certain practice is 

worthwhile for achieving a certain outcome), competence (knowing how to influence a 

desired outcome in practice), scope of autonomy (power to make a difference within 

given structural environments) and reflexivity (a capacity to monitor and evaluate one’s 

actions and structural contexts). (p. 220) 

According to Pantić (2017), teachers’ sense of purpose is informed by their teacher identity. 

This view is consistent with Priestley et al. (2016). In Pantić’s (2017) case study of a primary 

school in Scotland, it was apparent among the 14 participating teachers at the school that they 

perceived that caring for students was an essential part of their teacher identity and this 

identity informed their agency with regards to the purpose of providing pastoral care to 

students. Teachers’ competence in Pantić’s (2017) study refers to teachers’ perceived 

influence in terms of assisting vulnerable students in adapting to contextual settings. The 

results showed that good relationships with students, parents, colleagues and other 

professionals; collaboration with other people; and accessibility to resources contributed to 

teachers’ competence to make a difference to vulnerable students. Teachers’ autonomy in 

Pantić’s study was shaped by their participation in decision making and ways of working with 

other people. Factors that enabled teachers’ autonomy included meaningful participation in 

decision making, effective communication and teachers’ opinions being valued, as well as 

collaboration, trust and openness with families, other teachers, senior leadership and outside 

agencies. Teachers’ reflexivity in Pantić’s study was manifested in each teacher’s evaluation 

of their own practices and the environment. Pantić revealed that teacher agency is associated 

with concrete institutional settings to a larger extent than with broader social and policy 

context. Collaboration and support from parents, teacher colleagues, senior leadership and 

other professionals were the key to enabling or impeding teacher agency. 

Both Priestley et al. (2016) and Pantić’s (2017) conceptual model of teacher agency illuminate 

that personal and contextual influences intertwine with each other as resources or constraints 

of teacher agency. Personal influences such as professional knowledge, competence, beliefs, 

values, personal and professional experience (Pantić, 2017; Priestley et al., 2016), personal 

interest, teaching ideals, ethical standards, motivations and commitment (Eteläpelto et al., 

2015), along with contextual influences including school culture, organisational structure, 

material resources (Priestley et al., 2016), relationships and collaboration with other people, 
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and senior leadership (Eteläpelto et al., 2015; Pantić, 2017) interplay in shaping teacher 

agency. Eteläpelto et al. (2015) held that collaboration with colleagues is the most important 

influencing factor of teacher agency at classroom level, and that the principal is the key 

element of school culture and teacher agency at a schoolwide level. A lack of time, students’ 

social and emotional issues and a lack of support from external professionals can impede 

teacher agency (Eteläpelto et al., 2015). 

Understanding teacher agency as the interplay between personal and contextual influences 

implies that teacher agency is temporal and dynamic (Pantić, 2017; Priestley et al., 2016). 

Teacher agency is not fixed or stable. It is closely linked with contextual factors (Beauchamp 

& Thomas, 2009) and is always changing and mediated by school norms, policies and 

resources available to teachers (Lasky, 2005). This is why teacher agency can be especially 

vulnerable under the circumstance of educational reforms. Lasky’s (2005) research showed 

that the secondary school reform in Canada interfered with the participants’ teacher agency 

and identities because the centralised curriculum implemented through reform resulted in 

increased workload and accountability. Consequently, the teacher participants had less time to 

build connections with students, which perceived as an important aspect of their teacher 

identities. The teachers perceived a low sense of agency in becoming the kind of teacher they 

expected themselves to be. Teachers’ sense of agency can also vary at different career stages. 

Nias (1989) found that in the early years of teaching life, teachers experience a limited sense 

of agency in the process of identity formation and negotiation and often feel that they have 

little influence on what happens in schools. This is because there are fewer resources available 

for beginning teachers to change the school context and to decide their own behaviour. 

Perceiving teacher agency as combining both personal and contextual factors also suggests 

that teacher agency is relational. It is not an individual possession; rather, it is achieved in 

interactions with others in a given context. Pantić’s (2017) study, as outlined previously, 

demonstrated the relational nature of teacher agency. The participating teachers reported that 

their agency was supported or impeded by relationships with students, home–school 

partnerships, and collegiality and collaboration with teacher colleagues, senior leadership and 

other professionals. Eteläpelto et al.’s (2015) research on primary teachers in Finland also 

highlighted the collaboration with colleagues and other professionals as a critical resource for 

teacher agency. It implies that teacher agency cannot be achieved by oneself but can only 

emerge from collaborative and supportive interpersonal relations. 
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Teacher agency: A necessary condition to construct, negotiate, enact and sustain teacher 

identity. 

Based on the idea that identity is constantly shaped and reshaped in the process of social 

interactions, people cannot deny the active role they play in making decisions about their own 

lives (Sfard & Prusak, 2005). Intrinsic to teacher identity construction and enactment is the 

agency to make decisions and perform certain actions (Coldron & Smith, 1999). As Skott 

(2019) put it: 

Both the immediate and broader social contexts orient teachers’ actions, but do so in 

open-ended ways, leaving space for professional decision making and agency. 

Experiences of this agentic space and of the outcomes of manoeuvring within it are 

aspects of identity. (p. 470) 

Skott’s statements above indicated the paramount role that agency plays in the process of 

decision making and identity construction. Similarly, as Olsen (2008) stated, 

People are both products of their social histories, and—through things like hope, 

desperation, imagining, and mindfulness—move themselves from one subjectivity to 

the next, from one facet of their identity to another, and can in some limited sense 

choose to act in certain ways considered by them to be coherent with their own self-

understandings. Applied to teachers, this view highlights both the 

constraints/opportunities on a teacher deriving from personal histories and also the 

actual agency any teacher possesses. (p. 24) 

Olsen’s (2008) statement indicates that teacher identity is not only shaped by personal 

histories but also constructed by agentic decision making. Agency is needed in deciding how 

to act and how to be as a teacher. 

Coldron and Smith (1999) also put forward that through the constant decision making of one’s 

actions, for example how to manage the classroom and what pedagogy to use, teachers choose 

certain practices and reject others. In doing so, teachers confirm their sameness with or 

differences from other teachers, and identify their relations to other teachers and their 

positions/places in the context. Coldron and Smith (1999) further specified four ways of 

agency in the construction of teacher identity. First, teacher identity is constructed in the 

“craft” (p. 716) of choosing and rejecting certain practices and actions to achieve a planned 

educational goal. Second, teacher identity is developed in a “moral” (p. 717) way which 

involves making moral judgements on what counts as a good teacher, as a facilitating school 

culture, as an effective collegial relationship and as an inspiring leadership. Third, teacher 

identity is established in “artistic” (p. 718) forms that require teachers to respond aesthetically 

to the demand of keeping personal, professional and social expectations in balance. Finally, 
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teacher identity is shaped in “scientific” (p. 720) enquiries of knowledge and evaluations of 

one’s own practices. In this sense, teacher identity formation is a matter of actively locating 

oneself in educational landscapes. 

Teacher identity is formed in the process of taking agency to interpret one’s role of teacher as 

responding to contextual requirements. Eteläpelto et al. (2015) used the term “identity agency” 

(p. 665) to conceptualise agency as intrinsic to the construction and negotiation of teacher 

identity. Confronting the discrepancy between educational theories and school reality, the new 

teachers in Eteläpelto et al.’s (2015) study experienced challenges to sustaining their initial 

professional ideals and ethical standards developed from pre-service teacher education and, 

therefore, perceived a need to renegotiate their teacher identities. The new teachers exercised 

their agency to renegotiate their teacher identities in terms of professional ideals, ethical 

standards, and personal interests and competence. Confronting the policy changes which 

valued the teacher identity as a service provider, one participant in O’Connor’s (2008) study 

rejected the service provider identity and sustained her teacher identity as the one who valued 

the relationship with students and aimed at making positive changes in students. The teacher in 

O’Connor’s (2008) study exercised her agency by denying external values and expectations, 

thereby sustaining her own teacher identity. 

Brown and Heck’s (2018) research in Australia also showed the role of agency in teacher 

identity formation in terms of role interpretation. Adopting a narrative approach, Brown and 

Heck explored the identity formation and negotiation of three teachers in an alternative 

educational setting in Australia for those students who are alienated from mainstream schools 

due to vulnerable or underprivileged situations. Teaching this particular group of students in a 

school culture which respected different student voices could be a big challenge. Three ways 

of identity formation were found in the three participating teachers as they exercised their 

agency to address the gap between students’ performance and the school requirements. The 

first teacher perceived herself as a “shaper of social norms” (p. 53) because she aimed to 

replace students’ inappropriate behaviour with what social norms conceive of as appropriate. 

The second teacher saw herself as a “realist” (p. 53) as she thought students’ voices and 

interests were important and should be blended with the school requirements. The third 

teacher thought of himself as a “builder” (p. 54) as he emphasised that students should 

regulate their behaviour according to specific contextual demands. Through undertaking 

agency to interpret their role as a teacher, the participants developed distinctive teacher 

identities. 
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SENCo agency. 

Most research on SENCo agency to date has focused on strengthening SENCo agency through 

involving SENCos in school leadership. Being part of the senior management team can 

increase SENCos’ sense of agency thereby contributing to strong SENCo identity. SENCos 

are often recognised as “agents of change” because they are able to make a difference to 

children with special needs (Cole, 2005) and to influence teacher colleagues (Qureshi, 2014). 

The extent to which SENCos can act out the identity of agents of change appears associated 

with whether they are part of the senior management team (Qureshi, 2014). Cole (2005) 

claimed that status, power and support from senior leadership are three key elements for 

SENCos to act out the identity of agents of change and to advocate for children with special 

needs. When SENCos are not part of the senior management team, they tend to engage in 

operational tasks with little power to influence the strategic decision making regarding 

inclusiveness (Cole, 2005). Not being part of school leadership, SENCos in Southern Ireland 

perceived that they had limited agency to influence the whole-school inclusive provision and 

practice (Fitzgerald & Radford, 2017). 

Involving SENCos in the senior management team is also beneficial to creating and 

maintaining an inclusive educational setting. The key to achieving a community of practice 

involving all children with diverse abilities and needs, as Layton (2005) suggested, is to 

distribute the principal’s leadership authority to other school staff, for example the SENCo. 

The Irish study on the role of SENCo (Fitzgerald & Radford, 2017) indicated a positive 

association between incorporating SENCos to the senior management team and SENCos’ 

ability to implement inclusive provision at a whole-school level. By contrast, not being part of 

senior leadership inhibits SENCos’ voices being heard in planning whole-school strategies for 

inclusive provision and therefore constrains SENCos’ ability to foster an inclusive school 

culture (Maher & Vickerman, 2018). SENCos who are not taking on a leadership position 

could be over-occupied with paperwork instead of functioning as a strategic leader towards 

inclusive education (Tissot, 2013). 

Given the advantage of involving SENCos in senior leadership in relation to SENCo agency, 

researchers have highlighted the importance for SENCos to reduce direct teaching and to 

increase time allocated to strategic tasks through being part of the senior management team 

(Lindqvist, 2013; Robertson, 2012; Szwed, 2007). Szwed (2007) contended that the most 

effective way to carry out the SENCo role is to release SENCos from classroom teaching and 

to involve them in the senior management team. In Sweden, SENCos reported that they 

preferred to engage more in colleague supervision, documentation and school development, 

and less in direct teaching (Lindqvist, 2013). 
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However, from literature on SENCos, little is known about what other factors contribute to 

SENCo agency besides involving SENCos in senior leadership and releasing SENCos from 

classroom teaching. One study which might provide insights into this problem was Kearney et 

al.’s (2017) research into New Zealand SENCos. SENCos in Kearney et al.’s (2017) study, 

through online questionnaires, reported that the most significant factors available to them that 

contributed to their agency in promoting inclusive environment and practice were related to 

the input of individual schools, including good relationships with students, school leadership 

emphasising inclusive education and the school value of inclusiveness. Other factors 

contributing to SENCo agency, as the authors found, included reasonable workload and 

sufficient resourcing, which are associated with government policies and efforts but available 

to the SENCos the least. Hence, further research is needed to understand the influencing 

factors of SENCo agency. 

The Emotional Aspect of SENCo Identity 
Emotion as a crucial aspect of teaching has received growing recognition in literature on 

teaching and teacher education (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). Hargreaves (1998) described 

teaching as “an emotional practice” (p. 838). He believed that good teaching embraces 

passionate teachers building positive emotional relationships with students through creating a 

pleasant, creative and joyful classroom environment. Emotions are, as Hargreaves (1998) held, 

“at the heart of teaching” (p. 835). Nias (1996) also considered emotions as inextricable 

elements in teaching. In her seminal study, Nias explained why teaching involves so much 

emotions: a) teaching is a profession that involves intensive and intimate personal interactions, 

and it is teachers’ responsibility to manage the diversity of students; b) teaching is where 

teachers combine personal and professional identity, and perceive self-esteem and fulfilment if 

they feel that they are teaching well, that they are able to help students and that their acts are 

consistent with their internal beliefs and values; and c) teachers spend a lot of time with 

students and can feel really happy for students’ progress and success on the one hand, and 

experience sadness in students’ failure on the other hand. Because of the significant amount of 

emotions involved in teaching, teaching cannot be conducted without addressing emotional 

responses and reactions (Nias, 1996). Nias further maintained that the cognitive and emotional 

aspects of teaching cannot be separated from each other because beliefs, values and attitudes 

all have underlying emotions. 

Given the remarkable amount of emotions involved in teaching, emotion is an indispensable 

aspect of teacher identity. The emotional aspect of teacher identity entails but is not limited to 

the emotion of caring for students (O’Connor, 2008; Pantić, 2017; Søreide, 2006), the 
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commitment to the teaching profession (Davies & Harré, 1990), a sense of fulfilment, self-

esteem, happiness, sadness (Nias, 1996), stress (Day, 2011) and frustration (Yuan & Lee, 

2016). This section reviews the literature on the emotional aspect of teacher identity in general 

and SENCo identity in particular. 

Teacher emotions: Indispensable to the “identity work” of teachers. 

Research on teacher identity has illuminated that emotions play a crucial role in the 

(re)construction of teacher identity (Nichols et al., 2017; Yuan & Lee, 2016). Teacher identity 

is an ongoing process in which emotions and identity inform each other (Beauchamp & 

Thomas, 2009; Nias, 1996; Nichols et al., 2017). Emotions can affect teachers’ perceptions of 

teaching and their identities (Hargreaves, 1998). Pleasant emotions reconfirm an identity 

(Cross & Hong, 2009) while unpleasant emotions can threaten an existing identity (Nichols et 

al., 2017). Therefore, “emotions inform and define identity in the process of becoming” 

(Zembylas, 2003, p. 223). Drawing on eight American new secondary teachers’ reflections on 

the emotional episodes they experienced during their first year of teaching, Nichols et al. 

(2017) found that emotions inform and shape teacher identity through four elements—

“incoming identity beliefs” (beliefs and expectations of what it is like to be a teacher), 

“identity emotional episodes” (critical events with pleasant or unpleasant emotions that trigger 

renegotiation of teacher identity), “teacher attributions” (reasons teachers use to explain and 

interpret emotional episodes) and “identity adjustment” (rethinking one’s beliefs of teaching 

and making adjustments of oneself in terms of what a teacher should be) (p. 411). A 

compatibility between the classroom reality and teachers’ incoming identity beliefs leads to 

pleasant emotions and affirms teachers’ existing identities, while a discrepancy between them 

resulted in unpleasant emotions. The way in which teachers adjust their identities depends on 

whether teachers attribute unpleasant emotions to themselves or to external factors out of their 

control. The adjusted teacher identity may encounter challenges or affirmation again in the 

future. 

Teachers’ reactions to educational reforms provide insights into the way in which teacher 

emotions and identity inform each other. Policy changes often trigger noticeable teacher 

emotions in relation to teacher identity. Because of a variety of intensive emotions involved in 

teaching, such as care, love, joy, sadness, fear and anger, teachers are likely to experience a 

strong sense of instability and vulnerability when their long-held teaching principles and 

practices are challenged and questioned by policy changes (Day, 2011). Thus, teachers need 

emotional support to manage these conflicts and to sustain a positive sense of identity (Day, 

2011). The findings of van Veen, Sleegers, and van de Ven’s (2005) study supported the idea 

that the shifting of teacher identity as it responded to educational reforms can be examined 
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through the lens of emotion. In van Veen et al.’s (2005) study, a participating teacher 

experienced both positive and negative emotions in reaction to the implementation of reading 

and writing portfolios for the subject of Dutch language and literature. The teacher perceived 

happiness and enthusiasm, on the one hand, because the reform was consistent with his own 

teaching philosophy of encouraging students to think and reflect rather than merely teaching 

subject matter. On the other hand, the teacher experienced declined work enjoyment and 

enthusiasm, anger, anxiety, guilt and shame in that the reform resulted in insufficient time to 

make connections with individual students. The findings demonstrated how the teacher’s 

emotional response to policy reform was informed by his existing teacher identity. When the 

policy reform was consistent with the teacher’s beliefs and values of teaching and other 

components of his teacher identity, positive emotions were experienced. Conversely, when 

there were conflicts, negative emotions arose. Thus, the exploration of teacher identity 

“requires the connection of emotion with self-knowledge” (Zembylas, 2003, p. 213). 

Teacher emotions: An interplay between agency and context. 

Teacher emotions involve an interplay between teacher agency and contextual influences. As 

O’Connor (2008) put it, “emotions are the means through which teachers personally interpret 

the demands placed upon them” (p. 118). It means that, firstly, the emotional landscape of 

teaching is shaped by social, institutional and political contexts (Hargreaves, 1998) such as 

school cultures (O’Connor, 2008; Yuan & Lee, 2016), policy changes (Day, 2011, van Veen et 

al., 2005) and teachers’ interactions with students, teacher colleagues, the senior management 

team and other school staff (Skott, 2019). Secondly, the management and regulation of various 

emotions require the exercise of teacher agency. For instance, a participating teacher in 

O’Connor’s (2008) study in Australia expressed strong emotional resistance to the school’s 

view of teachers as service providers because it conflicted with her teacher identity which 

valued the relationships with students. To sustain her existing teacher identity, the teacher 

exercised her agency through resisting the school culture which triggered her unpleasant 

emotions. Likewise, the student teacher in Yuan and Lee’s (2016) study in China experienced 

emotional tensions during the teaching practicum between her own student-centred approach 

and the mentor’s traditional approach. The former put students’ interests, motivation and 

socioemotional wellbeing at the centre of teaching while the latter emphasised test results and 

strict classroom management. The tension inspired emotions of frustration, disappointment 

and guilt. Reflecting on these emotional experiences, at the end of the teaching practicum, the 

student teacher took agency through reconfirming that she would persist in the student-centred 

approach and continue to be a teacher who had students’ wellbeing at heart. Both O’Connor’s 

(2008) and Yuan and Lee’s (2016) studies demonstrated that emotional experiences provide 
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teachers with an opportunity to reflect on their teacher identity. Through exercising agency, 

either accepting or rejecting the external norms and expectations, teachers reconstruct and 

renegotiate their professional identities. 

Although relevant literature has seen an increasing interest in the emotional aspect of teacher 

identity (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009), the paramount role of emotions in teacher identity 

development has not received much attention (Day, Kington, Stobart, & Sammons, 2006). 

Little research has been conducted on the role of emotions in teachers’ actions, work and lives 

(Nias, 1996). Particularly, the emotional dimension of teaching has been ignored in 

educational reforms (Hargreaves, 1998). Most researchers have studied teachers’ reactions to 

educational reforms from a cognitive perspective rather than an emotional perspective (van 

Veen et al., 2005). Given the close link between emotions and teacher identity, a fuller 

understanding of the emotional aspect of teacher identity is needed. 

SENCo emotions. 

Similar to teacher emotions in general, SENCo emotions have not gained much attention in 

literature on SENCos. A limited number of SENCo studies have explored SENCo emotions, 

such as happiness, satisfaction (Kearny et al., 2017; Mackenzie, 2012), confidence (Kearny et 

al., 2017; NZEI, 2018), commitment (Fitzgerald & Radford, 2017), caring, empathy (Burton & 

Goodman, 2011; Woolhouse, 2012), pressure (Kearny et al., 2017) and a sense of isolation 

(NZEI, 2018). Participants in Mackenzie’s (2012) narrative research into 19 SENCos in the 

UK responded that working with children with special needs was a rewarding job that gave 

them happiness and satisfaction. In Kearney et al.’s (2017) research into New Zealand 

SENCos, through online questionnaires, 91% of 65 participants reported a high level of 

fulfilment in relation to their SENCo role. They attributed their fulfilling emotions mainly to 

their ability to make a difference in students, and partly to the collaborative approach to the 

role, involving students, parents, other teachers and professionals. The dynamics and 

challenges of the SENCo role were also the reasons for the sense of fulfilment. A total of 67% 

of the participants perceived a high degree of confidence in being a SENCo. The 2018 SENCo 

survey (NZEI, 2018) showed that 19% of 572 New Zealand SENCos reported feeling very 

confident and 35% somewhat confident to carry out the SENCo role. Only 1% reported that 

they were not confident. Fitzgerald and Radford’s (2017) research on 19 current and former 

SENCos in the UK, all of whom had more than 15 years of teaching experience, identified a 

high degree of job satisfaction derived from working with students with special needs and 

advocating for this group of children. The participants did not experience a decline in their 

motivation for or commitment to working with children with special needs. Their commitment 



 

40 

to the teaching profession resulted from an interplay between personal (salaries, holidays and 

flexibility), professional (intellectual demands of teaching children with special needs) and 

contextual factors (challenges in the school system to which they could make a difference). 

SENCos in Burton and Goodman’s (2011) research in the UK perceived that caring was a 

crucial part of their SENCo identities. They disagreed with their teacher colleagues who 

focused on children’s behavioural issues and neglected the underlying reasons for children’s 

misbehaviour. Rather, they viewed special needs as a result of adverse socioeconomic and 

family circumstances. The participants believed that it was important for children with 

behavioural, emotional and social difficulties to have a caring and understanding adult at 

school to talk to. As they had no or reduced teaching duties, the SENCos were more accessible 

than teachers to this particular group of children. The time flexibility helped SENCos to build 

and maintain connections with students with special needs. Based on the findings, the authors 

maintained that the role of SENCo is an integration of educational components and pastoral 

care, while the role of teacher usually focuses on the former. 

Previous educational experience can also inform SENCos’ caring and empathy emotions. 

Guided by the theory of community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991), a British project 

(Woolhouse, 2012) studied students, most of whom were SENCos, in a master’s degree-

oriented professional development on teaching children with dyslexia. Through reflective 

practice including focus group discussions and individual narrative interviews, the findings 

showed that the participants strongly identified themselves as distinct from their teacher 

colleagues. They responded that they belonged to the community of practice of “caring 

warriors” (Woolhouse, 2012, p. 751) with both the caring and fighting traits. Their own 

unsuccessful schooling experience or similar experience of their family members inspired their 

empathy for children with dyslexia and a passion for advocating for this group of children. 

The participation in the professional development developed their confidence in advising 

teacher colleagues and gave them a sense of belonging to a wider school community. 

SENCos also experience negative emotions in their work. SENCos in Kearney et al.’s (2017) 

study in New Zealand felt pressure due to a lack of time allocated to the SENCo part, a 

shortage of funding and other resources for students with special needs, working with outside 

agencies and the large amount of paperwork entailed in the role of SENCo. In the 2018 

SENCo survey in New Zealand (NZEI, 2018), 46% of respondents reported that they did not 

have opportunities or time to collaborate with other SENCos. 
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Chapter Summary 
This chapter has reviewed literature on the role and identity of SENCo with a focus on SENCo 

identity. The role of SENCo is varied, dynamic, complex and challenging. A wide variation in 

the enactment of the SENCo role was identified between individual schools. SENCos are 

varied in the perception of their identity due to sociocultural/policy, institutional/workplace 

and personal factors unique to each SENCo. SENCo identity is also related to the agency 

SENCos achieve and the emotions involved in the role in the ever-changing teaching context. 

SENCo identity is a process of “continually becoming a SENCo while being a SENCo” 

(Rosen-Webb, 2011, p. 165). 

The existing literature on SENCos reveals a shortage of research into SENCo identity in 

comparison with the more extensive research attention to the role of SENCo. The literature 

review has also highlighted that little is known about SENCo agency nor SENCo emotions, 

the key aspects of SENCo identity. The literature review has also found that a large proportion 

of SENCo studies were conducted in the UK, while very few in New Zealand. Moreover, 

SENCo identity has been vaguely defined in literature, either interchangeable with the notion 

of SENCo role or explored from different perspectives. This study sought to address these 

gaps in the literature. The next chapter will introduce the conceptual framework this study 

employed to explore the influence of the SENCo role on SENCo teacher identity.  
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Chapter 3 Theoretical framework: Identity from a 

discursive view 

The understanding of how identity is constructed and sustained has evolved over time. While 

this chapter mainly addresses the discursive perspective of identity, a brief review of the 

historical and theoretical evolvement of identity will help to unfold the origin and 

development of the discursive view of identity and contribute to an understanding of the 

discursive nature of identity and the strength of using a discursive framework to study identity 

issues. Many theorists have elaborated on different conceptualisations of identity that have 

emerged throughout history (Baudrillard, 1994, 2017; Bauman, 1993, 1995, 2004; Beck, 1992; 

Gee, 2000; Giddens, 1991; C. Taylor, 1989). Before the Renaissance (between the 14th and 

17th centuries) and the Enlightenment (in the 18th century), social institutions, mostly 

associated with religions, set norms, traditions and laws of people’s duties and rights aligned 

with their specific positions in the social hierarchy (Gee, 2000). Identity in that period was 

conceived as being fixed, prescribed and stable. It was determined by nature or institutions, 

which Gee (2000) named “nature-identity” or “institution-identity” (p. 100). People shared 

understandings of being a man, a woman, a father, a mother, a priest, a soldier, to name a few. 

The social order was clearly based on class and status and allowed very limited room for 

human agency to operate in the process of identity construction (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006).  

The nature- or institution-ascribed identity was confronted by substantial challenges in the 

Renaissance and became fiercer in the Enlightenment movement (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006; 

Gee, 2000). Secularisation, the key theme of social movements in that period, set people free 

from religious and institutional laws, traditions and norms (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006; Gee, 

2000; C. Taylor, 1989). The French philosopher Descartes, one of the key thinkers in that 

period, encouraged “radical reflexivity” (C. Taylor, 1989, p. 163) of one’s own experience 

through his idea of “disengaged reason.” Descartes’s ideas paved the way for empirical and 

scientific ways of knowing, which the British philosopher Locke later promoted (Benwell & 

Stokoe, 2006). Both Descartes and Locke’s ideas facilitated human reason in understanding 

the world. When applying the principle of rationality to the self, individuals reconsidered their 

fixed and stable nature-identity or institution-identity and tried to author a reflexive, agentive 

and individualised identity. Identity in this respect is regarded as an “internal project of the 

self” (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006, p. 17). 
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In the second half of the 20th century, the self-fashioning view of identity, however, was 

criticised for neglecting the social, cultural and historical forces that impact the process of 

identity construction. Vygotsky’s (1978) book Mind in Society and Bakhtin’s (1986) essays on 

“Speech Genres” are representative works of the socially constructed premise of identity. 

Since then, developing from the socially constructed view of identity, a discursive view of 

identity has emerged as a more radical critique of the self-fashioning view of identity (Gee, 

2000). Building from the works of discourse theorists such as Foucault (1977, 2002), Gee 

(1996, 2000, 2011c), Fairclough (1989, 1992, 2010), Garfinkel (1967), and D. Edwards and 

Potter (1992), identity is understood as a “discursive formation” (Foucault, 2002, p. 41) in 

social life. 

While the different ways of conceptualising identity offer different lenses to investigate 

identity issues in educational settings, this thesis employed the discursive premise to study 

SENCo teacher identity. Specifically, the sociolinguistic and discourse theorist James Gee’s 

theory of identity underpinned this study. Thus, it is critical to probe what the term discourse 

means and how the discursive view of identity can trace its roots to the socially constructed 

view of identity. This chapter begins by introducing the socially constructed view of identity 

in general and teacher identity in particular. Then the discursive view of identity and the 

conceptualisation of teacher identity from a discursive view are discussed. The rest of this 

chapter gives details about Gee’s theory of discourse and identity and discusses how his theory 

combines the strengths of both the social and linguistic traditions of discursive identity. Gee’s 

specific approach to discourse analysis will be illustrated in the data analysis section of the 

next chapter. 

Identity as a Social Product 
From the second half of the 20th century, one school of identity theorists started to realise 

there was a neglect of the social process which is inseparable from identity formation and 

maintenance. They argued that identity is not shaped by individual minds as the self-

fashioning view of identity indicates but it is framed in the social process (Bakhtin, 1986; 

Hegel, 1977; Mead, 1934). The philosopher Hegel’s (1977) work Phenomenology of Spirit 

illuminated the interdependence of self-consciousness on “otherness” (p. 105). He stated that 

“self-consciousness exists in and for itself when, and by the fact that, it so exists for another; 

that is, it exists only in being acknowledged” (p. 111). Hegel described the relation between 

self-consciousness and “otherness” as follows: 

Self-consciousness is faced by another self-consciousness; it has come out of itself. 

This has a twofold significance: first, it has lost itself, for it finds itself as an other 
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being; secondly, in doing so it has superseded the other, for it does not see the other as 

an essential being, but in the other sees its own self. (p. 111) 

Hegel’s thoughts on self-consciousness influenced many thinkers at later times and facilitated 

the socially constructed view of identity. Similar to Hegel, the philosopher Mead (1934) also 

pointed out the interconnectedness between the self and others. Mead contended that the self is 

both I as the subject and me as the object. Me is one’s assumptions of others’ attitudes towards 

oneself and I is one’s responses to those attitudes of others. Mead made explicit the role of 

social interaction in the formation of the self. He stated that the self is constituted in the social 

process in which I responds to me. 

The psychologist Erikson’s (1968) empirical studies contributed to a fuller understanding of 

the ways in which I responds to me and the consequences in accordance with various 

responses. Erikson focused on psychological development of identity throughout different 

stages in the human life cycle. Identity, in Erikson’s view, is a product of the interplay 

between individual psychological functioning and the sociocultural environment in which a 

person grows up. For instance, during the first year of life, a baby develops a sense of trust 

towards others if the mother or caregiver treats the baby in a responsive and consistent way. 

The basic trust, as Erikson argued, sets the foundation for the development of other elements 

of identity in successive stages, such as autonomy, initiative and confidence. Unsuccessful 

resolution of conflicts in each developmental stage between inner psychological needs and 

external provisions, either by the significant others, schools or broader cultural norms, can 

result in identity crisis for a human being. In this sense, identity is shaped by social 

interactions. 

Many writers echo Erikson’s idea that identity is rooted in social relations (Bakhtin, 1986; C. 

Taylor, 1989). The philosopher C. Taylor (1989) illuminated identity from a social and moral 

standpoint: 

I define who I am by defining where I speak from, in the family tree, in social space, in 

the geography of social statuses and functions, in my intimate relations to the ones I 

love, and also crucially in the space of moral and spiritual orientation within which my 

most important defining relations are lived out. (p. 35) 

In the statements above, C. Taylor emphasised the social nature of human beings. Humans 

exist in social relations, the manifestation of which is through orientation towards a certain 

moral framework. According to C. Taylor, one cannot live without certain moral frameworks 

which become the sources of one’s identity. Identity is constructed through the process of 

figuring out what frames or horizons one can use to evaluate oneself as good or bad, 
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appropriate or inappropriate, valuable or invaluable and to judge one’s action. He further 

maintained that moral frameworks already exist in society before a human comes into being. 

People cannot invent moral frameworks but can only choose to orient themselves towards 

them, or away from them. The orientation towards certain moral frameworks is developed 

along with the acquisition of language, which takes place in conversations with caregivers. 

Thus, social interaction is an essential element in identity construction. 

To understand identity as socially constructed, Vygotsky (1978) and Bakhtin’s (1986) works 

are important in this field (Gee, 2000). Both psychologists investigated human nature and 

identity from a lens of speech and language. Through comparing preschool children, older 

children and adults, Vygotsky (1978) found that advanced psychological functions, for 

example memory, voluntary attention, and the formation of ideas, thoughts and concepts, 

which distinguish human beings from animals fundamentally, are rooted in social interaction. 

They occur in the process of “internalization” (p. 56) in which humans make meaning of 

external activities in social interaction and then transform external activities into inward 

activities. Vygotsky elaborated on this phenomenon by taking the gesture of pointing as 

example. The baby is trying to grasp an object out of its reach. The grasping movement, at this 

moment, is towards an object. But when someone, in most cases the caregiver, responds to the 

baby’s grasping movement, a radical change occurs. The baby becomes aware that the 

grasping movement can attract others’ attention and invoke others’ responses. A particular 

social meaning is constructed for the grasping movement at this moment and it happens in the 

baby’s mind. Vygotsky referred to this process of transforming outward and interpersonal 

activities into inward and intrapersonal activities as “internalization.” He insisted that sign use, 

language as a prominent form, and the ability to internalise are the predominant distinctions 

between humans and animals. 

Vygotsky’s findings imply that ideas and concepts are not invented by individual minds but 

acquired from shared meanings in the social process. Similarly, C. Taylor (1989) referred to 

the shared meanings in social interaction as “common spaces” (p. 35). The acquisition of 

language and the development of orientation towards certain moral frameworks occur only in 

certain sociocultural “common spaces” (C. Taylor, 1989). In this sense, the concept of the self 

or identity is not fashioned by individuals. Rather, it is a product of the social process. 

Similar to Vygotsky’s notion of internalisation, Bakhtin’s (1986) concept of “assimilation” (p. 

89) reaffirms the premise of identity as a social product. According to Bakhtin (1986), all the 

speech genres already exist before individuals master them. People acquire them through 

exposure to typical forms of speech in social communications. In any sociocultural settings, 
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either larger ones such as ethnic groups or smaller ones such as families, there always exist 

dominant thoughts, ideas, values and beliefs expressed in oral or written forms, which Bakhtin 

(1986) named as “authoritative utterances” (p. 88). Bakhtin claimed that individuals cannot 

talk or write without any reference to these authoritative utterances. Individual utterance is 

always a response to authoritative utterances and is shaped by authoritative utterances. 

Therefore, human speech should not be studied in isolation but should be placed in relation to 

other speech (Bakhtin, 1986). 

After all, our thought itself—philosophical, scientific, and artistic—is born and shaped 

in the process of interaction and struggle with others’ thought, and this cannot but be 

reflected in the forms that verbally express our thoughts as well. (p. 92) 

On these grounds, identity is not a product of subjective minds but a product of interpersonal 

relations (Bakhtin, 1986). All the initial ideas about the self come from others, usually 

important others, such as the mother, in children’s early years (Bakhtin, 1986). 

Social identity theory clearly demonstrates that identity is intersubjective rather than 

subjective. As the pioneers of social identity theory, the social psychologists Tajfel and Turner 

(1986) maintained that the development of a sense of identity is achieved by identification 

with a social category that gives individuals certain social positions. They further claimed that 

such identification always involves differentiation and comparison with other social 

categories. To maintain high self-esteem, people may seek a positive social identity by 

favouring their own social groups over others (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). 

Teacher Identity from a Sociocultural View 
Despite a lack of consensus on the notion of teacher identity, a large body of research 

conceptualises teacher identity from a sociocultural view. This view understands teacher 

identity as an ongoing process of negotiation in social interaction (L. A. Taylor, 2017). It is 

widely acknowledged in literature on teaching and teacher education that teacher identity is 

developed from social interactions in both immediate and broader sociocultural contexts (Day, 

2011; Sammons et al., 2007; Skott, 2019). Researchers have drawn on “social interpretations 

of human functioning” to a great extent (Skott, 2019, p. 470) to understand teacher identity. 

Inspired by sociocultural theorists such as Vygotsky (1978) and Bakhtin (1986), different 

theories or approaches have been used to define and study teacher identity, such as 

sociocultural theory (Bakhtin, 1986; Vygotsky, 1978), social practice theory (Holland, 

Skinner, Lachicotte, & Cain, 1998; Lave, 1988, 1996; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998), 

sociocognitive theory (Lauriala & Kukkonen, 2005) and positioning theory (Harré & van 
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Langenhove, 1999). Although different theories or approaches are used to conceptualise 

teacher identity, they all imply a notion of teacher identity as a social construct. 

From a sociocultural perspective, Olsen (2016) explicated that teacher identity is not only a 

“resulting product” but also an “active process” (p. 33). Identity from this perspective is a 

product of ongoing interaction and negotiation of a variety of personal and professional 

influencing factors. As he put it: 

I use teacher identity as a term to describe both the active process of using personal 

and professional, past and present influences in order to enact one’s teaching and 

teacher learning, and the resulting product: that dynamic assemblage of influences-

and-effects (and I connect the words “influences” and “effects” with hyphens to 

emphasize their interconnectedness) that is always guiding a teacher’s perspectives and 

practices. (p. 33) 

Apart from defining identity as “both product and process” (p. 33) of personal and 

professional influences, there is another trend to define identity as a framework to make sense 

of oneself and one’s experience. Sachs (2005) understood teacher identity as “a framework for 

teachers to construct their own ideas of ‘how to be,’ ‘how to act’ and ‘how to understand’ their 

work and the place in society” (p. 15) and as “the way that people understand their own 

individual experience and how they act and identify with various groups” (pp. 16–17). 

Similarly, O’Connor (2008) interpreted teacher identity as “the means by which individual 

teachers negotiate and reflect on the socially situated aspects of their role” (p. 118). 

Kelchtermans (1993) conceived of teacher identity as “the interpretive framework teachers use 

to give meaning to their professional situation and their behaviour” (p. 447). This trend of 

defining teacher identity as an interpretive framework for oneself and one’s experience implies 

that “how teachers define themselves to themselves and to others” (Lasky, 2005, p. 901) can 

be understood through the lens of identity. 

Despite the various ways of defining teacher identity, either as “both product and process” 

(Olsen, 2016, p. 33) shaped by various influences, “a framework” (Sachs, 2005, p. 15) or “the 

means” (O’Connor, 2008, p. 118) of meaning-making and self-understanding, these 

definitions suggest that teacher identity deals with who a teacher is or what “kind of person” a 

teacher is. “In general the concept of identity refers to: who or what someone is, the various 

meanings someone can attach to oneself or the meanings attributed to oneself by others” 

(Beijaard, 1995, p. 282). In other words, it addresses how teachers think about or talk about 

other teachers and themselves. 
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Researchers embracing social practice theory (Holland et al., 1998; Lave, 1988, 1996; Lave & 

Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998), however, questioned the notion of identity as thinking or 

talking about others and oneself. Instead, social practice theory emphasises social practices in 

local settings as the root of identity (Skott, 2019). Accordingly, identity is defined as an 

unstable and ever-changing product of continuous negotiations in social interactions (Skott, 

2019). 

The educational theorist and practitioner Wenger (1998) claimed that identity is not merely 

how we think about or talk about others and ourselves. It is not equal to self-image because 

identity is not essentially reflective or discursive. In contrast, Wenger defined identity from the 

perspective of communities of practice. Closely linking identity with practice, identity is, 

according to Wenger, “produced as a lived experience of participation in specific 

communities” (p. 151). Through engaging in certain practice in a specific community, people 

construct membership by acting, interacting and being treated in a certain way. In this process, 

people give personal meanings to the social category they belong to and thereby construct an 

identity. For example, being a teacher involves practices such as interacting with students and 

parents, planning lessons, assessing students and engaging in professional development 

communities. Thus, teachers experience their identities and define themselves by participating 

in specific communities of practice and negotiating the meaning of being a teacher. 

Similar to Wenger (1998), another key social practice theorist, Holland (Holland et al., 1998), 

emphasised practices/actions in identity construction. They conceptualised identity as 

“imaginings of self in worlds of action” (p. 5) and pointed out three layers of contexts in 

which identity is constructed. The first one is the immediate context of social interaction in 

which people engage with each other and make interpretations of the social practices and the 

actor. The second one is the figured world which refers to a broader sociocultural context 

which determines how certain practices and actors are interpreted. The last one is the agentic 

space where individuals make decisions in the process of meaning-making. 

Teacher identity can also be understood from a sociocognitive view. The sociocognitive view 

emphasises the role of cognition in social interaction. Cognition is “situated” in varied social 

and cultural contexts (Lauriala, 1997, p. 30, cited in Lauriala & Kukkonen, 2005). One’s 

cognition of self is generated in the interplay between personality and social context (Lauriala 

& Kukkonen, 2005). From a sociocognitive view, one’s concept of self entails both stable 

elements core to a person and unstable elements changing across contexts (Strauman, 1996). 

The stable part of identity comprises the ideal self (one’s own and other people’s expectations, 

wishes and hopes of the person) and the ought self (the duties, responsibilities and obligations 
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that oneself and other people think the person ought to take), while the unstable part of teacher 

identity is the actual self (attributes a person actually represents in a given context) (Higgins, 

1996). Drawing on Higgins (1996) and Strauman’s (1996) idea of self, Lauriala and Kukkonen 

(2005) conceptualised teacher identity as the reflection of teachers’ ideal self, ought self and 

actual self.  

The notion of positioning is another powerful tool to understand teacher identity. From a 

sociocultural perspective, positioning means one’s relation to others in a social space (Coldron 

& Smith, 1999). A person identifies who he/she is through figuring out his/her relation to 

others and thus his/her position in a given context (Coldron & Smith, 1999). The position also 

provides a landscape in which one can locate himself/herself. Within the landscape, there are 

possible sets of practices and traditions available to the person for taking on a position 

(Coldron & Smith, 1999). Applying the concept of positioning in teaching, teacher identity is 

conceptualised as locating one’s position in a teaching landscape (Coldron & Smith, 1999). 

Identity as a Discursive Product 
As outlined previously, the socially constructed view of identity moves the attention from 

what identity is to how identity is constructed. It points out the sources of identity as 

embedded in the social process. However, the social premise of identity fails to place 

discursive practices and language use in the foreground of the social process and thus identity 

formation and maintenance. Recognising the imperative role that discourse and language play 

in social relations, social practices, subjectivity and identity, a discursive view of identity has 

emerged. 

The term discourse is rooted in the Latin word discurrere, combining the prefix dis- (back and 

forth) and the verb currere (to run) (Bamberg, De Fina, & Schiffrin, 2011). When the 

metaphor of running back and forth is applied to utterances or texts, it is clear how 

conversations are performed like running back and forth between participants, for example in 

a staff meeting, a job interview and the chitchat between a few friends. Discourse in this sense 

focuses on the sequential organisation of the talk (Bamberg et al., 2011). Discourse in the 

other sense can be seen as running back and forth between the whole utterance and its 

components. The whole talk in a given context sheds light on the meaning of each component 

and different components relate to each other to form a coherent meaning of the whole 

utterance (Bamberg et al., 2011). 
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Although there is no single definition of discourse, varied discursive theorists share the 

assumption that discourse is productive rather than merely a reflection of the social world 

(Braun & Clarke, 2013; Rogers, 2011). As Weedon (1987) states: 

Discourses … are ways of constituting knowledge, together with the social practices, 

forms of subjectivity and power relations which inhere in such knowledges and the 

relations between them. Discourses are more than ways of thinking and producing 

meaning. They constitute the “nature” of the body, unconscious and conscious mind 

and emotional life of the subjects which they seek to govern. (p. 108) 

It can be seen from the statement above that discourse is not simply a window on knowledge, 

subjectivity, human minds, emotions and power relations. Rather, discourse is part of them. 

Discourses constitute the social world including identity. Without discourses and discursive 

practices in social interaction, identity becomes a closed door that nobody can open. 

Benwell and Stokoe (2006) illustrated the powerful force of discursive approach to identity: 

Discursive approaches may reconcile some of the most entrenched dualisms 

characterising identity research. They are, for example, able to explicate the processes 

by which people orient to consistency in their accounts of themselves and other people 

(underpinning the view of identity as “fixed”), whilst simultaneously showing that 

identity is contingent on the local conditions of the interactional context. Similarly, 

identity may be a matter of being “subject” to, or taking up positions within discourse, 

but also an active process of discursive “work” in relation to other speakers. (pp. 17–

18) 

The statement above points out the merits of a discursive view of identity. The discursive lens 

is extremely effective in investigating both the continuity and fragmentation of identity. It is 

also powerful in understanding how identity is constructed both in the macro-social, cultural 

and historical conditions and in the micro-situated interpersonal contexts. 

Drawing on the sociocultural perspective of identity, a discursive view of identity emphasises 

the force of discourse in identity construction. From a discursive view, identity is a product of 

discursive practices (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005; Davies & Harré, 1990; Sfard & Prusak, 2005). A 

discourse is “an institutionalised use of language and language-like sign systems” (Davies & 

Harré, 1990, p. 45). Institutionalisation can take place in either small groups or larger cultural, 

political and disciplinary communities (Davies & Harré, 1990). Discourse is a dynamic and 

multidimensional process of meaning-making in social interaction (Davies & Harré, 1990). 

Hence, identity as a discursive construct is intersubjective and relational rather than subjective 

and individual (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). Identity constructed in discursive practices is not an 
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entity one possesses as one’s essential attributes but rather “a performance of self” or 

“reflective practice” from context to context (Parkison, 2008, p. 51). 

Teacher Identity from a Discursive View 
Within the discursive theoretical framework, various approaches have been adopted to define 

and examine teacher identity, including discursive positioning theory (Davies & Harré, 1990), 

narrative approach (Sfard & Prusak, 2005), biographical approach (Kelchtermans, 1993; 

MacLure, 1993), conversation analysis (Cohen, 2010) and metaphor approach (Thomas & 

Beauchamp, 2007, 2011). Through reviewing relevant literature, this section illustrates how 

teacher identity is constructed through discursive practices. 

Narrative approach to teacher identity. 

As Chapter 2 illustrated, the sociolinguist Gee (2000) defined identity as “being recognized as 

a certain ‘kind of person,’ in a given context” (p. 99). He further explicated what it means to 

be a certain “kind of person” using the notion of Discourse (with a capital D) comprising 

language (ways of talking and writing) and non-language components (ways of acting, 

interacting, dressing, gesturing, feeling, believing, valuing, and using objects, tools and 

technologies) unique to a socially recognisable group (Gee, 2000). 

Sfard and Prusak (2005), however, critiqued Gee’s concept of identity of reducing identity to 

“who one is” or what kind of person one is. They questioned Gee’s definition of identity as 

“extra-discursive and independent of the one’s actions” (p. 16). But, actually, Gee’s (2011c) 

concept of identity encompasses ways of both “saying” and “doing” (p. 2). Sfard and Prusak 

(2005) argued that identity is “collections of stories about persons or, more specifically, as 

those narratives about individuals that are reifying, endorsable, and significant” (p. 16). 

Identity equates with stories about persons, and identifying is “a discursive activity” (p. 16) or 

“a communicational practice” (p. 16). In other words, identity is not an entity represented 

through narratives; rather, it is only through telling stories to others and ourselves that identity 

construction can be accomplished. It means that identity is a narrative construct and is 

intrinsically discursive. Sfard and Prusak (2005) further put forward that there are actual 

identities and designated identities produced in narratives, the former referring to one’s actual 

state of being and the latter one’s state of being as expected in the future. 

The identity-as-narrative construct postulated by Sfard and Prusak (2005) also disagrees with 

Wenger’s (1998) notion of identity as “a lived experience of participation in specific 

communities” which “is not, in its essence, discursive or reflective” (p. 151). Wenger argued 

that 
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we often think about our identities as self-images because we talk about ourselves and 

each other—and even think about ourselves and each other—in words. These words 

are important, no doubt, but they are not the full, lived experience of engagement in 

practice. (p. 151) 

However, Sfard and Prusak (2005) contended that it is those perceptions and meanings we 

make about our own or others’ experience, rather than the experience itself, that constitute 

identities. To them, identity is originally derived from daily experiences, but the construction 

of identity relies on discursive activities, that is, how we talk about them. 

Watson (2006) agreed with Sfard and Prusak (2005) on the narrative and reflective nature of 

teacher identity. Watson (2006) maintained that teacher narratives are effective tools to 

combine professional knowledge, practice, immediate contexts and dominant sociocultural 

discourses. Narrating is an artistic performance of reflecting on one’s experience, selecting 

significant events and ordering them in a meaningful way, thus it is indeed “‘doing’ identity 

work” (Watson, 2006, p. 525).  

Based on a narrative approach to teacher identity, Søreide (2006) analysed the narratives of 

five primary teachers in Norway in an attempt to understand how teacher identity is 

narratively constructed. The findings identified 30 subject positions the teachers used as 

narrative resources, such as positioning teachers as the one who cares about students’ 

wellbeing, who emphasises the collaboration between students, parents and colleagues and 

who is concerned with establishing a facilitating and safe learning environment in class. Either 

by identifying with or distancing themselves from these subjective positions, four types of 

identity were found related to the participants—“the caring and kind teacher,” “the creative 

and innovative teacher,” “the professional teacher” (who draws a clear line between work and 

lives) and “the typical teacher” (who is structured, organised and strict) (p. 536). The author 

argued that teacher identity is a process of negotiating between different types of identity. 

As a particular type of narrative, teachers’ biography or life history has inspired much interest 

in researchers on teacher identity. From a biographical view, MacLure (1993) defined teacher 

identity as “a kind of argument—a resource that people use to explain, justify and make sense 

of themselves in relation to others, and to the world at large” (p. 311). In MacLure’s view, 

identity claims are not descriptive but explanatory. To make meaning of oneself, people can 

use biography to link past and present for a coherent self, to justify their views and actions and 

to identify their relations to others. The focus of interest, therefore, is not what a social 

category means but rather how concepts related to a certain social category are used through 

discursive practices for identity claims (MacLure, 1993).  
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Taking a biographical view and acknowledging the multifaceted nature of teacher identity, 

Kelchtermans (1993) defined teacher identity as comprising five components: 

- Self-image: self-descriptions of who one is as a teacher; 

- Self-esteem: evaluation of oneself in terms of whether one is a good teacher; 

- Job-motivation: the motivation of entering into the teaching profession and the 

intention to stay or leave it; 

- Task perception: teachers’ understanding of their duties, responsibilities and 

obligations as a teacher; and 

- Future perspective: teachers’ anticipation of their future career development. 

Discursive positioning approach to teacher identity. 

The discursive positioning theory is mainly informed by Davies and Harré (1990). They 

understood the notion of positioning from a discursive perspective. Positioning, as Davies and 

Harré conceptualised, means locating oneself and others as coherent selves in discursive 

practices. Positioning provides people both with concepts of social categories (for example 

male/female and teacher/student) and locations from which they interpret the world in certain 

ways. Positioning can occur in both interactional discursive practices with which one positions 

others and reflective discursive practices with which one positions himself/herself (Davies & 

Harré, 1990). 

Drawing on Davies and Harré’s (1990) discursive positioning theory, L. A. Taylor (2017) 

conducted a discourse analysis of multiple data sources collected from six students and the 

course instructor of a master’s course in curriculum and instruction in the USA, including 

class sessions, class meetings, course blogs and interviews. At the beginning of the course, in 

student talk, the students, who were also primary teachers, did not position themselves as 

teacher researchers. To help the students construct the identity of teacher researcher, the 

course instructor used the strategy of personal narratives to tell her own experience of facing 

the challenges and uncertainty of conducting educational research. These personal narratives 

depicted research as being available to teachers. In doing so the students changed their 

conceptualisations of research and researchers, thereby positioning themselves as teacher 

researchers at the end of the course. 

Akkerman and Meijer’s (2011) dialogical approach to teacher identity also used the notion of 

positioning in defining teacher identity. They opposed the sociocultural view which denies the 

unity, stability and individualism of identity. Rather, they claimed that teacher identity is 

simultaneously unitary and multifaceted, continuous and discontinuous, and individual and 

social. Drawing on Bakhtin’s (1986) notion of I-position, Akkerman and Meijer (2011) 
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defined teacher identity as “an ongoing process of negotiating and interrelating multiple I-

positions in such a way that a more or less coherent and consistent sense of self is maintained 

throughout various participations and self-investments in one’s (working) life” (p. 315). They 

argued that through self-dialogues one can negotiate different I-positions in a given context 

without losing a consistent and coherent self. Hence, they encouraged a dialogical approach to 

teacher identity. Inspired by the dialogical approach (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011) and narrative 

construction of identity (Wortham, 2001), Arvaja (2016) examined the weekly learning diary 

of a student of a 1-year programme of pedagogical studies for adult educators in Finland. The 

learning diary represented how the participant, who was also a university teacher and 

researcher, voiced and evaluated other stakeholders’ beliefs, values and practices, including 

the mentor’s, some other university teachers’ and the university culture. Through identifying 

with the mentor’s student-centred voice and distancing herself from some university teachers’ 

non-student-centred voice or the university’s research-centred voice, the participant 

constructed herself as a student-centred teacher through self-dialogue in her learning diary.  

Conversation approach to teacher identity. 

Through discourse analysis, Cohen (2008, 2010) analysed the talk among three secondary 

school teachers in the USA. Findings indicated that the participants adopted various discursive 

strategies in their talk to define and make sense of their teacher identities. They co-constructed 

their identities as knowledge producers, collaborators and change agents utilising the 

discursive strategies of “reported speech, mimicked speech, pronoun shifts, oppositional 

portraits, and juxtaposition of explicit claims” (Cohen, 2008, p. 79). Using the discursive 

strategy of personal storytelling of their own experience of solving challenges in college, as 

well as the discursive strategy of analytic talk of explaining the reasons for their curriculum 

choices, the teachers also identified themselves as learners who did not give up when facing 

challenges.  

Metaphor approach to teacher identity. 

Metaphors are also effective ways to articulate the complex and abstract notion of teacher 

identity (Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011). According to Thomas and Beauchamp (2007), when 

answering questions about their identities, teachers often talk about what their roles are and 

what activities they perform without providing an account of their identities in vivid ways. 

Using metaphors can tackle the difficulty of reflecting and elaborating on one’s own identity 

by moving the responses from “the what” to “the who” (Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011, p. 764). 

Drawing on Lauriala and Kukkonen’s (2005) notions of the actual self, the expected self and 

the ought self, Thomas and Beauchamp (2011) compared different metaphors used by 45 
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primary and secondary new teachers in Canada at two time points—just after graduating from 

the 4-year teacher education programme and in the middle of their first year of teaching. The 

findings indicated an identity shift from supporting and nurturing students to surviving in the 

evolving, challenging and unpredictable teaching world. 

As outlined in this section, teacher identity has been explored using different discursive 

approaches. Some researchers are interested in how teacher identity is informed by broader 

social discourses about teachers and the teaching profession, while others focus on teachers’ 

agency in constructing their identities in concrete discursive settings. These two trends reflect 

two traditions of discursive identity, which are introduced in the next section. 

Two Traditions of Discursive Identity 
Discursive theorists do not reach a consensus on the way in which identity is constructed in 

and through discourse. There are two theoretical extremes of conceptualising identity from a 

discursive view. At one extreme is a social oriented or Foucauldian perspective of discourse 

and identity and, at the other, a linguistic-oriented perspective. In the continuum lie a variety 

of discursive theories of identity. In this section I introduce the two theoretical extremes and 

illuminate the dilemma embedded. One powerful solution of the dilemma will be discussed in 

the next section through the sociolinguist James Gee’s theory of discourse and identity. 

Discourse of identity from a social perspective. 

The social, also known as Foucauldian, perspective of discourse is mainly informed by the 

works of the French philosopher and social theorist Michel Foucault. According to Foucault 

(2002), statements about objects are not neutral, reflecting objective intrinsic characteristics of 

objects. Rather, they are systems of meaning (S. Taylor, 2013) that produce knowledge, social 

categories, identities and practice (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Discourses (systems of meaning) 

provide a patterned and shared understanding of objects, both at a concrete level, such as a 

table, a ball and a classroom, and at an abstract level, for instance love, education and equality. 

How people understand, perceive, feel about certain objects, and act based on particular 

understandings and beliefs are constrained by discourses in the sociocultural context where 

people find themselves (Ball, 1990; Braun & Clarke, 2013). Thus, a discourse is not simply a 

channel for representing the object but, in essence, it constitutes and shapes the object. The 

social world is the “discursive formation” (Foucault, 2002, p. 41) rather than the object of 

discursive representation. 

Foucault further revealed the essence of discourse as related to institutional practices and 

power relations. Discourses are instruments of social institutions and authorities to exercise 
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their power in knowledge production. Discourses are also the product of such power and 

authority. As Foucault (1977) put it: 

We should abandon a whole tradition that allows us to imagine that knowledge can 

exist only where the power relations are suspended and that knowledge can develop 

only outside its injunctions, its demands and its interests. Perhaps we should abandon 

the belief that power makes mad and that, by the same token, the renunciation of power 

is one of the conditions of knowledge. We should admit rather that power produces 

knowledge (and not simply by encouraging it because it serves power or by applying it 

because it is useful); that power and knowledge directly imply one another; that there 

is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor 

any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power 

relations. (p. 27)  

Thus, both knowledge and power, or “power-knowledge” become the main inquiry from a 

Foucauldian perspective (Ball, 1990, p. 5). Foucauldian theorists of discourse are interested in 

identifying the various discourses in the social world and challenging the power relations 

working through them (Braun & Clarke, 2013; S. Taylor, 2013). Their task is to find what tacit 

presumptions, ideas and thoughts underpin the discourse, to question their validity, to unfold 

the intention of the speaker or writer and ask why this particular discourse exists and not 

others (Foucault, 2002). 

A task that consists of not—of no longer—treating discourses as groups of signs 

(signifying elements referring to contents or representations) but as practices that 

systematically form the objects of which they speak. Of course, discourses are 

composed of signs; but what they do is more than use these signs to designate things. It 

is this more that renders them irreducible to the language (langue) and to speech. It is 

this “more” that we must reveal and describe. (Foucault, 2002, p. 54) 

Foucauldian perspectives of discourse provide a powerful way to study the issue of identity 

from a social perspective. Dominant discourses in society establish the validity and 

truthfulness of certain values, beliefs, ideologies and knowledge as formed in and through 

discourse. They become the framework by which individuals make judgement of their own 

beliefs and actions (Bamberg et al., 2011). Thus, these discourses are the interface of social 

categories, subjectivity and identity. 

Researchers along the Foucauldian line work with language and discourses at a macro level. 

They examine how discourses operate as “evidence of aspects of society and social life” (S. 

Taylor, 2013, p. 4) and investigate the social and institutional contexts that shape individual 
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and group identities (Bamberg et al., 2011). For example, using a Foucauldian approach, 

Middleton (1998) researched how dominant and subordinate discourses of sexuality influence 

the practices of disciplining masculinity and femininity in New Zealand secondary schools. 

Middleton showed a number of stories told by teachers that display the intersection between 

discourses of sexuality and the behaviour, ideas and thoughts of teachers, students and parents. 

For instance, a large proportion of female teachers were cautious about their clothing, avoiding 

wearing tight tops that may place them as objects of discussion or sexual fantasies by male 

adolescents. They also saw rejections of discourses of feminism by some students and teachers 

who viewed feminists as “whores, ugly, [and] unfeminine” (p. 22). Middleton’s research was a 

good example of how discourses of gender identity penetrate into everyday life and operate as 

frameworks with which one makes judgement of the actions of oneself and others. At the same 

time, people try to be seen as appropriate or typical of dominant gender discourses, thereby 

reinforcing the pre-existing discourses of sexuality.  

Discourse of identity from a linguistic perspective. 

In opposition to the social perspective of discourse of identity, at the other extreme lies a 

linguistic perspective of discourse of identity. Language along this line is understood as a 

social practice instead of meaning systems as the Foucauldian line holds (Braun & Clarke, 

2013; S. Taylor, 2013). In a specific social interaction, like everyday talk, people actively 

create meanings for objects rather than relying on pre-existing meaning systems (S. Taylor, 

2013). Thus, linguistic theorists of discourse are interested in how language is used in specific 

contexts, and what realities are constructed through language in a given context (Braun & 

Clarke, 2013). 

Identity from a linguistic perspective of discourse is, therefore, constructed by actively 

engaging in discursive practices rather than determined by pre-existing discourses in society. 

The linguistic perspective turns inward to concrete texts in terms of their content, form and 

function (Bamberg et al., 2011). It emphasises human agency in identity construction at a 

micro level. In this sense, the linguistic perspective takes on a bottom-up approach to identity 

as opposed to the top-down approach deployed by the Foucauldian perspective (S. Taylor, 

2013).  

Conversation analysis (CA) is one of the approaches following the linguistic line of discourse 

and identity. It was established by the sociologist Sacks (1984) and his colleagues Schegloff 

and Jefferson and rooted in ethnomethodology pioneered by the sociologist Garfinkel (1967). 

What CA does is to record and transcribe talk in everyday life or institutions and analyse the 

structure of the conversation (Bamberg et al., 2011; Benwell & Stokoe, 2006). The purpose is, 



 

59 

through breaking down a conversation, to figure out the rules, technology, methods and 

processes that organise naturally occurring conversations (Sacks, 1984). CA rejects any 

theoretical presumptions about social categories in analysis, such as race, gender, class and 

professions and aims at what the conversation actually reveals (Garfinkel & Sacks, 1970, cited 

in Benwell & Stokoe, 2006, p. 37). This is because theorists of CA believe that any theoretical 

presumptions can compound the exhibition of reality (Schegloff, 1977, cited in Benwell & 

Stokoe, 2006, p. 37). 

Another approach following the linguistic line is membership categorisation analysis (MCA), 

which is rooted in ethnomethodology and CA (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006). Besides examining 

linguistic details as CA does, MCA is also interested in how people use social categories as 

resources in social interaction, because social categories are associated with practices, 

thoughts, beliefs and values of certain types and thus can be utilised to interpret and predict 

human actions (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006). Although MCA orients identity towards existing 

social categories, it focuses on individuals’ agentive engagement with these categories rather 

than being passively determined by them as the Foucauldian perspective implies. 

It is apparent that there exists a dilemma of agency/structure in the two perspective of 

discourse and identity. The Foucauldian approach conceives identity as dependent on pre-

existing discourses whereas the linguistic approach understands identity as actively 

constructed in specific discursive contexts. It can be argued that neither of them fully grasp the 

interplay between agency and structure in identity works. Therefore, many theorists have tried 

to integrate the two extremes and thereby invented new approaches standing in between, such 

as critical discourse analysis (Fairclough, 1992; Gee, 1996, 2000, 2011a, 2011c; Hodge & 

Kress, 1993), narrative analysis (Sarbin, 1986) and positioning theory (Bamberg 2004; Davies 

& Harré, 1990). This thesis was based on the sociolinguist James Gee’s theory of discourse 

and identity, one of those theories which emphasise both the role of human agency and social 

structure in identity formation and maintenance. I now turn to Gee’s theory of discourse and 

identity, which the remainder of this chapter deals with. 

Combining Social and Linguistic Perspectives in Gee’s Theory of 

Discourse and Identity 
If we see the social perspective and the linguistic perspective as two poles of the continuum, 

then Gee’s theory can be placed somewhere in between. On the one hand, Gee takes a close 

look at linguistic details, both contents and forms of language, to understand how language 

works in concrete settings to construct the world, identity being one aspect. On the other hand, 
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different ways of talking, writing and meaning-making associated with different social 

identities do not come out of individual minds, rather are acquired by being socialised into 

certain sociocultural groups and thus constrained by what counts as appropriate and typical of 

these groups (Gee, 1996). To understand Gee’s theory, I first focus on the social perspective of 

his ideas by introducing the sociocultural approach that Gee takes to form his theory of 

discourse, reflected in his notions of ideologies, figured worlds and Discourses. Then 

discussion turns to the linguistic perspective of Gee’s ideas, introducing the notions Gee uses 

to examine linguistic details of discourse. Details are also given about how these social and 

linguistic elements of discourse work together to build seven areas of social reality. This 

section also outlines Gee’s four ways of understanding identity—nature-identity, institution-

identity, discourse-identity and affinity-identity. 

Social aspects of discourse in Gee’s theory. 

To understand Gee’s discursive theory, it is helpful to first look at how Gee views discourse 

from a social perspective. Key concepts of social aspects of discourse in Gee’s theory include 

ideologies, figured worlds and the big “D” Discourse.  

Ideologies. 

The term ideology was coined by the French Enlightenment philosopher de Tracy after the 

French Revolution (in the 18th Century) to mean “science of ideas” (Gee, 1996, p. 2). De 

Tracy rejected that ideas are given by birth via church or state, rather they are acquired in the 

sociocultural process. He embraced social theories of human beings, encouraging research on 

how ideas are formed in the sociocultural environment. De Tracy believed, thus, given the 

right environment, it is possible to generate rational and responsible people, and a society of 

justice and democracy (de Tracy, cited in Gee, 1996). 

De Tracy’s sociocultural view, however, received opposition from Napoleon, the leader of the 

French Revolution and the first emperor of the French. He criticised de Tracy’s social theories 

as “abstract, impractical, and fanatical” (Gee, 1996, p. 3). Instead, Napoleon contended that 

“knowledge of the human heart and … the lessons of history” should form the base of a new 

government (Gee, 1996, p. 3). Without explicating himself as the person who knows “the 

human heart” and “the lessons of history,” Napoleon’s ideas served to authorise his power to 

rule as opposed to a democratic government.  

De Tracy and Napoleon’s ideas, despite being in opposition to each other, both expressed 

perspectives of social relations and how power and status should be distributed in society. It 

can be seen that ideas and statements are not neutral. In fact, they are always political (Gee, 
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1996, 2011c). Marx highlighted the political nature of ideas by furthering de Tracy’s social 

theories. He pointed out the key role that “economic relationships” play in shaping people’s 

ideas, beliefs, values and actions (Gee, 1996, p. 4). In Marx’s view, the wealthy and powerful 

hold certain ideas which enable them to maintain their wealth, power and status. Thus, 

ideology can deviate from reality, reflecting the desire of the elite to retain their power, and 

can hurt people with lower social status (Gee, 1996). 

Gee (1996) illuminated the political nature of ideas and statements through his notion of 

ideology. By ideology Gee meant “a social theory which involves generalizations (beliefs, 

claims) about the ways(s) in which goods are distributed in society” (p. 21). By goods, Gee 

meant the shared beliefs in a given society about what benefits people, such as wealth, status, 

power, time, space, education and healthcare. Any statements, ideas, thoughts and actions, in 

Gee’s opinion, are based on certain social theories, most often tacit theories, without stating 

them explicitly. There are three types of social theories that underlie ideas and statements: a) 

primary theories developed from primary research or serious reflections on the object or event; 

b) removed theories derived from secondary sources, for example other people’s talking and 

writing, press and media, without formal scrutiny; and c) deferred theories relying on experts 

or specialists who hold “correct” theories about the matter (Gee, 1996). 

Gee (1996) attempts to reveal the primary, removed or deferred ideologies and theories that 

ground ideas, beliefs, words and deeds. For example, Gee claimed that literacy in school 

contexts does not actually develop students as knowledgeable, intelligent, rational and critical 

individuals, rather it reproduces and retains the current social hierarchy through teaching the 

values and beliefs of the elite hidden in literacy. On these grounds, Gee’s notion of ideology is 

critical, examining and challenging pre-existing ideas and statements, as other critical 

discursive theorists do, like Foucault, Fairclough and Kress. 

Figured worlds. 

Ideologies as introduced above embrace certain perspectives, beliefs and views to describe, 

interpret and explain the world and make judgements about one’s own and others’ words, 

thoughts and deeds (Gee, 1996, 2011a). In a given social or cultural context, people have 

shared ideologies, assumptions and beliefs about what is typical or normal about the world, 

which provide individuals with simplified and typical ways of dealing with social life in a 

given sociocultural setting. Gee (1996) referred to such “simplified worlds in which 

prototypical events unfold” as figured worlds (p. 78). Figured worlds contain tacit ideologies 

and theories that people often take for granted and establish stereotypes by distinguishing 
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typical, normal and ordinary objects or events from deviated, abnormal and rare ones (Gee, 

1996).  

Figured worlds serve as frames or models on which people make meaning of words and 

phrases (Gee, 1996, 2011a, 2011b). A person who engages in a conversation assumes that the 

audience has the same figured worlds about certain things so that there is no need to make all 

details and aspects explicit (Gee, 2011a). For example, by referring to the phrase “a nuclear 

family,” a typical image emerges comprising a father, a mother, at least one child, a space to 

live and a variety of housewares. The stereotype of a core family also embraces practices or 

activities, such as preparing food, cleaning the house, communicating at dinner time, relaxing 

and sleeping, and going on holidays, as well as responsibilities of raising children and 

household work. This is a “typical story” (Gee, 2011a, p. 41) that most people have about a 

core family. It encompasses elements like participants, activities, relationships and objects. 

The ideologies underlying a core family could be a) when two adults get married, they should 

be independent from their origin families and they should have autonomy in their own life; b) 

the couple have shared responsibilities of doing household work, raising children and ensuring 

financial stability; and c) the interests of the core family are above those of the couple’s own 

original families. 

Yet these ideologies and the figured world of the core family can be seen as odd in a society 

which favours extended families over core families and views extended families as 

independent social units instead of core families. Such figured worlds also can be atypical and 

unacceptable in a society in which men dominate most areas of social life and believe women 

should stay at home, taking care of children and doing hoursework. Therefore, figured worlds 

change over time and across social and cultural groups (Gee, 1996). Discursive theorists, thus, 

ask questions like “what figured worlds are assumed?” or “What participants, activities, 

objects, places, institutions, values are related to these figured worlds?” (Gee, 2011b). 

Having introduced Gee’s notions of ideology and figured worlds, the question of where 

ideologies come from and how certain figured worlds are formed needs to be addressed. 

Taking a sociocultural approach and drawing from the findings of various linguistic, 

sociological and anthropological research, Gee (1996, 2011c) stated that ways of talking, 

writing, interpreting, believing and viewing are acquired through being socialised into certain 

social and institutional groups, such as schools, churches, workplaces, government 

departments and social clubs. Gee put forward that they are acquired through engaging in the 

particular social practices of various social groups in which language and non-language 

elements (beliefs, values, actions and interactions, for example) are interwoven. Thus, the 
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question of where ideologies come from or how figured worlds get constructed becomes from 

what social groups does a person learn to speak, write and make meaning (Gee, 1996). To 

answer this question, Gee coined the term Discourse with a capital “D,” which I now turn to. 

The big “D” Discourse. 

In Gee’s (2011c) view, language is a practice of “saying, doing and being” (p. 2). People use 

language to inform others about something (saying), to enact certain actions (doing) and to 

display certain identities (being). Meaning-making is an integration of understanding what the 

person is saying, doing and being (Gee, 2011c; 2015). Gee gives an example of when a teacher 

asks a student “what do you think?” (Gee, 2015). The question could be a test question, based 

on which the student will be graded, or it could be a facilitating question as the teacher starts 

the class. While asking the question, the teacher may be acting as an assessor or a discussion 

facilitator. To understand the meaning of the teacher’s questioning, in order to respond in an 

appropriate way, it is important for the student to figure out whether the teacher is aiming to 

grade him/her or start a classroom discussion (doing), thus taking on the identity of assessor or 

facilitator (being). Misunderstanding any of the three aspects in language, either saying, doing 

or being, may cause a person to respond inappropriately or atypically in the given social 

context. Hence, language offers a powerful way to study what socially significant identities are 

enacted because different ways of using language are associated with different social 

identities. 

However, the enactment of identity does not merely rely on oral and written language. When 

people talk and write, they also incorporate gestures, values, beliefs, emotions, objects and 

tools. For example, taking on a teacher identity means not only talking like a teacher but also 

believing in certain educational principles, dressing in certain ways, interacting with students 

and parents in certain ways, using certain teaching materials and so forth. Hence, being a 

teacher is not merely to “talk the talk” but also to “walk the walk” (Gee, 2015, p. 2). 

Therefore, both language-in-use (oral and written language) and non-language elements enable 

a person to perform identity of a certain sort. Gee (1999) referred to language-in-use as 

discourse (with a small “d”), meaning “connected stretches of language which … make sense” 

(p. 90), whereas the combination of language-in-use and non-language elements is Discourse 

(with a capital “D”). 

A Discourse is a socially accepted association among ways of using language, other 

symbolic expressions, and “artifacts,” of thinking, feeling, believing, valuing, and 

acting that can be used to identify oneself as a member of a socially meaningful group 
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or “social network,” or to signal (that one is playing) a social meaningful “role.” (Gee, 

1996, p. 131) 

The notion of Discourse above indicates that Discourses are ways to show one’s membership 

of a certain social group (Gee, 1996). A particular social group is related to a specific 

Discourse which becomes “ways of being in the world” or the “form of life” (Gee, 1996, p. 

127). Different Discourses are related to different social groups which are based on culture, 

race, gender, age, professions (teachers, doctors, lecturers and police, for instance), interests 

and practices (such as book clubs, camping groups, sports teams and advocacy groups). Each 

group has its distinctive conventions of “being,” that is, a distinctive Discourse. 

In this sense, Gee’s (2000) definition of identity as “being recognised as a certain ‘kind of 

person,’ in a given context” (p. 99) can be understood as being recognised as being in a certain 

Discourse in a given context. 

A Discourse is a “dance” that exists in the abstract as a coordinated pattern of words, 

deeds, values, beliefs, symbols, tools, objects, times, and places and in the here and 

now as a performance that is recognizable as just such a coordination. Like a dance, the 

performance here and now is never exactly the same. It all comes down, often, to what 

the “masters of the dance” will allow to be recognized or will be forced to recognize as 

a possible instantiation of the dance (Gee, 1999, p. 19) 

The dance metaphor implies that to explore one’s identity is to identify the various language 

and non-language elements constitutive of a certain Discourse. For instance, when people 

think of Spider-Man, the red and blue tight costume, the iconic finger gesture and the 

particular way of action immediately emerge. They are combined as the Spider-Man Discourse 

which gives the figure a specific identity to be recognised by an audience. Thus, Discourses 

are “ways of being ‘certain kinds of people’” (Gee, 2000, p. 110). A teacher Discourse is 

different from a police Discourse, a doctor Discourse or an engineer Discourse. Being a 

SENCo teacher is acting out a sub-kind of teacher within the teacher Discourse. 

A person can belong to different Discourses and thus have multiple identities across varied 

social, cultural and historical contexts (Gee, 2000). For example, a university professor enacts 

the professor Discourse when delivering lectures, but performs the grandparent Discourse 

when playing with grandchildren at home. Thus, a person’s identity is dynamic and changing 

across varied contexts. Gee (2000) referred to the dynamics of one’s identity as a trajectory. 

He claimed that everyone experiences a trajectory of being recognised as a certain “kind of 

person” in one time and place and as other kinds of person at other times and places in life. In 

this sense, identity in a given context is transitory rather than stable. 
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According to Gee (1996), Discourses are acquired rather than learned. Acquiring is an 

unconscious process which takes place in social practices in a certain sociocultural group, 

while learning is a conscious process involving dividing the learning target into analysable 

components and reflecting on them (Gee, 1996). Therefore, mathematics and physics are 

learned, while native language is acquired (Gee, 1996). Language acquisition is a process in 

which people learn from other group members about word choices, grammatical structures, 

topic organisations, tone changes and other components of using and interpreting language. 

Similarly, people acquire non-language gesturing, dressing, acting, interacting, feeling, 

believing and tool use in interactions with other group members. 

To more fully understand the acquisition of socially recognised Discourses, Gee (1996, 2015) 

distinguished primary Discourses from secondary Discourses. In early life, people learn to be 

an “everyday person” (Gee, 2015, p. 3) in family life through exposure to cultural ways of 

talking, acting, interacting, valuing and believing (Gee, 1996, 2015). Gee (1996, 2015) 

referred to the initial Discourse that people are engaged in as the primary Discourse. As a 

person grows up, his/her socialising spaces expand (Gee, 2015). Individuals go beyond private 

family life and enter into more public situations, such as schools, clubs, institutions, regional 

organisations and affinity groups of various kinds. In the process of being socialised into more 

public social groups, people engage in a variety of Discourses, each associated with distinct 

identities (Gee, 1996, 2015). Gee (2015) named these Discourses secondary Discourses (p. 3). 

Secondary Discourses are “ways of being” individuals acquire in later life outside initial 

family contexts (Gee, 1996, 2015). 

The interrelationships between primary and secondary Discourses can be complex. On the one 

hand, primary Discourses set the foundation of a person’s words, deeds and social identities 

and influence whether the person can acquire secondary Discourses smoothly (Gee, 1996, 

2015). On the other hand, secondary Discourses can shape and reshape a person’s primary 

Discourse. It is a contesting or negotiating process (Gee, 1996, 2015). For instance, a child 

raised in a Christian family who believes in the creation may struggle with the evolution 

taught in the state school. The creation Discourse the student acquires in school challenges the 

Christian Discourse he/she acquired in early life. To help children adapt well to secondary 

Discourses in their future, parents often incorporate the conventions of the secondary 

Discourse into the primary Discourse (Gee, 2015). For example, to develop their children to be 

active readers, which is important to succeed in school, parents may read to their children at 

bedtime and ask questions which inspire children’s thinking (Gee, 2011c). 
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In short, Gee’s notions of ideology, figured worlds and the big “D” Discourse demonstrate that 

identity is not an individual project, rather it is constructed and sustained in certain 

sociocultural groups through social practices involving other group members. To understand 

someone’s identity, the researcher should figure out from which social group or Discourse the 

person is enacting his/her identity. It is also paramount to know which figured world the 

person comes from and what ideologies underlie the figured world. On these grounds, Gee’s 

theory of identity is socially oriented. Yet Gee is also interested in linguistic elements of 

discouse, which the next section will introduce. 

Linguistic aspects of discourse in Gee’s theory. 

To understand how identity construction takes place in real discursive contexts, Gee probes 

into linguistic details of utterances, unfolding both the content and format. He put forward four 

components of linguistic details, including situated meanings, social language, intertextuality 

and conversations. The details are given below. 

Situated meanings. 

Most words and phrases do not have only one meaning. They have a range of potential 

meanings across contexts. The exact meaning a word or phrase implies depends on the specific 

situation under which it is used. Gee (2011a, 2011b) referred to these specific meanings as 

situated meanings. For example, when a person says “I have no freedom,” we cannot figure 

out what he/she means by freedom unless we have more information about the person and the 

situation in which he/she says this. Hence, it is important to figure out the situated meaning of 

a word or phrase. 

Social languages. 

Social languages, as Gee (2011a) defined them, are “styles or varieties of a language (or a 

mixture of languages) that enact and are associated with a particular social identity” (p. 39). 

People choose different words and grammatical structures to enact actions and identities. 

Consider the two sentences below: 

1. Each child with ASD is quite different in their behaviour, emotions and learning. 

2. There exist significant variations among children with ASD in terms of their behaviour, 

emotions and learning. 

Sentence 1 is close to how people use language in everyday conversations, whereas Sentence 2 

is an academic way of using language. Sentence 2 uses formal and academic words, like 

“significant” and “variations,” as well as academic grammatical structures, “there exist” and 

“in terms of.” The distinctions between the two sentences imply different language styles, 

which are related to different Discourses and social identities. Through choosing a specific 
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social language in a given context, people display what Discourses or social groups they 

belong to and what their intentions are. Each individual changes social languages to act out 

multiple social identities across various contexts (Gee, 1996). 

Intertextuality. 

When people talk or write, it is not uncommon to make reference to what others talk or write 

about. They can borrow words and phrases of others’ text. Gee (2011b, 2011c) named this 

situation intertextuality. There are various forms of intertextuality (Gee, 2011c). It can be 

direct quotes, for example “One of my friends said ‘I had a wonderful Christmas holiday’,” or 

indirect quotes, for instance “One of my friends said that she had a wonderful Christmas 

holiday.” Intertextuality often involves mixing other language styles associated with a 

different Discourse (Gee, 2011c). 

Conversations. 

There are public topics of discussion that most people in a given society or a social group are 

aware of. Gee referred to these topics as Conversations with a capital “C” to imply that they 

are debates or controversies on a large scale in society rather than in private conversational 

settings (Gee, 2011c). The majority of people know what the controversy centres on, what 

different opinions each side holds and who belongs to each side. Examples of Conversations 

can be evolution versus creation, capitalism versus communism, and nature versus nurture. 

People can refer to these public debates in their talking or writing and interact based on these 

controversies (Gee, 2011c). They form the background or the context of the text (Gee, 2011c). 

In short, through adopting particular situated meanings, social languages, intertextuality and 

Conversations, individuals use language in certain ways to construct their social identities. 

These linguistic details and the construction work demonstrate how language and non-

language elements operate at a micro level. Together with Gee’s notions of ideology, figured 

worlds and the big “D” Discourse as introduced previously, it becomes clear that Gee’s theory 

of discourse and identity integrates social-orientation well with linguistic-orientation. Thus, it 

is powerful in solving the three dilemmas Bamberg et al. (2011) put forward as three 

important aspects of identity construction: agency and structure, self and others, and continuity 

and fragmentations.  

The construction of social reality in and through Discourse. 

As already noted, Gee (1996, 2011c, 2015) argued that oral and written language along with 

non-language elements, including beliefs, values, feelings, actions, interactions and usage of 

objects, tools and technology, accomplish things and enact identities. In fact, they construct 
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not only identity but also other aspects of the social world (Gee, 1996, 2011a, 2011c). Gee 

identified a total of seven aspects of social reality that language and non-language elements 

build and sustain, including significance, practices (activities), identities, relationships, politics 

(the distribution of social goods), connections, as well as sign systems and knowledge. He 

called them “seven building tasks” (Gee, 2011c, p. 17). In a given context, any Discourse (a 

combination of language and non-language elements) engages in at least one building task and 

constructs at least one aspect of social reality (Gee, 2011c). I list the seven building tasks as 

follows. 

Significance. 

People use language and non-language elements to make certain things significant (Gee, 

2011a, 2011c). Things do not render themselves significant unless humans use language to 

indicate the significance of certain things. When a person says “I’m going to a very important 

meeting now,” he/she implies that the meeting is significant and he/she must show up on time. 

If the person says “I’m going to a meeting,” he/she does not explicate the significance of the 

meeting. Maybe it is just a routine meeting. Significance can be associated with many aspects 

of objects or events, like the amount, size, importance, relevance, scale and effect. 

Practices (activities). 

People use language and non-language elements to take actions (Gee, 2011c), such as giving a 

lecture, launching a new product and presenting a completed research. A practice or an 

activity is “a socially recognized and institutionally or culturally supported endeavour that 

usually involves sequencing or combining actions in certain specified ways” (Gee, 2011c, p. 

17). Filling out a referral form for speech language therapies is an action, while applying for 

funding and services for a child with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a practice. Informing 

parents about their child’s behavioural issues is an action, while involving the parent in the 

child’s learning and wellbeing is a practice. Individuals use language and non-language 

elements to get recognised by others as participating in a practice or an activity of a certain 

type (Gee, 2011a, 2011c). For example, a university lecturer speaks and acts in one way to get 

recognised by others as giving lectures. The same person may speak and act in another way to 

get recognised by others as mentoring a student. 

Identities. 

People use language and non-language elements to get recognised by others as enacting a 

certain identity (Gee, 2011b). A government spokesman standing on the stage talks and acts in 

a distinct way from the journalists sitting before the stage who ask questions and take notes. 

They use language and non-language elements in different ways to act out different identities. 
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The identity a person builds also changes from moment to moment, from context to context. A 

doctor may take on a doctor identity while communicating with a friend about a health 

problem. He may take on a friend identity and engage in a chitchat with the friend in the next 

moment. 

Relationships. 

People use language and non-language elements to build and maintain relationships with other 

people, institutions and groups (Gee, 2011b). When a person talks in a professional way in a 

department meeting, he/she is trying to build a formal or working relationship with colleagues. 

When the same person engages in an informal conversation with a friend at dinner time, 

he/she is building a relaxed and friendly relationship outside the workplace. 

Politics (the distribution of social goods). 

People use language and non-language elements to distribute or withhold social goods (Gee, 

2011a). By social goods, Gee means anything that the society as a whole believes is worthy to 

have, for example respect, equity, freedom, time and space (Gee, 1996). Talking to a person in 

a respectful way is to distribute social goods. Offering learning assistance to children with 

learning difficulties is to build and distribute social goods. People hold different views about 

what counts as social goods and how to distribute them in a certain society. The distribution of 

social goods may grant some people, social groups and institutions more power and status than 

others. Hence, it is political (Gee, 2011a). 

Connections. 

People use language and non-language elements to build connections or relevance between 

certain things (Gee, 2011c). For example, one can speak or write in order to build, for 

example, a connection between overconsumption of alcohol during pregnancy and a risk of 

having an unhealthy baby, or a connection between water pollution and risks of health issues. 

These connections are common knowledge in most societies today. But they were not inherent 

or obvious previously. They may also even be unknown to people in some disadvantaged 

societies today. 

Sign systems and knowledge. 

People use language and non-language elements to privilege one sign system or way of 

knowing over another (Gee, 2011c). There are a variety of sign systems in society. They can 

be different languages, such as English, Spanish, French, Mandarin and Cantonese. They can 

also be languages connected to various professions, like the language of physicists, lawyers, 

politicians and teachers. Sign systems can also embrace images, statistics and equations. 

Different sign systems are linked to varied ways of knowing (Gee, 2011c). A poet may claim 
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that poems are a better way than any other sign systems to understand the world. A qualitative 

researcher may privilege words over statistics to study social phenomena. 

The seven aspects of social reality are interrelated to each other. An exploration of one aspect 

often inform other aspects. Therefore, to understand the influence of the SENCo role on 

SENCo identity, it is helpful to examine all the seven aspects rather than merely focus on the 

identity aspect. 

Four perspectives on identity. 

To recognise and be recognised by others as being in a Discourse associated with a certain 

social identity, it is necessary to rely on certain interpretive systems. Gee (2000) postulated 

that there are four types of interpretive systems or perspectives to recognise and understand 

identity. These perspectives differ from each other in the source of power that constructs and 

sustains the identity. The “kind of person” one performs as or the question of “who I am” can 

be viewed from the four perspectives. They are not separated from each other; rather, one 

person can act out all the four aspects of his or her identity in a given context with a relatively 

varied degree of predominance (Gee, 2000). 

Nature-identity. 

The first perspective on identity is the nature-identity (Gee, 2000). It is a state derived from 

forces in nature. For example, when a child with ASD is considered as someone having a 

defect in genes or neurology, the ASD identity becomes a nature-identity. It is not formed 

from society but determined by certain natural forces, which is out of someone’s control. 

However, nature-identity cannot become an identity without societal forces. It must be 

recognised through institutional professionals defining and diagnosing ASD, people talking 

about ASD, or through affinity groups enacting shared practices related to ASD. Being a 

SENCo teacher is not a nature-identity because it is not a state derived from any forces in 

nature but from sources in society. 

Institution-identity. 

The second perspective on identity Gee (2000) articulated is the institution-identity. It is 

authorised by institutions through rules, norms, traditions and laws. For instance, being a 

police officer, a professor, a doctor or a teacher are institution-identities that one takes on, for 

which one must fulfil the responsibilities as defined by the institution. To take the child with 

ASD as an example again, the ASD identity is recognised through the diagnoses by 

educational psychologists or doctors. The professionals related to ASD define what counts as 

ASD so as to form and sustain the ASD identity. Likewise, being a SENCo can be understood 
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from the perspective of institution-identity. It is a position authorised by schools. Taking on 

the SENCo role means the teacher is obliged to act as the job description and school policies 

of inclusion require. While one is forced to take up a nature-identity, one can actively enact an 

institution-identity or passively fill the identity imposed on him/her. The ASD identity belongs 

to the latter situation in that it is imposed on children with ASD by institutions and 

professionals in the field of ASD. For SENCos, however, one can actively choose to be a 

SENCo or passively fill the position of SENCo. 

Discourse-identity. 

The third perspective on identity is what Gee (2000) called the discourse-identity. The source 

of power which constructs and sustains a discourse-identity is neither nature nor institutions. It 

is through social interactions (talking to or interacting with a person in discourse or dialogue) 

that a person is recognised by others as having certain sorts of individual traits that constitute 

his/her identity. Individuals can be recognised in varied ways, depending on who recognises 

them and in which context. For example, a child can be recognised as normal by his parents 

for he is calm when staying with his parents. The same child, on the other hand, may be 

recognised by his teacher as having behavioural and emotional issues, or even ASD, for the 

reason that he is quite upset and always avoiding social interaction with others in school. Here 

no institutional “labels” are involved in the recognition work for the child. Yet the teacher’s 

view about the child can be influenced by medical and clinical definitions of ASD, which 

construct and sustain the institution-identity. Like the institution-identity, a person can actively 

embrace a discourse-identity as an individual accomplishment or passively be ascribed the 

discourse-identity as opposed to taking it on willingly. For example, a SENCo teacher may 

identify himself/herself as being flexible and creative, and act in a way that invites others to 

recognise him/her as having such attributes. He or she may in the meanwhile contest the 

identity ascribed by teacher colleagues as being a quick fixer for children’s behavioural, 

emotional and learning issues because the SENCo believes that there is no quick fix in reality. 

These attributes, either recruited or rejected by the SENCo, are recognised as part of the 

SENCo identity as teacher colleagues and other relevant stakeholders talk to, talk about and 

interact with the SENCo in a way that invites the SENCo to internalise them. 

Affinity-identity. 

The fourth perspective on identity is the affinity-identity (Gee, 2000). The power that creates 

and sustains an affinity-identity is the participation in certain practices or experiences shared 

by group members. It is not derived from any forces in nature, the authority of institutions, or 

striven for in people’s discourse or dialogue. What defines an affinity-identity is a set of 

shared social practices. For instance, there are affinity groups related to ASD which involve 
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not only individuals with ASD but also advocates who affiliate and engage in activities, 

seeking policy changes for the sake of individuals with ASD. They identify themselves or are 

identified by others through the shared practices and experiences relating to ASD. From the 

affinity perspective, SENCo teachers can be recognised by others not through institutional 

positions or discourse/dialogue but through SENCo fora or groups which embrace a set of 

practices, such as meeting regularly, communicating about the enactment of the SENCo role 

and seeking support at institutional, regional or national level. 

Based on different perspectives on identity, one can recognise and interpret an identity through 

various interpretive systems (Gee, 2000). An identity can be recognised and interpreted either 

from a nature perspective, based on one’s view of nature, or from an institutional perspective, 

through the rules, norms and traditions of the institution. An identity can also be recognised 

and understood from a discursive perspective, through the discourse and dialogue of others, or 

from an affinity perspective, through the shared practices and activities of an affinity group. 

Further questions in regard to identity recognition are twofold (Gee, 2000). One is at a macro 

level, relating to who owns and sustains the power to decide a certain identity is recognised in 

a certain way, and not the other, in a given context. The other is at a micro level, concerning 

how recognition takes place from time to time and from context to context. 

Research Questions 
Gee’s important notion of Discourse (with a capital “D”) along with his other key concepts 

provided a powerful theoretical framework to explore the influence of the SENCo role on 

SENCo teacher identity. Drawing on Gee’s discursive theory of identity and guided by the 

overarching research question: “How does the role of SENCo influence SENCo teacher 

identity in the New Zealand context?”, three sub-questions were formulated to guide the study: 

1. What does a SENCo Discourse entail? 

2. How do SENCos construct their identities? 

3. What factors contribute to the (re)construction of SENCo teacher identity? 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter has provided a brief review of the development of conceptualising identity and 

introduced the discursive view of identity in particular. The understanding of identity has 

evolved from a natural/instituational view, a self-fashioning view to a socially constructed 

view. Based on the socially constructed view of identity, a discursive perspective emerged, 

foregrounding the role of discursive practice in identity construction. In particur, this chapter 

has articulated the two traditions of discursive identity—the social perspective and the 
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linguistic perspective—and highlighted the strength of combining them in James Gee’s 

discursive theory of identity to investigate the influence of the SENCo role on SENCo 

identity. The chapter has introduced the key concepts in Gee’s theory and his four perspectives 

on identity. Three sub-questions were formulated drawing on Gee’s theory of identity. The 

next chapter turns to the methodology and methods this study adopted to answer the research 

questions. 
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Chapter 4 Methodology 

This chapter describes the methodology and methods used to answer the overarching research 

question of the study: How does the role of SENCo influence New Zealand SENCos’ teacher 

identities? By analysing data generated from multiple sources, the overarching research 

question and the three sub-questions were addressed: 

1. What does a SENCo Discourse entail? 

2. How do SENCos construct their identities? 

3. What factors contribute to the (re)construction of SENCo teacher identity? 

This chapter provides a rationale for the methodology used to address these questions, 

discusses the research approach adopted, the process of data collection and analysis, ethical 

considerations and issues regarding trustworthiness. 

Interpretivist Paradigm 
As outlined in Chapter 3, identity is discursively constructed in and through language and non-

language elements (Gee, 1996, 2000). It is a process in which meaning-making takes place 

both in the broader sociocultural environment and in concrete discursive practice. Therefore, 

identity is an issue contingent on subjective interpretation rather than an object existing out 

there independently. C. Taylor (1989) explicated the subjective and interpretive nature of 

identity in the statement below. 

What I am as a self, my identity, is essentially defined by the way things have 

significance for me. And as has been widely discussed, these things have significance 

for me, and the issue of my identity is worked out, only through a language of 

interpretation which I have come to accept as a valid articulation of these issues. To 

ask what a person is, in abstraction from his or her self-interpretations, is to ask a 

fundamentally misguided question, one to which there couldn’t in principle be an 

answer. (p. 34) 

Given the subjective and interpretive nature of identity, the philosophical paradigm of 

interpretivism set the foundation for this study. Interpretivism derives from the idealist 

worldview which maintains that there are multiple versions of reality created by human minds 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Glesne, 2016; Walliman, 2006). The ontological belief that underpins 

interpretivism is that social reality does not exist as a single, universal or objective fact as the 

positivist paradigm believes. Rather, it is constructed by subjective interpretations. Everyone 

creates his or her own version of reality by interpreting objects, things and events. The process 
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of interpretation can be influenced by social interactions, cultural norms and historical factors 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). The role of researcher in interpretivist studies is to understand how 

people interpret certain social phenomenon and how they make sense of a specific object, 

thing, event, perception, action and so forth (Glesne, 2016). For interpretivist studies, social 

reality is understood through the eyes of participants of the social phenomenon under 

investigation. 

Through an interpretivist view of social reality, the role of SENCo is not an entity in 

accordance with the job description. Every SENCo interprets the job description (if there is 

one) and their role in a unique way. They create their own reality of being a SENCo. SENCos 

make sense of their experience and thus perceive and live out their teacher identities 

subjectively. SENCo teacher identity is not an object that exists out there for people to 

uncover. Rather, it is the process and product of meaning-making. My role as the researcher 

was to understand how SENCos interpreted their role and identities, as well as how they 

perceived the influences of their role on their SENCo teacher identities. Thus, multiple 

perspectives and complexity of the phenomenon were anticipated. 

Qualitative Approach 
In line with an interpretivist view of social research, a qualitative approach is well suited to 

explore multiple interpretations and the complexity of New Zealand SENCos’ teacher 

identities. Qualitative research tries to develop a “holistic account” of the issue under study 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 39). In qualitative research, diverse perspectives are explored (Flick, 2009; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2015), and subjective meanings related to the issue and the meaning-

making process are understood (Flick, 2009; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015) and the complex 

factors and their interactions involved in the issue are investigated (Creswell, 2007). In doing 

so, a complex picture of the problem under study can be developed. 

To explore people’s multiple interpretations and the meaning-making process, qualitative 

researchers often observe and/or talk to participants about their perspectives on the issue under 

study in the natural context where the participants experience the phenomenon (Creswell, 

2007; Glesne, 2016). To explore SENCos’ perspectives on how their SENCo role influenced 

their SENCo teacher identities and to develop a complex picture of the issue, qualitative data, 

such as transcripts of interviews, field notes of work shadowing, documents and so forth, 

allowed the SENCos’ voices to be heard and their enactment of SENCo teacher identity to be 

observed in the natural setting where they undertook their role of SENCo. Different aspects of 

the setting can also be investigated through qualitative data. 
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A qualitative approach particularly suits studies which involve working on words (Creswell, 

2007). This study explored SENCo teacher identity from a discursive view and involved a 

close look at language. 

It is in the case of the self that the language which can never be made fully explicit is 

part of, internal to, or constitutive of the “object” studied. To study persons is to study 

beings who only exist in, or are partly constituted by, a certain language. (C. Taylor, 

1989, p. 35) 

The inextricable link between identity and language as outlined in the statement above and in 

Chapter 3 indicates that a qualitative approach is extremely effective for the exploration of 

SENCo teacher identity. 

In addition to the ability of the qualitative approach to explore multiple interpretations and to 

develop the complexity of the phenomenon under study, the associated inductive data analysis 

process is aligned with the objectives of this study. As agreed by many authors (for example, 

Creswell, 2007; Glesne, 2016; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015), qualitative research is an inductive 

process. Data is collected and analysed inductively towards theories or hypotheses rather than 

being tested against theories or hypotheses. This study was not conducted to test any existing 

theories or hypothesises on SENCo teacher identity but rather attempted to develop categories, 

themes and, potentially, site-specific assumptions from the data. 

Moreover, the reporting of this research is consistent with the qualitative research. The results 

of qualitative research are richly descriptive (Glesne, 2016; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Quotes 

from interviews, field notes, documents or a combination of them are often used to support the 

findings of the research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The findings of this study are reported 

through the use of quotes from interviews, field notes from work shadowing, and documents 

like SENCo job descriptions and school policies. The descriptive and interpretive nature of the 

final report of qualitative research is appropriate for this study. 

In summary, the interpretive nature of the study, the goal of developing a complex picture of 

the issue being investigated, the close study of language, the inductive process of data 

analysis, as well as the descriptive and interpretive nature of the results, are all in accordance 

with the essential features of qualitative research. Therefore, a qualitative approach is well 

suited to this study. 

Case Study Strategy 
This research employed case study as the research strategy. In this section, the general ideas of 

case study are described first, including definitions and its different types. Then the rationale 
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for using case study in this research is illustrated followed by some discussion of its 

limitations. 

Case study methods. 

The basic idea of case study is to study a case (or cases) in detail and develop a full 

understanding of the case(s) (Punch, 2005). A case could be a more concrete one, like an 

individual, a small group, an organisation and a partnership, or a less concrete one such as a 

community, a relationship, a decision and a project (Yin, 2014). As Punch (2005) maintained, 

case studies aim to reach the depth and wholeness of the case. To achieve the aim, multiple 

factors, such as the participants’ present state, past events, the context, and the 

interrelationships between these factors, are explored (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 

2014). The connectedness between the case and its context is also investigated to understand 

the complexity of the case. Although there are variations in defining case study, it is well 

recognised that the purpose of a case study is to develop an in-depth understanding of the case 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Thus, case study is a powerful strategy to investigate a 

phenomenon in depth and uncover its complexity (Ary et al., 2014; Ashley, 2012; Merriam, 

1988). 

Another well-recognised characteristic of case studies is the need to identify the unit of 

analysis (the case) (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). The essence of the unit of analysis (the case) 

is that it can be bounded by certain parameters, such as the location or the timeframe (Creswell 

& Poth, 2018). Thus, the unit of analysis (the case) is also called “a bounded system.” 

Merriam and Tisdell (2015) claimed that it is the unit of analysis (a bounded system) rather 

than the topic of interest that defines a case study and that a case study is “an in-depth 

description and analysis of a bounded system” (p. 37). Yin (2014) holds the same opinion. He 

argued that starting from a claim or a hypothesis does not justify doing a case study. To claim 

to do a case study, one needs to select “a specific, real-life ‘case’” (p. 34) as an instance of the 

phenomenon being studied. Similarly, Creswell and Poth (2018) stressed the case as the centre 

of a case study. The first thing to consider in a case study, according to the authors, is to 

identify a case. 

Case studies also feature a close link between the case and the context. As Stake (1995) 

defined, “case study is the study of the particularity and complexity of a single case, coming to 

understand its activity within important circumstances” (p. xi). The importance of the specific 

context in which the case finds itself is also represented in Yin’s (2014) definition of the case 

study. He defined a case study as “an empirical enquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon (the ‘case’) in depth and within its real-world context, especially when the 
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boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident” (p. 16). It implies 

that the case cannot be separated from its real-life context and thus a rich understanding of the 

case requires an intensive examination of its context. 

In case studies, researchers often use multiple sources of data and multiple data-collection 

methods to achieve a contextualised deep understanding of the case. This feature of case 

studies is widely agreed by many authors (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Punch, 2005; Stake, 1995). 

Information gathered from observations, interviews, documents, audio-visual materials and 

artefacts are often combined to develop the depth and richness of the case. 

There are varied ways of distinguishing between different kinds of case studies; for example, 

the single instrumental case study, the collective or multiple case study and the intrinsic case 

study (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Stake, 1995). The single instrumental case study attempts to 

investigate an issue or a phenomenon by selecting one case as the instance of the issue or 

phenomenon. The case is instrumental to understanding the issue or phenomenon (Stake, 

1995). The collective or multiple case study is also instrumental to understanding an issue or a 

phenomenon. The difference is that the collective/multiple case study extends one case to 

multiple cases to understand the issue. Usually different perspectives on the issue are expected 

across cases. In contrast, in the intrinsic case study, the case is not instrumental to understand 

an issue or a phenomenon. Rather, an interest in the case itself becomes the starting point of a 

study because of the uniqueness or originality of the case (Stake, 1995). 

Merriam (1988) distinguished case studies in a different way. According to Merriam, there are 

three types of case studies—descriptive, interpretive, and evaluative. Descriptive case studies 

offer a rich, thick description of the phenomenon being studied. Interpretive case studies not 

only describe the phenomenon but also conduct intensive analysis and interpretation of the 

data in an attempt to conceptualise or theorise the phenomenon. Evaluative case studies, 

however, place emphasis on judging and evaluating the case, such as an intervention, a 

programme, or a situation. 

Rationale for SENCo case study. 

The current research adopted a multiple case study method. Multiple SENCo participants 

(cases) were selected as the instances of the phenomenon under study. SENCo participants 

were critical to gain a deep understanding of how the role of SENCo influences New Zealand 

SENCos’ teacher identities. The reason for selecting multiple cases instead of a single case is 

that the analytic conclusions from multiple cases could be more trustworthy than that from a 

single case. Yin (2014) considered the underlying logic of conducting a multiple case study as 
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similar to that of replicating the findings of an experiment by doing it more than once. He 

stated that the analytic results from each case may agree with each other or contradict each 

other, in both ways providing more convincing evidence and stronger support for the overall 

conclusions. In this study, by selecting multiple SENCos and undertaking analysis of and 

across SENCo cases, the complex factors influencing SENCo teacher identity were identified 

and how these factors interacted in each SENCo’s particular context was closely examined. By 

doing so, the aim was to achieve more trustworthy findings and to gain a fuller understanding 

of SENCo teacher identity. 

The case study in this study is both descriptive and interpretive. This thesis portrays each 

participant in detail, including their demographics, school contexts, duties and responsibilities, 

actions and interactions, emotions and feelings, and beliefs and values. At the same time, 

intensive interpretations of the data are represented using Gee’s approach to discourse analysis 

in an attempt to explore the participants’ teacher identities as influenced by taking on the 

SENCo role. 

The case study strategy was selected because of its effectiveness in achieving the depth and 

richness of the SENCo cases. For each SENCo participant, multiple sources of data were 

collected in the forms of interview transcripts, field notes of work shadowing and documents. 

Then the data was intensively analysed to identify the complex factors of each SENCo’s 

teacher identity and to explore their interactions. In doing so, the complex picture of each 

SENCo participant in terms of their role and identity was developed in their particular 

situations. 

Apart from the effectiveness of case study strategy in achieving depth and richness of the 

SENCo cases, unexpected factors of the phenomenon are likely to be discovered in case 

studies, which helps to develop a fuller understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. 

During data analysis, I was open to unexpected factors emerging from the data. In case 

studies, the accuracy of participants’ accounts and the researcher’s interpretation can be 

checked through repeated visits with the cases, therefore enhancing the trustworthiness of the 

findings. In this study, the transcripts of interviews were sent to the participants for member 

checking. The interpretations by the researcher were checked with the participants during data 

collection through follow-up questions such as “Do you mean …?” The case study provided 

the opportunity for me to spend an extended period of time with the participants through 

repeated visits. Additionally, the case study is well suited to research which attempts to 

explore a problem or a phenomenon about which little is known (Ashley, 2012). As argued in 

Chapter 2, little is known about New Zealand SENCos’ teacher identities. In case study, by 
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close analysis of the multiple sources of data gathered from the SENCo participants, a deep 

understanding becomes possible. 

Limitations of case study. 

Perhaps the most common criticism of case studies is the lack of generalisability (Punch, 

2005). The findings of one case may not apply to other cases because each case is unique and 

its context is different. In fact, as Punch pointed out, most of case studies do not aim to 

generalise from the findings but rather develop an understanding of the complexity and 

entirety of the case in a specific context. However, according to Punch, some case study 

researchers have applicability and transferability in mind. They seek potential concepts or 

theories derived from the data and look forward to further research to see if the findings are 

applicable to similar situations. Especially when little is known about a particular issue, case 

studies can provide an in-depth understanding of the issue, identify important factors and 

inspire further study of the issue. Moreover, a qualitative study does not aim at making 

generalisations about the findings. 

The purpose of this research was not to generalise the results to other New Zealand SENCos 

but to develop an in-depth understanding of how the role of SENCo influences SENCo teacher 

identity in the New Zealand context. Although there are variations in how the role of SENCo 

is enacted in different schools and how SENCos interpret the role and their teacher identities, 

this study can provide insights into the influence of the SENCo role on SENCo teacher 

identity, identify the interactions of the complex factors involved, and achieve a deeper 

understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. SENCos in similar situations may find 

the results of this study applicable and transferable to them. 

Participants 
This study focused on primary school SENCos instead of secondary SENCos or a mixture of 

them in order to reduce the likelihood of compounding factors due to the differences between 

primary and secondary schools. Secondary schools are often larger and more complex than 

primary schools, and could be quite different from primary schools in terms of the role of 

SENCo. Thus, selecting primary SENCos helped to keep the focus on the essence of the 

phenomenon under study. 

Considering the cost of travelling and the manageability of data collection, only SENCos 

working in Auckland primary schools were selected. To study the complexity of contextual 

influences on SENCo teacher identity, recruitment advertisements were sent to all primary 

schools in Auckland to invite SENCos serving in various school contexts in terms of the 
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school size, the school decile,12 the socioeconomic status and ethnicity of school populations, 

the school culture and the structural organisation of the SENCo role. 

This research focused on SENCos’ own perceptions of their role and identities. Therefore, 

other stakeholders’ perceptions of the issue were not included, such as teacher colleagues, 

parents, students, senior management teams or outside agencies involved in SENCos’ work. 

Merriam and Tisdell (2015) put forward two levels of sampling in a case study. The first level 

is selecting the case via a set of criteria and the second one is selecting what to observe, who 

to interview and what documents to analyse “within the case” (p. 99). In this study, with 

regard to the second level of sampling, colleagues, principals, parents, students and other 

stakeholders can be sources of information contributing to the understanding of the SENCo 

role and identity. However, their perspectives are excluded from this study in that the intent of 

the research was to understand the phenomenon from SENCos’ perspectives and uncover how 

SENCos conceptualised their role and perceived their SENCo teacher identities. 

Participant recruitment strategy. 

As indicated above, this research used purposive and convenience sampling as the sampling 

strategy. SENCo participants are critical to understanding the phenomenon of interest. They 

are “information-rich cases” (Patton, 2005, p. 53) for the purpose of inquiry, and therefore 

purposively selected. SENCo participants were accessed via the practicum administrators for 

primary teacher preparation programmes in the Faculty of Education and Social Work at the 

University of Auckland, where the researcher was based. First, an email was sent to the 

practicum administrator, seeking her assistance in forwarding the invitation, the participant 

information sheet (PIS) and the consent form (CF) to those principals on the MoE’s database 

of Auckland primary schools. The invitation asked principals for their assistance in forwarding 

relevant documents to the SENCos in their school, should they agree that the SENCos in their 

school may participate in the research. SENCos who were interested in participating in the 

research were asked to contact the researcher directly. The appendices include the invitation 

(see Appendix A), the PIS (see Appendix B) and the CF (see Appendix C) for SENCos. 

Documents for the practicum administrator and principals were similar to those for SENCos. 

Participant information. 

The researcher accepted the first five SENCos who volunteered in this study. They were from 

five primary schools in Auckland, New Zealand. As Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) advise, 
                                                 
12 School decile is a measure of the socioeconomic position of a school’s student community relative to other 
schools throughout New Zealand. The MoE in New Zealand uses deciles to target funding for state and state-
integrated schools to help them overcome any barriers to learning that students from lower socioeconomic 
communities might face. The lower the school’s decile, the more funding it receives. 



 

83 

sample size should be determined by the purpose of research. The intent of this study was to 

understand the complexity of the phenomenon by undertaking a rich description and in-depth 

analysis of each SENCo participant. To reach the depth of each case, the sample size of five 

was manageable considering the time and resources accessible to the researcher. 

All participants were female teachers with more than 15 years teaching experience. The most 

experienced one had been a teacher for 41 years. However, there was a great variety among 

them in the number of years being a SENCo, ranging from only 1 year to 12 years. Only one 

participant had formal qualification in specialist teaching before taking on the SENCo role. 

The other four had no qualifications in specialist teaching but had prior experience working 

with children with special needs as classroom teachers. All participants took on several other 

roles in addition to their SENCo roles, for example junior literacy support, team leader and 

deputy principal. Three of them were part of the senior management team of their school. The 

school deciles ranged from 5 to 10; one school was Decile 5 and four schools 8 and above. 

This means that four SENCos were from schools with a large proportion of students coming 

from high socioeconomic communities and the other one from a school with a well-mixed 

socioeconomic student community.  

Table 1 shows the demographics of the five participants, including gender, school decile, 

number of years as a SENCo, number of years in the teaching profession, whether or not they 

had a qualification in special education before being a SENCo, other roles in addition to 

SENCo and whether or not they were part of the senior management team. Information was 

gathered by demographic forms. Participants chose their own pseudonyms used in this thesis. 

Table 1 

Participants’ Demographic Information 

Participant pseudonym Lamb Dr. Who Peter Pan Luna Pam 

Gender Female Female Female Female Female 

School decile 5 10 10 8 8 
Number of years as a 
SENCo 9 12 1 3 5 

Number of years in the 
teaching profession 30 28 20 16 41 

Qualifications/experiences 
in special education before 
taking on the SENCo role 

No specific 
qualification 
but worked 
with children 
with special 
needs over 
the last 30 
years. 

Postgraduate 
Diploma in 
Special 
Teaching 
Needs 

None None No specific 
qualification 
but worked 
with children 
with special 
needs over 
the last 41 
years. 
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Participant pseudonym Lamb Dr. Who Peter Pan Luna Pam 

Other roles in addition to 
SENCo 

Senior 
Leadership 
Team, Wider 
Leadership 
Team, 
Whānau 
Liaison 

Junior 
Literacy 
Support 

Junior 
Literacy 
Support 

Year 2 and 3 
Team Leader, 
Literacy 
Curriculum 
Team, 
Library 
Team, ICT 
Team, PB4L 
Team, 
Wellbeing 
(mindfulness) 
Team  

Deputy 
Principal 
overseeing 
the Year 2 
area, Lead 
Teacher in 
Writing and 
other 
portfolios. 

Member of senior 
management team? 

Yes No No Yes Yes 

Data Collection and Analysis 
Three phases of data collection and analysis were conducted in order to develop an in-depth 

understanding of how their SENCo role influenced the five participants’ SENCO identities. To 

achieve this depth, a successive process of data collection and analysis was adopted. That is, 

each phase involved data collection followed by data analysis. Findings analysed in a previous 

phase informed the subsequent phases in terms of posing follow-up questions, and anticipating 

what activities and stakeholders might be involved in work shadowing. Each phase employed 

different data collection and analysis methods to achieve the richness and depth of the data. 

Table 2 shows a summary of data-collection methods, data types and analysis phases. The 

following sections give more details of data-collection methods, data analysis methods and the 

procedure of conducting them.  
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Table 2 

The Summary of Data-Collection Methods, Data Types and Analysis Phases 

  Methods Data types 

Phase 1 

Data collection 
The first round of 
interviews (individually 
and focus group) 

Transcripts of five individual 
interviews and one focus group, 
each between 40 minutes to 1 hour 

Data analysis Discourse analysis of 
interviews  

Phase 2 

Data collection 

Observations in the form 
of work shadowing 

Field notes of work shadowing each 
participant for 2 working days, 80 
hours in total for all the five 
participants 

Documents 

Job description of the SENCo role, 
Education Review Office (ERO) 
report, school charter, strategic and 
annual plan, school policy on 
inclusive education and employee 
appraisal form 

Data analysis 
Discourse analysis of 
work shadowing and 
documents 

 

Phase 3 
Data collection The second round of 

interviews (individually) 

Transcripts of five individual 
interviews, each between 40 
minutes to 1 hour 

Data analysis  
Discourse analysis of 
interviews  

Data-collection methods. 

Multiple sources of data were gathered from the participants, including individual interviews, 

focus group interviews, observations in the form of shadowing and documents of various 

types. In this section, each type of data is discussed with regard to its benefits and pitfalls for 

this study. 

The focus group interview. 

Focus groups are well suited to explore topics about which little prior knowledge exists (Braun 

& Clarke, 2013). There is no need for the researcher to be familiar with the subject matter of 

the topic in order to ask questions in focus group interviews (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). 

There appears to be a lack of research regarding New Zealand SENCos’ teacher identities and 

thus the focus group was a good starting point especially for me, an outsider, to know how 

New Zealand SENCos talked about their role and identities. Findings from the focus group 

helped me to pose questions in appropriate ways in the subsequent data-collection phases. The 

focus group interview also helped me to develop rapport with the participants. 

Moreover, focus group interviews can be productive in knowledge production in that it is the 

“inter-views,” not only between the interviewer and interviewee but among a group of 
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interviewees, that are stimulated (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). According to Brinkmann and 

Kvale (2015), participants in focus groups collectively interact with each other thereby being 

more likely to express spontaneous emotional viewpoints than in individual interviews. Focus 

groups are effective to encourage different opinions and perspectives on the topic of 

discussion (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). 

However, focus groups are not without limitations. The main pitfall is that it could be difficult 

in focus groups to foster exploration of personal experience and perspectives in detail (Braun 

& Clarke, 2013). Hence, it is advisable to conduct individual interviews to gather the personal 

experience and perspectives of each participant. 

Individual interviews. 

Individual interviews are powerful ways to gain the richness of personal experiences and 

perspectives of the interviewee (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Mears, 2012). In individual 

interviews, interviewees are more likely to share personal experiences and express 

perspectives which they may hold back in focus groups. Moreover, the interviewer can ask 

unplanned or follow-up questions depending on the interviewee’s answers. Such flexibility of 

individual interviews (Braun & Clarke, 2013) helps the researcher to probe the phenomenon. 

Furthermore, individual interviews can be an effective tool to understand the phenomenon of 

interest from the interviewee’s perspective as interviewees tell their experiences, feelings and 

perceptions. Thus, individual interviews are well suited for research questions about 

experience, perception or understandings (Braun & Clarke, 2013), teacher identity being a 

good example. 

Conducting multiple interviews with the same interviewee increases the chance to obtain an 

in-depth understanding of the topic of interest (Mears, 2012). The first interview of a series of 

two or three interviews often allows the interviewee to tell their experience, while the second 

or third interview offers the interviewee space to reflect on the experience and probe the 

feelings, opinions, views, perspectives, beliefs and values (Mears, 2012). In this study, each 

SENCo participant was individually interviewed twice in order to achieve a deeper 

understanding of their experience, perspectives, feelings and identities. 

Work shadowing. 

In addition to a focus group interview, this study also gathered data through a unique form of 

observation—work shadowing. As McDonald (2005) put it: 

Shadowing is a research technique which involves a researcher closely following a 

member of an organization over an extended period of time … The researcher 

“shadows” the target individual from the moment they begin their working day until 
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they leave for home. This can include hours of stationary observation while the person 

being shadowed writes at his or her desk, running between buildings for a series of 

meetings or attending dinners held for clients. (p. 456) 

One feature of shadowing is that the researcher not only collects data about the participant’s 

behaviours, actions and reactions but also gathers a “running commentary” (p. 456) from the 

shadowed participant. As Bartkowiak-Theron and Sappey (2012) explained, 

While shadowing, researcher not only observes, but also exploits “down times” (such 

as travel to and from locations and walks between buildings) to immediately ask 

questions and seek explanations and/or interpretations from the shadowed participant: 

what they thought of a particular encounter; how they thought a meeting went; why 

they thought one of their colleagues had a particular reaction in a meeting; their 

explanation for and description of their decision-making process. (p. 8) 

Through immediate explanation and interpretation of what happened in the moment, 

participants present their “motivation, intention and priorities” (Bartkowiak-Theron & Sappey, 

2012, p. 8). It means that the purpose of shadowing is to understand the phenomenon from the 

participants’ perspectives, probing for their viewpoints and perceptions about their role, 

behaviour, actions, organisational structure, procedure and functional relations. Therefore, 

through running commentary by SENCo participants, I “experience[d] the shape and form of 

their [SENCos’] … days” (McDonald, 2005, p. 457) and constructed their identity realities 

through the eyes of the participants. 

Shadowing also provided SENCo participants with an opportunity to reflect on their taken-for-

granted beliefs and practices. They explained, interpreted, justified or even questioned those 

beliefs and practices in their “running commentary.” This helped them to identify themselves 

as a particular kind of teacher. Such identification occurred by “doing” “here and now” rather 

than by reflecting on their previous experiences. 

Given that this study was based on Gee’s theory of discourse and identity, data collected by 

shadowing constituted important aspects of a SENCo Discourse. A SENCo Discourse 

embraces both language and non-language elements. While interviews generated language 

components of SENCo Discourse as to how SENCos talked about their experience and 

perspectives, shadowing produced non-language components such as activities/practices, 

interactions with other people, ways of enacting the role of SENCo, challenges SENCos were 

facing, emotions and feelings in the workplace, and the tools, objects and technology they 

used. All these non-language components enabled a fuller understanding of the SENCo 

Discourse and identity. 
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Moreover, shadowing is an effective way to build rapport between the participants and the 

researcher. I spent 2 days with each SENCo participant, following them around the whole 

school on both days and listening to their views, feelings and perceptions of their immediate 

experience when carrying out their SENCo role. At the end of the second day of shadowing, 

we felt more connected with each other and the participants were more open to express 

themselves. It would be more difficult to develop such rapport through only using interviews. 

Shadowing also provided valuable information about the context of cases, which is paramount 

for a case study. A large amount of first-hand information about the context in which SENCo 

participants undertook their role could be gathered via shadowing, including the classroom 

setting, school structure, school culture, children’s meltdowns, parents’ concerns, teacher 

colleagues’ requests, senior leadership’s demands and outside stakeholders’ expectations. The 

richness of the first-hand information collected by shadowing enables a deep level of analysis 

(McDonald, 2005), which is the aim of case study research. 

Documents. 

Secondary sources of data are pre-existing documents in printed, electronic or media forms 

which are not generated by the researcher (Braun & Clarke, 2013). They can be private 

documents like diaries, letters and autobiographies or public documents such as government 

announcements and school policies (McCulloch, 2012). Media forms like newspapers, 

magazines, websites, documentaries and TV shows can be a combination of private and public 

records (McCulloch, 2012). 

Documents can be useful information for qualitative research. According to Braun and Clarke 

(2013), some types of documents like newspapers and magazines demonstrate a particular 

culture shared by a group. Other types of documents such as policy documents and textbooks 

embrace the meaning-making of a specific phenomenon or event. Other document types such 

as blogs also reveal personal experience and perspectives. 

Documents collected in this study included SENCo job description, SENCo appraisal form, 

school charter, strategic and annual plan, school policy on inclusive education and Education 

Review Office (ERO) report. Not all of these documents were accessible for each participant. 

For example, only two participants allowed me to take copies of their appraisal forms. 

Information about the other stakeholders (students, parents and other teachers) in the 

documents was redacted before they were copied. These documents provided detailed 

contextual information about the school location, school size, ethnic composition, number of 

students with special needs, school decile, school culture towards inclusiveness, whether or 
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not a specific job description for the SENCo role existed and how the SENCo was appraised 

by senior leadership. 

Data analysis. 

As outlined in Chapter 3, this study was based on Gee’s theory of discourse and identity. 

Gee’s theory not only embraces principles and ideas about discourse but also involves ways of 

analysing discourse. This study adopted Gee’s approach to discourse analysis to analyse data 

collected from interviews, work shadowing and documents. This section introduces how the 

data was analysed in detail.  

Transcription. 

The audio recordings from the focus group interview and individual interviews were 

transcribed for data analysis. As Gee (1996) indicates, transcripts are part of data analysis 

because the analyst makes decisions about how relevant speech details are to the research 

purpose. As Gee’s approach to discourse analysis combines the social and linguistic 

orientations of discourse, it is important to look at linguistic details of discourse to an 

appropriate extent. Transcripts included obvious pauses, hesitations, emphasis, intonation and 

emotional expressions like laughter or sighing. To aid interpretation and reporting of 

interpretation, a specific utterance was divided into several stanzas with line numbers marked. 

Table 3 shows the markers used in the transcripts. 

Table 3 

Markers Used in the Transcripts 
Marker Meaning 

// A final falling intonation contour 

? A final rising intonation contour 

/ A non-final intonation contour 

(.) A short pause 

(..) A relatively long pause 

: A voice extension after saying a word 

- An uncompleted word with a sudden stop 

[ An overlap of the utterance with other interviewees 

Words and phrases 
in capital letters 

An emphatic tone 

Numbers The line number of each sentence in an utterance 
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Large margins were left in the transcripts to take notes in the following process. A dataset was 

created for each participant, including the original audio records, transcripts, field notes and 

documents. 

Familiarisation with the data.  

After transcription, I read and reread the transcripts to familiarise myself with the data. I also 

took down items of interest which emerged from the data in the margins while reading the 

transcripts. I recorded key ideas on separate pieces of paper and attached them to each data 

item. I used hard-copy data during the process of familiarisation as I felt I had more immersion 

into the data using paper and pen. 

Coding. 

When familiarisation with a data item was completed, I then coded that data item. Coding 

involved assigning codes to chunks of data. “A code is a word or brief phrase that captures the 

essence of why you think a particular bit of data may be useful” (Braun & Clarke, 2013, p. 

207). A code provides a label to feature and retrieve a chunk of data. Codes can represent “the 

explicit content of the data” or convey “implicit meanings within the data” (Braun & Clarke, 

2013, p. 207). 

I adopted selective coding instead of completed coding. Selective coding is a process of 

looking for instances of the phenomenon of interest, and is often guided by pre-existing 

theoretical concepts, while completed coding means identifying every bit of data that might 

help answer the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Discourse analysis is often guided 

by certain theories and concepts, and analysts must know what to look for before coding 

(Braun & Clarke, 2013). Gee’s theory understands identity through a set of relevant concepts 

such as Discourses, figured worlds and social languages. The task of coding, therefore, was to 

identify instances of these concepts for further analysis. 

I divided a specific data item into chunks, each related to a relatively independent idea. 

Following Gee (1999), I first picked up the key words and phrases in a chunk of data, which 

were helpful to formulate the codes. Table 4 lists an example of my coding. 

 

 

 

 



 

91 

Table 4 

An Example of My Coding 

Transcript Codes 

Lamb:  
My my role as as SENCo is (.) varied/ 
I guess I I see myself the coordinator part of um (.) the SENCo 
title// 
I feel (.) yeah in certain times of the year I certainly what I do 
I’m a LINK I often say between outside agencies/ staff/ 
students/ whānau families um (.) and a bit of a problem solver/ 
I go-to person as to um class teachers or leadership and/or 
leadership and families// 
You just aren’t sure what's the next step who do else do we 
need to bring in to the team/ 
So yeah LINK// 
A link// 
For me/ 

 
Varied role 
 
Coordinator / link 
 
 
Problem solver 
 
 
Unsure about the next 
step 

 

Then I undertook an in-depth analysis of the data chunk to understand how language was used 

to build the participants’ social reality. As described in Chapter 3, social reality comprises 

seven areas, including significance, practice/activities, identities, relationships, politics (the 

distribution of social goods), connections, and sign systems/knowledge (Gee, 2011c). Each 

area of social reality can be explored by six “tools of inquiry” (Gee’s, 2011a, p. 35)—situated 

meanings, social languages, figured worlds, Discourses, Conversations and intertextuality. 

Table 5 illustrates Gee’s matrix of tools of inquiry and areas of social reality. 

Gee provided specific questions to guide the use of each tool of inquiry for analying each area 

of social reality. Examples of the guiding questions are included in Table 5. For intance, the 

analyst can ask the question “How does the situated meanings make certain things significant 

or not?” to explore the usage of situated meanings in building the significance aspect of social 

reality. The analyst can also ask the question “How does the social language enact a social 

identity?” to understand the employment of social languages in an excerpt to construct a social 

identity. The question “How does the Discourse imply a certain perspective on social goods?” 

is useful in investigating the communication of perspectives of social goods. 

As the seven areas of social reality are interconnected closely (Gee, 2011c), the analysis did 

not merely focus on the identity aspect of SENCos’ social reality; rather, all the seven areas 

were explored in order to uncover the complexity of the SENCo identity. Ideally, a total of 42 

guiding questions could be asked when analysing a chunk of data. However, not every 

question was relevant to each chunk of data. 
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Table 5 

Gee’s Matrix of Tools of Inquiry and Areas of Social Reality 
 Significance: How 

does the language 
make certain things 
significant or not? 
(Gee, 2011c). 

Practices: What 
practices or 
activities are the 
language 
enacting? (Gee, 
2011c). 

Identities: What 
identities are the 
language 
enacting? (Gee, 
2011c). 

Relationships: 
What relationships 
are the language 
seeking to enact 
with others? (Gee, 
2011c). 

Politics: What 
perspective on 
social goods is the 
language 
communicating? 
(Gee, 2011c). 

Connections: How 
does the language 
make things 
relevant or relevant 
to other things (Gee, 
2011c) 

Sign systems and 
knowledge: What 
specific sign systems 
does the language 
privilege or 
disprivilege? (Gee, 
2011c). 

Situated meanings: What situated meaning 
does the word and phrase have? (Gee, 2011b). 

How does the 
situated meanings 

make certain things 
significant or not? 

      

Social languages: How does the language use 
word choices and grammatical structures to 
signal and enact a given social language?” 
(Gee, 2011b). 

  How does the 
social language 
enact a social 

identity? 

    

Figured worlds: What figured worlds can be 
assumed from the language? (Gee, 2011b). 

       

Discourses: How does language and ways of 
acting, interacting, believing, valuing, 
dressing, and using objects, tools and 
technologies enact a specific social identity? 
(Gee, 2011b). 

    How does the 
Discourse imply a 

certain 
perspective on 
social goods? 

  

Intertextuality: How are word choices and 
grammatical structures being used to “quote, 
refer to, or allude to other ‘text’” or “other 
styles of language (social language)”? (Gee, 
2011b, p. 201). 

       

Conversations: What debates, issues and 
claims are involved in the language? (Gee, 
2014a). 
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I conducted coding manually on hard-copies of transcripts. The reason I did not use computer-

assisted qualitative data analysis software for coding, such as NVivo, was that a) it takes time 

to learn how to use the software; b) compared to creating codes (called “nodes” in NVivo) in 

NVivo, writing down comments by hand is more straightforward and saves time; c) NVivo 

does not display codes horizontally alongside the original data and it is not easy to read the 

codes; and d) I wanted to handle the data manually to increase familiarity. 

After coding and analysis were completed with one data item, for example the transcript of 

one interview, the same process was applied to other data items of the same participant. 

Instances of each code were gathered in a single file on my computer. When coding was 

completed with all the five participants, five files were generated containing codes and their 

instances for each participant. 

Categorisation and theme identification. 

The next step was to categorise the codes to derive more abstract themes. A theme “captures 

something important about the data in relation to the research question, and represents some 

level of patterned response or meaning within the data set” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 82 cited 

in Braun & Clarke, 2013). A theme contains “a central organising concept” (Braun & Clarke, 

2013, p. 224), which is made up of a number of codes, each related to one aspect of the theme. 

To aid the development from codes to themes, I wrote down each code on word cards 

separately. I then stuck the word cards to a large board to see which codes could be grouped 

together. Using word cards was a convenient way for grouping. As the grouping process 

proceeded, categories emerged and, finally, broader themes became clear. The categorisation 

and theme generation were not a linear process but involved constantly going back and forth 

between coded data, codes and themes. 

Analysis of work shadowing and documents. 

Similar to the approach to analysing interview transcripts as previously introduced, I first 

familiarised myself with the shadowing field notes through reading and rereading them and 

took down items of interest in the margins of the field notes. Then I picked up the key words 

and phrases from the field notes and conducted coding. Gee’s six tools of inquiry were utilised 

to analyse the language and non-language elements that the field notes recorded, including 

participants’ answers to the informal questions that the researcher asked during work 

shadowing. Among the six tools of inquiry, the Discourse tool (see Table 5) was particularly 

useful to analyse the non-language elements of SENCo identity, for example SENCos’ ways 

of acting and interacting. The codes were then grouped together to generate categories and 

themes. 
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The document analysis focused on contextual factors that shaped the SENCo Discourse, such  

as the school organisation of the SENCo role, the school culture towards inclusive education, 

whether or not a formal SENCo job description existed and how the SENCo was appraised by 

the senior leadership. The contextual factors derived from relevant documents contributed to a 

portrait of each participant in which an integration of “person and context” (Beijaard et al., 

2004, p. 122) was shown. 

Procedure of data collection. 

This study collected data about the participants through three phases. This section provides the 

details of each phase.  

Phase 1 of data collection. 

Data collection began with a focus group interview. Due to the busy schedule of the 

participants, only two of them—Dr. Who and Lamb—were able to participate in the focus 

group interview. A meeting time outside school hours was scheduled. The two participants 

were invited to a meeting room in the Faculty of Education and Social Work, the University of 

Auckland, where the researcher was based. Before the interview started, I first introduced 

myself to the participants and thanked them for their participation in the research. Then, the 

purpose of the research and the scope of the group discussion were briefly introduced. I 

introduced ground rules before the group discussion, including talking to each other instead of 

just responding to the researcher, feeling free to disagree with each other and making sure it 

was in respectful ways. Each participant was given a demographic form to fill in which asked 

their gender, school decile, number of years as a SENCo, number of years in the teaching 

profession, whether they have qualifications or experiences in the special education area and 

whether they are in the senior management team of the school. The form also asked them to 

provide a pseudonym that could be used throughout the process of data collection, data 

analysis and in the final report. I provided refreshments to help put participants at their ease. 

The focus group interview took 1 hour. The aim was to hear distinct voices about the role of 

SENCo and the sense of being a SENCo. Sample questions that facilitated the discussion 

included “What does your role as a SENCo encompass at your school?,” “What aspects of 

your SENCo role do you like most?,” “What aspects of your SENCo role do you find most 

challenging?,” and “In what ways do you think your SENCo role has influenced your sense of 

being a teacher?” The complete focus group interview guide can be found in Appendix D. 

At the end of the discussion, the researcher checked with the participants whether there was 

anything else they would like to add. The focus group interview was audio-recorded for 
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transcription and analysis. The researcher took field notes of important things immediately 

after the focus group. A $20 petrol voucher was provided to each participant as reimbursement 

for their transport costs. Data gathered from the focus group was then analysed. The analytic 

results of the focus group informed questions to ask in individual interviews. 

After collecting and analysing the data generated from the focus group, each participant was 

interviewed individually. Individual interviews were conducted for about 40 minutes. 

Considering how busy SENCo teachers were, I travelled to them and interviewed them at a 

time that worked for them. All the participants preferred to be interviewed in their office 

during school hours. Open-ended questions were asked in semi-structured individual 

interviews, such as recalling the first day of taking the role of SENCo and talking about what 

happened and how they felt on that day. They were also asked if there were any critical 

incidents that had occurred over the time they had been a SENCo and if so, in what way the 

incidents influenced their sense of being a SENCo. Other questions included their expectations 

of the SENCo role and their perceived expectations from students, parents, the senior 

management team and outside stakeholders. The complete individual interview guide can be 

found in Appendix D. For the three participants who were unable to participate in the focus 

group interview, questions posed in the focus group interview were also asked in the 

individual interviews. All individual interviews were audio-recorded for transcription and 

analysis. Like the focus group interview, field notes were taken immediately after each 

individual interview to record items such as the participants’ facial expressions and tones as 

well as my reflections on interview practice. 

I tried to make the individual interviews feel like natural conversations. Depending on the 

participants’ responses, follow-up questions were posed either to gather more details or to 

check the meaning of their answers. The advantages of doing so are threefold. Firstly, the 

conversation-like interview helped to build rapport with the participants, which is important 

for case study research. Secondly, more detailed information could be obtained in natural 

conversations. Finally, meaning checking with the interviewees could reduce 

misunderstandings and strengthen the trustworthiness of the findings. One may question 

whether leading the interviewees to certain things that the researcher found important could 

omit other things and cause research bias. In fact, the practice is consistent with my view of 

interview knowledge as co-produced between the interviewer and interviewee. Brinkmann and 

Kvale (2015) also stressed “the interdependence of human interaction and knowledge 

production” (p. 4). They conceived “the role of the interviewer as a co-producer and a co-

author of the interview” (p. 219). 
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The interview is an intersubjective enterprise of two persons talking about common 

themes of interest. The interviewer does not merely collect statements like gathering 

small stones on a beach. His or her questions lead up to what aspects of a topic the 

subject will address, and the interviewer’s active listening and follow up on the 

answers co-determines the course of the conversation. (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 

218) 

The real world of SENCos does not exist independently. Different researchers may produce 

different knowledge depending on their definitions of teacher identity, theoretical frameworks, 

epistemological standpoints, research design, ways of questioning, relationships with the 

participants, and analysis and reporting of the results. Even the SENCo participants may have 

new insights into their world of being a SENCo through reflecting on their experience. Thus, 

interviewing is a process of producing knowledge co-operatively between the interviewer and 

interviewee. The interviewee may answer the same question in different ways with a different 

interviewer. The researcher may produce different knowledge if interviewing with the same 

interviewee at another time. Thus, reflexivity is important throughout the research process to 

be aware of the influence of the researcher in the formulation of research questions, research 

design, data-collection practice, meaning interpretation and the final report. 

Each participant was given the transcript of their individual interview to check the accuracy of 

the transcript and to comment on it if they had something to revise, add or delete. Data 

collected from the individual interviews was then analysed. The analytic results informed the 

shadowing schedule in Phase 2 of the activities and people who might be involved. 

Phase 2 of data collection. 

In Phase 2 of data collection, each participant was shadowed over 2 days when they were 

carrying out their SENCo role. I followed them wherever they went to on the shadowing days, 

observing their actions and interactions and listening to their discussions with other people. I 

took field notes of the time, places, persons, activities or events, work tasks, participants’ 

responses and my own comments. I tried not to intervene but only observed what was taking 

place. As soon as the participants were finished with one task or one session of interaction, I 

asked them why they acted or responded in that way, how they felt, whether they had any 

commentary, what background information was behind the conversation. Their answers were 

not audio-recorded because it was difficult to turn the audio-recorder on and off constantly 

while following the participants across the whole school. Instead, I listened and wrote down 

key words and phrases of their answers and expanded them to more completed answers when I 
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had time to do that, for example when the participants were doing paperwork and not walking 

around. The work shadowing schedule can be found in Appendix E. 

I also took copies of relevant documents on the shadowing days, including SENCo job 

descriptions, SENCo appraisal forms, school charter, annual plan, and school policies on 

special education. Some of the schools had the school charter, annual plan and school policies 

available online for me to download. Information about other stakeholders (students, parents 

and other teachers) in the documents was redacted before they were copied. 

Before the shadowing started, I briefly introduced the participants to what shadowing would 

be like and made it clear that I would be present only when permission was given by them and 

other stakeholders, and that the focus of shadowing was on the SENCo participants rather than 

any other stakeholders. The participants were given opportunities to raise their questions and 

concerns. During shadowing, the participants introduced me to other people in the setting, 

including the principal, the receptionists, teacher colleagues, students, parents, and outside 

agencies like RTLBs, educational psychologists and speech/language therapists, and requested 

their permission for my presence in the field. I was allowed to be present most of the time 

except for a few occasions when private information was about to be discussed. In this 

situation, I politely left the field and waited outside. For instance, while work shadowing one 

of the participants, to protect the privacy of a new student and his family, the school principal 

refused my presence in his discussion with the SENCo about transitioning the student in the 

school. After their discussion, I asked the SENCo about her responsibilities for transitioning 

the student, the challenges she faced and her ways of tackling these challenges. I took down 

her answers. The field notes and documents were then analysed to inform the follow-up 

individual interviews. 

Phase 3 of data collection. 

Each participant was interviewed individually once again within 1 week of shadowing. They 

reflected on what happened on the days of shadowing, their actions, interactions, feelings, 

emotions and perceptions on those days and made commentary on them. The purpose of the 

second round of individual interviews was to follow up the findings generated from Phases 1 

and 2 and to probe into the participants’ experience, perceptions, emotions and interpretations 

of their experience and settings. Common interview questions (see Appendix D) were asked 

together with some different ones depending on their unique experience in shadowing and 

distinct responses in the first round of interviews. Any inconsistency in their responses 

between interviews and shadowing was checked with the participants. Interviews were audio-
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recorded and the transcripts were sent back to the participants for accuracy checking and 

further comments. 

Ethical Considerations 
Research with human participants always includes issues of an ethical nature. The University 

of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee (UAHPEC) guidelines and manual 

assisted in carrying out the investigation in an ethical way. An application for the study was 

approved by the committee. Measures were taken to meet the four principles of ethics 

requirements outlined in the ethical applicants’ reference manual—autonomy, beneficence, 

non-maleficence and justice (UAHPEC, 2016). 

Autonomy. 

Autonomy refers to “participants’ capacity for self-determination” (UAHPEC, 2016, p.5). It is 

the researcher’s responsibility to respect participants’ autonomy by obtaining free and 

informed consent from participants (Hamilton & Corbett-Whittier, 2013). All participants 

were provided with a PIS and a CF, which informed them of the purpose and scope of the 

research; their involvement in the research; the amount of time they would be asked to give; 

the strategies to ensure confidentiality and privacy; how data would be stored, retained and 

destroyed; how the research data would be used; and how the research results would be 

disseminated. Participants were assured that participation or non-participation in the research 

would not affect their employment situation or their relationships with the school, as 

guaranteed by the school principal. They understood that participation in the research was 

voluntary and that their decisions regarding participation or non-participation were 

confidential. Participants had the right to withdraw from participation at any time without 

giving a reason. However, to keep the integrity of data contributed by participants, the 

withdrawal of any data contributed to focus group interviews was not possible. Participants 

could withdraw their individual interview data within 1 week upon receiving the transcripts. 

Beneficence. 

Beneficence considers how the research “might be of benefit to participants, groups and/or 

wider society” (UAHPEC, 2016, pp. 5–6). Participants were given an opportunity to reflect on 

their experiences of being a SENCo, the process of SENCo teacher identity (re)construction, 

and to share their experiences with other SENCos who might have similar experiences. 

Moreover, a summary of the research findings was sent to the participants who asked to 

receive it. By communicating the results of the research, participants might have gained new 

insights into their own SENCo teacher identities. 
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Non-maleficence. 

The principle of non-maleficence deals with protecting participants from harm either 

physically or psychologically (UAHPEC, 2016). It is recognised as perhaps the most 

important ethical principle in research (Fraenkel, Wallen, & Hyun, 2015). No risk of harm was 

identified in this study. However, as observations might involve other stakeholders, before the 

observations in each setting proceeded, the other stakeholders were introduced to the 

researcher, my focus on the SENCo participants explained and the stakeholders were asked if 

they were happy to continue with the meeting/activity with the presence of the researcher. 

Should they express any discomfort with the researcher’s presence, I politely excused myself 

from the setting. 

Another important aspect of doing no harm was to ensure confidentiality of the data. All 

research data was stored securely by the researcher. CFs were kept separately from research 

data. After 6 years, all research data and CFs, no matter in paper form or in electronic form, 

will be deleted completely. Participants were informed by PIS and CF about confidentiality 

requirements and strategies to protect the confidentiality and anonymity of participants. 

Participants were informed by PIS and CF that confidentiality and anonymity cannot be 

guaranteed for the focus groups. Participants were also asked in the PIS, and confirmed on the 

CF, that they would keep the information shared in the focus groups confidential. In order to 

keep the identity of participants confidential, they were given opportunities to select their own 

pseudonyms to be used throughout data collection, transcription, analysis and the final thesis 

so that they could not be identified by people outside of the research. 

There was no potential conflict of interest between the researcher and the participants as the 

researcher had no relationship with the participants and the schools where the participants 

were working. Although unlikely, a potential conflict of interest might exist between the 

school principal and the SENCo participants in the school. This risk was mitigated by keeping 

participants’ decisions about participation or non-participation confidential from the principal, 

and through the principals’ assurance gained by their signed CF, that SENCos’ participation or 

non-participation would not have any impact on their employment situation or their 

relationships with the school and the principal. 

Justice. 

As required by UAHPEC (2016), “researchers have a duty to ensure that the benefits of their 

research are achieved through just means; that the benefits and burdens of research are fairly 

distributed; and that there is fair treatment in the recruitment of participants” (p. 6). My role 
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was to explore SENCo identities and identity development in order to shed light on this 

phenomenon without making this too difficult or stressful for the participants. 

Ethical behaviour is extremely important for case study. The richness of data depends on 

prolonged engagement with participants and the respect and trust established between the 

researcher and participants (Hamilton & Corbett-Whittier, 2013). Knowledge of ethical 

requirements and sensitivity to confidentiality and privacy could aid in building rapport with 

participants. 

Trustworthiness 
While credibility and reliability are often employed to evaluate the quality of quantitative 

research within the positivist paradigm, there is less consensus on the criteria for qualitative 

research within the interpretive paradigm. Differing criteria frameworks have been used to 

evaluate qualitative research. This research project used Guba’s (1981) criteria, which have 

been widely applied. Guba employed the term trustworthiness as a corresponding term for 

rigor used in positivist research. He established four aspects of trustworthiness—credibility 

(analogous to internal validity), transferability (analogous to external validity or 

generalisability), dependability (analogous to reliability) and confirmability (analogous to 

objectivity). Each aspect is explained and illustrated next along with the strategies taken to 

increase trustworthiness in this study. 

Credibility. 

Credibility refers to the truthfulness and accuracy of the findings of research (Ary et al., 2014). 

It is analogous to internal validity in positivist research (Ary et al., 2014; Guba, 1981). 

Credibility evaluates the “true value” (Guba, 1981, p. 80) of the findings and interpretations to 

see if they accurately represent the reality constructed by the study participants. Instead of 

controlling variables other than the ones being measured in positivist research, in qualitative 

research, factors and patterns are examined as a whole to “preserve the holistic situation” (p. 

84). That is because qualitative researchers hold the view that social phenomena cannot be 

understood without taking account of the entirety of factors and their interrelationships (Guba, 

1981).  

To take account of the complexity of the phenomenon of SENCo identity, several strategies 

were taken to enhance credibility. Firstly, the SENCO participants were involved in the study 

around half a year through repeated visits in three phases. Such prolonged interaction with the 

participants helped to identify any distortion caused by the presence of the researcher. It also 

gave me sufficient time to verify my interpretations of the data throughout the data-collection 
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process. Secondly, I kept writing a research journal and discussed it with my supervisors and 

fellow PhD students. They challenged my inquiry and gave suggestions in terms of research 

design, data-collection practice and alternative interpretations. Thirdly, triangulation was 

implemented through data from multiple sources (individual interviews, focus group 

interviews, observations, documents). The case study method itself requires data collected 

from multiple sources to develop an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon, and thus 

enhanced the credibility of the findings. The findings were cross-checked between different 

sources of data. Besides, cross-case analysis enhanced the understanding of the phenomenon 

of interest. Fourthly, member checks were undertaken constantly with the participants. 

Member checks deal with the question, “Do the people who were studied agree with what you 

have said about them?” (Ary et al., 2014, p. 533). The participants were given the transcripts 

of individual interviews to comment on the accuracy of the transcripts. During the interviews, 

either in focus group form or individual form, I constantly checked with them if my 

interpretations were correct by asking questions like “Do you mean…?” As Guba (1981) 

stated, “the process of member checks is the single most important action inquirers can take, 

for it goes to the heart of the credibility criterion” (p. 85). 

Transferability. 

Transferability means whether the findings of research can be applied to other contexts or at 

other times (Ary et al., 2014; Guba, 1981). It is analogous to external validity or 

generalisability in positivist research (Ary et al., 2014; Guba, 1981). Although applicability is 

not the goal of qualitative research in that social phenomena intrinsically cannot be separated 

from their unique context, transferability is possible (Guba, 1981). This thesis describes the 

context in which the SENCo participants operated their SENCo role, in detail. Their 

conceptualisations of the SENCo role, the emotions they experienced and how they exercised 

agency are described and interpreted intensively. In so doing, readers can evaluate the degree 

of similarity between their own situations and that described in this study to see if the findings 

can be transferable to their own situations. 

Dependability. 

Dependability is analogous to reliability in positivist research (Ary et al., 2014; Guba, 1981). 

It deals with the stability of the results. It does not mean that results in qualitative research 

must always stay the same if the research is replicated in the same way. Instead, “trackable 

variance” (Guba, 1981, p. 81) is allowed in qualitative research as the researcher—the 

instrument of the research—can grow in research competence and insights into the 

phenomenon (Guba, 1981). Therefore, to increase dependability of qualitative research, 
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external auditors are used to audit if the research process was replicated, whether or not stable 

results can be generated, except for the researcher’s growth. My supervisor audited the 

research regularly throughout the process. 

Confirmability. 

As qualitative research is value laden, it is inappropriate to apply the criterion of objectivity in 

positivist research to qualitative research. Guba (1981) changed the focus from the unbiased 

researcher to the confirmability of data and interpretations. Confirmability in qualitative 

research tries to avoid inconsistency between data and results caused by the researcher’s 

predispositions, meanwhile placing emphasis on clarifying how the researcher’s philosophical 

paradigm, cultural and ethical background influence the formulation of research questions, 

research design, the selection of methods and interpretations. In this study, triangulation of 

data from multiple sources and prolonged engagement with the participants were essential 

ways to test my predispositions. The confirmability between the data and interpretations was 

audited by my supervisors. Moreover, constant reflexivity was undertaken by writing a 

research journal. 

Chapter Summary 
This chapter has introduced the interpretive qualitative approach and case study strategy that 

were used to explore the influence of the SENCo role on SENCo teacher identity. Data-

collection methods and procedure have also been illustrated, including the focus group 

interview, individual interviews and work shadowing in a total of three phases. Gee’s 

approach to discourse analysis has been introduced to show how data was analysed. 

Additionally, ethical considerations and issues regarding trustworthiness have been discussed. 

Drawing on the data generated from work shadowing, documents and interviews, the next 

chapter will give a portrait of each SENCo case and Chapter 6 will represent the themes 

related to the research questions of this study. 
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Chapter 5 Portraits of the SENCo cases 

This study aimed to understand the influences of the SENCo role on SENCo teacher identity 

and answered the following research questions: 

1. What does a SENCo Discourse entail? 

2. How do SENCos construct their identities? 

3. What factors contribute to the (re)construction of SENCo teacher identity? 

As the previous chapter illustrated, this study utilised the multiple case study strategy to 

answer these research questions. This case study was both descriptive and interpretive, 

encompassing a rich description of the cases and in-depth interpretation of the data. Before 

turning to the themes derived from data analysis and interpretation, which the next chapter will 

address, a portrait of each SENCo case is given in this chapter. Each portrait introduces a 

participating SENCo, including the school context in which the SENCo enacted her role. More 

importantly, this chapter narrates a typical day of being a SENCo for each participant. 

However, it may not be appropriate to claim that there was a typical day for a SENCo because 

the role is varied and, as the participants claimed, no two days are the same. Yet the narratives 

give a picture of what being a SENCo is like and provide insights on how the SENCo role 

influences the participants’ SENCo identities. The narratives were based on multiple sources 

of data, including the field notes from work shadowing, relevant documents and transcripts of 

interviews. Pseudonyms chosen by the participants are used throughout to protect participants’ 

identities. The names of the schools are also kept confidential in this thesis. 

A Portrait of Dr. Who 

School context. 

Dr. Who works in a state primary school in central Auckland. The school has a roll of around 

540 Year 1 to 6 students from diverse ethnic backgrounds. New Zealand European/Pākehā and 

Chinese students constitute the largest proportion, comprising 63% and 15% respectively. The 

school decile is 10, which means, relative to other schools across the country, the school has 

the highest proportion of students from high socioeconomic communities. Therefore, the 

school receives less funding from the MoE than schools of lower deciles. There are about 60 

students needing extra support, amounting to about 10% of the whole school. Their needs 

comprise high and complex needs 13 , mild/moderate needs 14 , and the need for learning 

                                                 
13 Students with high and complex needs usually have more than one co-occurring severe difficulty either 
physically, mentally, intellectually, behaviourally, socially and emotionally. 
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acceleration (refer to Glossary for definitions of different need categories). 

The school has a strong culture of inclusion. The school charter and annual plan clearly state 

the principle of inclusion and set strategic goals, specific processes and actions to meet the 

needs of all students. According to the school charter, one of the guiding principles of the 

school is to “foster an inclusive environment that values diversity, individuality and 

uniqueness, where effort is encouraged and success is celebrated” (p. 6). The school welcomes 

all learners. Dr. Who commented that all the teachers and support staff, including the 

receptionists, welcome students with special needs. The 2016 ERO report also acknowledged 

the school’s efforts in creating an inclusive learning environment. ERO reported that the 

school “is characterised by … a culture of respect and inclusion” (p. 1). Equity and the best 

outcomes for all children are at the heart of decision making. Students with special needs are 

well supported by inclusive practices under a well-managed system implemented by school 

staff, including modified curriculum programmes, effective home–school relationships and 

individual files for monitoring children’s achievement and progress. The school values each 

staff member’s contribution to the school. As the school charter and annual plan illustrate, the 

school “recognise[s] teachers’ accomplishments through newsletter and Facebook page” (p. 

18). The school also encourages and supports teachers’ professional development. The annual 

plan states that the school “encourage[s] further study through partial funding of papers” and 

“provide[s] resourcing for any professional development as identified by individual teachers” 

(p. 18). 

The job description for the SENCo role at the school is very generic. It mainly relates to the 

New Zealand Teachers Council Practising Teacher criteria (Education Council, 2017). As the 

job description indicates, the SENCo, as the school employee, is required to “meet the New 

Zealand Teachers Council Practising Teacher criteria,” covering dimensions for “professional 

knowledge,” “teaching techniques,” “motivation of students,” “classroom management,” 

“communication,” “support for, and cooperation with colleagues,” “contribution to wider 

school activities” and “schoolwide responsibilities” (pp. 1–4). Only one of the subsections of 

“schoolwide responsibilities” defines key areas and tasks of the SENCo role. As defined in the 

job description, the SENCo role encompasses three dimensions—coordination, administration 

and management. The SENCo is responsible for a) coordinating special needs programmes 

and IEP meetings, and liaising with internal and external stakeholders; b) undertaking 

administrative tasks like timetabling of teacher aides; and c) managing the teacher aide team 

                                                                                                                                                          
14 Students with mild/moderate needs may have varied disabilities ranging from specific learning difficulties to 
physical impairments. They can function in regular classes with certain assistance or accommodation, for 
instance, having a hearing device for a student with hearing impairments. 
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including the recruitment and upskilling of teacher aides. 

Dr. Who is appraised by the associate principal according to the practising teacher criteria as 

defined in the job description. Her performance is measured using aspects including 

“professional knowledge,” “teaching techniques,” “motivation of students,” “relationships and 

communication” and “commitment to ongoing development” (pp. 1–2). The appraisal reflects 

her role of SENCo by highlighting Dr. Who’s focus on children with special needs. For 

example, in the “professional knowledge” aspect, the appraisal form comments that “Dr. Who, 

you select teaching approaches that are inclusive, effective and appropriate for all of your 

special needs students” (p. 1). A general comment is given as the conclusion: “Dr. Who, you 

are an experienced, professional, reflective and creative SENCo teacher who is dedicated to 

improving the quality of teaching and learning at ABC school and we are lucky to have your 

expertise and passion for helping students reach their potential” (p. 3). It can be seen from the 

appraisal form that the senior leadership values Dr. Who’s role of SENCo and acknowledges 

her expertise and dedication in inclusive education. 

Professional journey to becoming a SENCo. 

Dr. Who had 16 years of experience as a classroom teacher before becoming a SENCo. She 

has been a SENCo for 12 years, 8 years at her current school. She holds a Postgraduate 

Diploma in Special Teaching Needs. 

Dr. Who is the only one of the five participants in this study who actively chose to be a 

SENCo. She developed a strong passion in special education early in her teaching career. 

Becoming a SENCo aligned with her career goal of supporting children with special needs. 

She was very clear from early in her career that she did not want to follow a traditional 

teaching career, first a beginning teacher, then a senior teacher, next a deputy principal in a 

small school and finally a principal in a large school. She wanted to focus on special needs and 

meanwhile do a job with much more freedom and variety rather than being constrained by 

classroom time. 

As a beginning teacher, Dr. Who worked at a primary school in which a large proportion of 

students came from a low socioeconomic background. Their needs were multiple and complex 

and she loved working with those students who needed extra learning support. She became a 

senior classroom teacher there. A turning point emerged after 6 or 7 years of teaching when Dr 

Who trained to be a reading recovery teacher, providing literacy support to students with 

reading and/or writing difficulties. As a result, she found herself loving working with students 

with special learning needs and was determined to focus on special education. Following her 
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passion for special education, Dr Who then completed a Postgraduate Diploma in Special 

Teaching Needs and served at a residential special school15 as a resource teacher of literacy16. 

She also worked with students with significant behavioural needs. Dr. Who took several 

breaks in her teacher career doing other education-related jobs, such as being a research 

assistant in an overseas university and working for a start-up company in professional 

development. The reason Dr. Who took several breaks in teaching and did other education-

related jobs was, as she explained in individual interviews, that she thought “it was important 

when you [are] in teaching [to] actually take breaks to refresh yourself [and] to do other 

things. Otherwise you can get quite introverted … unchanged … and boring.” Dr Who loves 

the role of SENCo very much, claiming that the SENCo role is the best job that she has 

undertaken. She continues not to have aspirations to become a principal or deputy principal 

because she thinks that being in a senior leadership role would conflict with her passion for 

advocating for children with special needs and her commitment to special education. 

SENCo role enactment. 

Dr. Who is the only SENCo at the school. All students with special needs across the whole 

school are under her care. She is employed full time and her workload is split between 0.6 

SENCo (4 afternoons from Monday to Thursday and Friday the whole day) and 0.4 junior 

literacy support (4 mornings from Monday to Thursday). She has no classroom teaching 

obligations, therefore she is able to work in different contexts to assist students with special 

needs across the whole school. There is a large meeting room next to Dr. Who’s office where 

she meets with people from outside agencies, coordinated IEP meetings and provides literacy 

support to students. She is not part of the senior management team but is frequently asked by 

senior leadership for her ideas and opinions. 

From the shadowing conducted, the following narrative depicts what might happen for Dr. 

Who on a typical day as a SENCo. She told me that what happened on the 2 shadowing days is 

typical of her days as a SENCo. Dr. Who starts at 7.45am, meeting with the principal in the 

principal’s office, talking about the transition of an international child coming from another 

school. She had called the coordinator of that school the previous day asking for more 

information about the child, for example, whether she had moved into the school zone and 

whether she was a fee-paying student or not. Transitioning students in and out of the school 

has become an increasing part of her SENCo role. 

                                                 
15 Residential special schools are for those students with complex and challenging physical, behavioural, social, 
emotional and learning difficulties. Typically, the school has residential staff who provide 24-hour care, 7 days 
per week for their students. 
16 A resource teacher of literacy provides literacy support for students who need assistance in literacy learning, 
including reading, writing and oral language. 
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After meeting the principal, Dr Who goes to her office where she checks the large number of 

emails that she needs to respond to. Her role involves a lot of administration tasks including 

emails and phone calls, as the SENCo is responsible for coordinating the special needs 

resources. She has limited time for emails right then so she can only reply to those with high 

priority, such as confirming the time for the next day’s IEP meeting with the educational 

psychologist from the MoE, and responding to a message concerning assistive technology17 

for a deaf student. 

“People always think their things are the most important,” said Dr. Who. By saying that, she is 

implying that people from agencies such as the MoE do not acknowledge how schools work 

and they often forget that teachers are constrained by classroom time. This frustrates Dr. Who 

because if a meeting is scheduled during classroom time, then she has to find someone to 

cover the classroom teacher and the teacher aides.  

She is most frustrated by what she terms “inefficiency.” It can take one term for an educational 

psychologist to come to the school and assess children. There are always limited spaces for 

RTLB services and assistive technology. Besides, according to her, applying to the MoE for 

funding always feels like “begging for money.” To obtain the resources and services the 

children need, it is vital to establish and maintain good relationships with outside agencies. 

Hence, she needs to communicate with them in a professional, honest and confidential 

manner. 

After responding to some of the emails, Dr. Who goes to the classrooms to talk to three 

classroom teachers. Since teachers are constrained by classroom time, Dr. Who tries to 

communicate with them either before class, during morning tea and lunch break, or after 

school. The SENCo job involves teamwork that could not be accomplished on her own. 

Addressing the special needs of the children requires teachers, parents, teacher aides, senior 

leadership and outside agencies to collaborate with each other and form a team for each child 

with special needs. The SENCo plays a key role in building the team and coordinating the 

teamwork. Therefore, being a SENCo involves a great deal of communication, either by email, 

phone or face to face. Dr. Who is happy that as a non-teaching SENCo she is able to walk 

around the classrooms, communicate with those people involved in the team as well as 

respond to children’s meltdowns and any immediate needs. 

Today, Dr. Who’s biggest job is helping a 6-year-old with autism transition into the school. 

                                                 
17 Assistive technology is any device, equipment, software and technology that help students with special needs 
to engage and learn in class. Some assistive technology tools are low-tech, for example, a pencil grip, while 
others are high-tech, such as Chromebooks, word prediction and text-to-speech. 
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The child was upset when he visited the school last week for the first time. To help the child 

feel comfortable in the new environment, Dr. Who is preparing a storytelling booklet for him. 

She takes pictures of the classroom, the classroom teacher, the receptionists, the book corner 

in the classroom and the playing field. She then checks with the classroom teacher where the 

new child will sit for his second visit tomorrow. She hopes that the child will not only work 

with the teacher aide but also will have opportunities to work with other students in the class. 

The principle of inclusiveness underpins all of Dr. Who’s work. She appreciates the freedom 

that the principal has given her to put inclusive practice in place. She feels supported by 

teachers and other school staff as well, as everyone makes an effort to assist children with 

special needs. 

Dr. Who then goes to another classroom, asking the teacher about a child with behavioural 

issues. She asks the teacher whether the child was nervous, anxious or just seeking attention. 

Her knowledge about special needs from her postgraduate studies and her extensive 

experience working with children with special needs greatly assists in understanding 

children’s misbehaviour. She suggests that the teacher tries to get the child to go to the teacher 

aide instead of the teacher. It will help the child get rid of the habit of going to the teacher 

every time he is upset, so the teacher does not experience job burnout. 

Dr. Who walks through classrooms, talking with teachers. It is 8.50am and classes start in 10 

minutes. She passes one classroom and notices that the students have already gathered in the 

circle and the classroom teacher is preparing something at the other end of the classroom. She 

enters the classroom to count the number of students to make sure everyone has arrived and 

asks one of the students about her family trip to Fiji. The classroom teacher comes back to the 

circle in a few minutes and appreciates Dr. Who’s assistance in managing the classroom. 

Supporting teacher colleagues is also a part of the SENCo role. Not teaching in class gives her 

the freedom and flexibility to respond to teachers’ and students’ needs in a quick manner. 

The school bell tings and one of the children under Dr. Who’s care has not yet arrived. Dr. 

Who returns to her office and emails the child’s mother. A teacher aide comes in and asks 

which classroom she should help in today. Although Dr. Who has timetabled the teacher aides, 

things always change and she is involved in a lot of rescheduling almost every day. 

Timetabling is a big part of her role and is a source of stress when she cannot find somebody 

to assist a child who specifically needs support with writing, for example. Dr. Who meets with 

five teacher aides in her office, each for 5 minutes. She makes decisions quickly and gives 

clear instructions to the teacher aides about how to assist children’s learning. 

Now it is 9.30am and time to check if everything is going well with those students under her 
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care. Dr Who stops outside Classroom 4, observing one of the children through the window. 

The child is calm and the teacher aide who is helping with his reading looks happy too. She 

has developed a sense of how things are going over the time being a SENCo. Then she goes to 

the next classroom. Her child with special needs looks upset. She walks in quietly to the 

teacher aide, not wanting to interrupt the class. The teacher aide nods, indicating that he can 

manage the situation. Then Dr. Who goes to another classroom. Before returning to her office, 

Dr. Who invites two children out of a classroom for a literacy support session. She chooses 

books suitable for them and asks the teacher aides to read with the children in the meeting 

room next to her office. She checks the children’s progress at the end of the literacy support 

session. While the two students are reading books, Dr. Who continues to work on the 

storytelling booklet for the new autistic child. 

The morning tea break comes at 10.30am. Dr. Who goes to the staff room. She makes herself a 

coffee and talks with teachers, teacher aides and the principal, updating them with the 

situations about those children with needs. It is not actually a real break. 

Twenty minutes later, Dr. Who returns to her office. She looks stressed and worried because 

she is about to make a phone call to a parent, asking if the mother could pick up her son, who 

has autism, at noon the next day rather than let him go on a full-day classroom trip, which she 

knows will upset the child. However, she is worried about whether the mother will agree with 

that proposal. Dr Who says the mother “has a strong personality. She still does not accept that 

her son has autism.” “She is always challenging me in every aspect. I don’t know what she 

wants. She’s having concerns one by one. It is quite difficult when you’re not on the same 

page with parents,” says Dr. Who. “I’m stressed and tired today,” she adds. 

She picks up the phone and rings the mother. Surprisingly, the mother agrees that her son 

should return to the school from the class trip at noon. It is a big relief for Dr. Who as she has 

been worried about the parent’s reaction since yesterday. Now she can focus on the emails that 

she did not get time to respond to earlier this morning. She also has to find a suitable teacher 

aide to work with the child with autism who is new to the school. It is her responsibility to 

recruit and manage the teacher aide team. Since children respond to different types of teacher 

aides, it is advisable to have mixed types of teacher aides, male and female, old and young. 

The school’s criteria for a teacher aide is that he/she should understand that everybody is 

different and must have flexibility, creativity, be adaptable, patient and have a passion for 

working with children. 

The lunch break for Dr Who is more relaxed compared to the morning tea break. Dr. Who 

chats with colleagues in the staff room. She has two meetings in the afternoon, one with the 
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RTLB teacher and the other with a parent. At the meeting with the RTLB teacher, Dr. Who, 

the classroom teacher, the teacher aide and the RTLB teacher go through interventions and 

practices that have been implemented for a child with autism. Dr. Who thinks the current 

reading programme does not work well for the child and therefore wants to discontinue it. She 

also asks the RTLB teacher for an extension of the RTLB service for one more term, yet the 

RTLB teacher is not quite willing to do so because normally the RTLB service should be 

closed within 1 year for each case. Dr. Who is good at negotiating and the RTLB teacher 

finally agrees to apply for an extension. Dr. Who talks in a professional and confident manner 

that makes it hard to reject her request. After the meeting, she focuses on paper work without 

interruption, drafting referral forms for the RTLB service and a funding application form for a 

child with high and complex needs. 

Shadowing Dr. Who gives me a direct sense of what her day as a SENCo is like. Her role is 

characterised by the following elements: 

- Walking around the school to monitor programmes in action; 

- Communicating with classroom teachers, teacher aides, and senior staff members 

including the principal; 

- Recruiting, coordinating, timetabling and supervising teacher aides; 

- Communicating with parents, outside agencies and funders in person, through emails 

and phone calls to work in the best interests of each child with special needs; and 

- A great deal of paperwork. 

During the 2 days of shadowing, Dr. Who shows the following qualities and traits: She was 

- Knowledgeable and experienced; 

- Efficient and organised; 

- Excellent in communicating with people; 

- Confident; and 

- Good at stress management. 

A Portrait of Lamb 

School context. 

The primary school where Lamb serves as a SENCo is located in a rural part of South 

Auckland. The population of the region comprises mainly New Zealand European/Pākehā and 

a significant proportion of Māori and Pacific people. The school decile is 5, which reflects the 

diversity of ethnic groups and the average socioeconomic background of the community. It is 

a state school with a roll of around 600 Year 1 to 6 students. There are around 100 students 
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who need additional support, amounting to about 16% of the total school population. 

The 2017 ERO report acknowledged the school’s high priority of supporting children with 

learning, behavioural, social and emotional needs, including Māori, Pacific children and those 

with special educational needs. It said that “high priority is given to the provision for 

additional learning support for children who are under achieving” (p. 2). The school policy 

statement of learning support lists specific guidelines for meeting the diverse needs of those 

children. The guidelines include a variety of processes and practices of additional learning 

support, ranging from responsibilities of the SENCo, approaches to identifying children with 

special needs, modified curriculum, specific learning programmes, various sources of funding 

and resources as well as IEPs. In addition to maintaining the school as an inclusive 

environment, the inclusion action plan section of the school charter/strategic plan sets out the 

annual strategic aim to “continue to develop as a fully inclusive school” and “increase the 

engagement of learners with special education needs in school programmes and activities” (p. 

22). Targets and actions for inclusion are listed in detail in the inclusion action plan. 

In line with the high priority given to special needs provision at the school, Lamb, as the 

SENCo, is a member of the senior management team. She works closely with the principal and 

deputy principals to oversee the special needs provisions at the school. 

The two-page SENCo job description explicates the overall objectives and key tasks of the 

role. According to the job description, the SENCo role encompasses 1) coordinating special 

needs programmes; 2) liaising with parents, classroom teachers, support staff, senior 

leadership and a variety of outside agencies; 3) developing and monitoring strategic plans for 

inclusion; 4) day-to-day administration tasks; 5) leading the teacher aide team; and 6) keeping 

documents and records. The job description shows that the role of SENCo at the school 

involves strategic, managerial and administrative components. The principal and Lamb review 

the job description together annually and revise it as the complexity of the role broadens and 

deepens. 

The value of Lamb’s role is well recognised by the senior leadership who commend her 

contribution to the school. They use positive words and phrases in the appraisal form, for 

example “commend,” “excellent contribution,” “your leadership is crucial” and “highly valued 

and appreciated” (p. 1–3). The senior leadership acknowledges “both the growth and 

complexity of the SENCo role” (p. 2) and therefore continues to fund the role full-time. 

Professional journey to becoming a SENCo. 

Lamb had been a teacher for 21 years before she became a SENCo. She has had her SENCo 
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role for the last 9 years but she does not have a qualification in special education. 

Lamb has been working in the school and living in the community for 20 years. She has 

developed a strong sense of belonging to the school and the community. She used to be a 

reception class18 teacher, teaching every newly enrolled 5-year-old. She knew almost every 

child and their families when children started school. The experience in teaching the reception 

class provided her with opportunities to work with children with special needs because the 

reception class was indeed an inclusive class. She was aware of the uniqueness of each child 

and adapted teaching practice to meet children’s diverse needs, which is exactly what a 

SENCo does. However, the stress of teaching the reception class was so much that she left the 

school for five terms to work in other schools. While taking on the role of relief RTLB teacher 

in other schools, she worked with a child with hearing impairment and had become interested 

in special education. When the previous SENCo left her present school, she was asked if she 

would like to take on the role. She has always liked challenges and problem solving to help 

and support people. That is how she fell into the role of SENCo. 

Over the 9 years as a SENCo, Lamb has developed a strong passion for special needs. She 

does not want to be a principal, which in her opinion would distract from her focus on special 

needs. However, Lamb does say she would consider being a deputy principal with a main 

responsibility in special needs. 

SENCo role enactment. 

Lamb is the only SENCo at the school. As a SENCo, Lamb is part of the senior management 

team with the principal and two deputy principals. She works closely with the two deputy 

principals on learning and behavioural aspects, and is responsible for coordinating IEPs and 

outside agencies. She loves the collaborative approach to the SENCo role. Besides the SENCo 

role, she is also the whānau/family liaison at the school, responsible for strengthening 

community relationships and providing support for families and whānau. She has just won a 

cross-school role in the community of learning19 (CoL) with a responsibility in special needs. 

She has to leave the school 1 day per week to carry out the cross-school role. This reduces her 

time for SENCo work at school. When the data collection for this study was completed, she 

had still not been successful in finding someone to assist her in her SENCo role. Before taking 

on the cross-schools role, her workload was split between 0.8 SENCo and 0.2 relief teaching, 

                                                 
18 A reception class is the class a child enters when starting school at age 5. The reception class aims to help 
students’ transition into more structured Year-1 classes. 
19 A community of learning (CoL) is a group of schools and other education/training providers who collaborate 
with each other to assist students in the community to reach their full potential. A CoL receives funding from the 
Ministry of Education. 
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replacing absent teachers. 

Lamb takes the crossing duty on Monday mornings before school begins, which is not part of 

her SENCo role. She works with two students to control the traffic outside the school entrance 

and help children and families cross the road. She says hello to every child and to families 

passing by. 

At about 9.15am, she checks children’s attendance through the computer system in her office. 

Attendance checking has become an increasing part of Lamb’s day-to-day work as a SENCo. 

A child, who has low attendance statistics, has not yet arrived at the school. Lamb calls the 

attendance officer and asks her to keep an eye on the child’s attendance today. Then she 

emails the child’s mother to ask why the child has not yet arrived. She is worried about the 

child so she sends an email to an outside agency who makes home visits and asks if another 

home visit is needed. To encourage children to come to school on time, Lamb constantly 

rewards the children with a stationery reward package containing pencils, a ruler, an eraser 

and stickers. She starts to prepare another stationery reward package for the child whose 

mother will come for the IEP meeting this afternoon. 

In addition to attendance checking, dealing with emails is another big part of Lamb’s work. An 

email which attracts Lamb’s attention says that one child in Auckland has been diagnosed with 

scarlet fever, a disease that could spread by people coughing or sneezing, so school staff need 

to be notified. Lamb sends an email to the senior leadership team and attaches a web link 

introducing what scarlet fever is. Another email with high priority comes from a charity 

organisation. They ask if the school could enrol two children. 

It is 9.50am. Lamb goes to the staff room to participate in the senior management team 

meeting, which is held every Monday morning. Being involved in senior management team 

makes her SENCo’s voice heard when contributing to strategic planning. Lamb feels that her 

role is valued and acknowledged at the school. The senior management team discuss several 

items today, including the two potential students from the charity organisation, the scarlet 

fever outbreak and the problem of parking when picking up children. Lamb is quite familiar 

with what is happening around the school. She is an efficient decision maker and also has a 

good sense of humour. 

The morning tea break comes after the senior leadership meeting. However, Lamb does not 

take a real break. She catches up with teachers and teacher aides, confirming which teacher 

aide can assist those children with special needs in the athletics final on Wednesday. Lamb 

also shows the improved attendance record of a child with special needs to the child’s 
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classroom teacher. The teacher is pleased to see the attendance statistics of the child. 

After morning tea, Lamb goes back to the office to continue dealing with the emails. A teacher 

comes in giving Lamb the screening result of one child’s cognitive ability. Then Lamb emails 

the screening result to the MoE staff member who is responsible for the case. It is one of 

Lamb’s regular tasks to communicate with outside agencies about children’s screening results. 

It is 11.30am. As scheduled, a 6-year-old girl and her parents visit the school. They have just 

moved into the school zone and today is their first visit to the school. Lamb meets the parents 

and the child at reception, introducing the basic information of the school to the parents, 

showing them the school map and asking if the child has brought any books from her old 

school. Transitioning new students into the school is also a significant component of Lamb’s 

role. 

After meeting the family, Lamb returns to her office. An email has arrived from the RTLB 

showing the findings of a survey regarding how confident Year 6 students (aged between 9.5 

and 11) feel when transitioning into intermediate school. It is also Lamb’s job to assist 

children who are transitioning into intermediate school. She makes two phone calls, one to the 

intermediate school staff and another to one child’s father, to follow up about a child with 

special needs who transitioned into intermediate school last month. There are a few more 

emails waiting for her reply, for example one from a student counsellor confirming the time 

for the counselling session. 

The lunch break for Lamb comes at 12.45pm. At the staff room, the physiotherapist and the 

occupational therapist have already arrived for the IEP meeting scheduled for 1.15pm. Lamb 

invited them to come earlier to discuss the case. This child has high and complex needs in 

behaviour, emotion, physical aspects and learning. When supporting children with multiple 

and complex needs, Lamb worries and stresses about missing any aspects of their needs 

because she is not teaching them daily. At 1.15pm, the mother arrives. The IEP meeting is 

held in Lamb’s office, involving the mother, the classroom teacher, the teacher aide, the 

RTLB, the physiotherapist and the occupational therapist. Lamb facilitates the meeting. They 

discuss the child’s behavioural needs and work out the next steps for assisting the child. The 

mother looks relaxed and positive. It is an efficient and productive meeting with a friendly and 

relaxed atmosphere. Lamb is good at building good relationships with people and making 

people feel comfortable and engaged in the meeting. The IEP meeting lasts for 1 hour. At the 

end of the meeting, Lamb confirms with everyone about the time for the next meeting to 

discuss the learning side. After the meeting, Lamb does paperwork on referral forms for 

assistive technology for another child under her responsibility. 
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From the 2 days of shadowing, it appears that Lamb’s SENCo role has these features: 

- It is interconnected with senior leadership and strategic planning; 

- She takes responsibility for attendance checking; 

- Communicating with parents and specialists to enhance learning opportunities for 

children with special needs is paramount, including face-to-face meetings, emails and 

phone calls; and 

- Transitioning students in and out of the school had become a growing part of Lamb’s 

SENCo role 

Due to Lamb’s SENCo role being part of the senior management team, she is involved in a 

great deal of strategic planning. She has a big picture of the whole school with a focus on 

special needs. Normally, in the last 2 weeks of each term, she works out teacher aide 

timetables for the next term. At other times, she delegates the rescheduling task to the teacher 

aides. For emergencies and difficult circumstances such as children’s meltdowns, classroom 

teachers or teacher aides come for her assistance. In this way, Lamb is able to engage in 

overall leadership and coordination. 

Lamb exhibited many qualities during the 2 days of shadowing. I observed her to have: 

- Leadership capability; and 

- A balance between leadership, management and administrative roles. 

She was: 

- An effective relationship builder and communicator; 

- Experienced in the SENCo role; and 

- Efficient and organised. 

A Portrait of Peter Pan 

School context. 

Peter Pan works in a state school in Northwest Auckland. It is a full primary school20 with 

about 660 Year 1 to 8 students (around 5–12 years of age). New Zealand European/Pākehā 

students constitute a large proportion of the school population, amounting to 78%. Māori and 

Pacific students make up 19% and 3% of students are from other ethnic backgrounds. The 

school decile is 10, which indicates that the school has a high percentage of students from high 

socioeconomic backgrounds relative to other schools across the country. There are about 100 

students with special needs, approximately 14 eligible for the Ongoing and Reviewable 

                                                 
20 In the New Zealand school system, full primary schools are those school which cover students from Year 1 to 
8. If a school has students from only Year 1 to 6, then it is called a contributing primary school. Students 
completing a contributing school go to intermediate schools for Year 7 and 8. 



 

116 

Resourcing Scheme21 (ORRS), six under RTLB services and another 80 who are not meeting 

the achievement targets. The percentage of students with special needs is around 15% of the 

school’s student population. 

The 2016 ERO report did not give information about the school’s performance on inclusive 

education. However, the ERO report did recommend that the school take further actions to 

respond effectively to the needs of children whose achievement needed acceleration. The 

school’s strategic and annual plan identifies goals related to meeting the diverse needs of each 

child and engaging all children. It states that “learners with special education needs/abilities 

engage in all school activities and achieve against the key competencies and learning areas of 

the NZ Curriculum” (p. 7). A standalone learning support committee comprising the principal, 

deputy principal and SENCo is in charge of prioritising and allocating learning support 

resources as well as monitoring the progress of children with special needs. 

There is no formal job description for the role of SENCo at the school. When asked for the 

SENCo job description, Peter Pan shows me a paper written by herself, on which she has 

listed out the main responsibilities of her SENCo role, including timetabling with teacher 

aides, linking with outside agencies, funding applications, communicating with parents, 

coordinating IEPs, transitioning children in and out of the school and record keeping. 

Professional journey to becoming a SENCo. 

Peter Pan has been a SENCo for only 1 year. Before that she was a classroom teacher with 19 

years of experience. She did not have a qualification in special education before becoming a 

SENCo. 

Peter Pan had been teaching several years before she chose to be a relief teacher22 due to a 

health problem. She was a relief teacher and junior literacy support at her current school when 

the previous SENCo left. An RTLB took over the role of SENCo but came to the school only 

1 day per week. Peter Pan was frustrated at that time by the amount of work the RTLB was 

unable to accomplish in just 1 day a week. When the part-time SENCo role became available, 

Peter Pan was asked if she would like to take on the role. She was interested in doing more for 

those children with special needs and thus took over the role. She has no aspirations to become 

a principal or deputy principal because she believes that leadership involves a lot of 

management, which would conflict with her role as a SENCo. She has many plans about 

                                                 
21 The ORRS provides resources for a small number of students (about 1% of the school population) throughout 
New Zealand who have the ongoing highest needs for special education. The ORRS funding covers specialist 
teachers, teacher aides, professionals and assistive technology. 
22 Relief teachers are registered teachers who work on a casual basis when the school needs someone to replace 
their absent teachers. 
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special needs provision that she has not yet had enough time to carry out. 

SENCo role enactment. 

Peter Pan’s workload comprises 0.4 SENCo, 0.4 junior literacy support and 0.2 relief teaching. 

She conducts SENCo work only 2.5 days a week, on Monday, Wednesday and Thursday 

afternoons and all-day Tuesday. On Monday, Wednesday and Thursday mornings, she is the 

junior literacy support teacher, running reading recovery programmes. As she is the only 

SENCo at the school, she looks after all children with special needs. She collaborates with the 

deputy principal on SENCo work. The deputy principal focuses on the behavioural side by 

investigating why children misbehave, while Peter Pan is responsible for coordinating learning 

support, IEPs and outside agencies, applying for funding, managing the teacher aide team, 

conducting observations and other issues that crop up from time to time. Peter Pan is not part 

of the senior management team of the school. 

Peter Pan normally starts work at 6.30am and leaves school at 5.30pm. She always starts her 

day with timetabling of teacher aides. If any teacher aides ask for leave, she needs to find 

someone to work with the child who needs assistance. Usually, before 9am, she catches up 

with classroom teachers to check if there are any problems. It is not uncommon to have one or 

two parent meetings in the early morning before classes begin at 9am. She might also meet 

with parents and catch up with teachers after school. 

The 2 days shadowing Peter Pan are quite different. One day is on Tuesday when the whole 

day is for SENCo tasks and the other day is one when Peter Pan relieves for a teacher in the 

classroom. On Tuesday morning, after catching up with teachers and meeting two parents, 

Peter Pan comes to her office to work on the new end-of-year report for children with special 

needs. She revises the format of the report, attempting to highlight the strengths of those 

children rather than always reporting them as under achievers and arousing negative feelings 

for parents. Then she walks through classrooms, saying hello to the children. After printing the 

new report, she goes back to her office and calls the service manager from MoE. She is sad 

about the MoE’s decision to reduce the service hours for a child with special needs from 16 

hours to only 6 hours. Peter Pan is frustrated by the decision and she has tried her best to argue 

for more service time to assist the child. She needs to communicate the decision to the 

principal, the deputy principal and the parents, but first it is the time for classroom checking. 

Peter Pan walks around the school, checking if everything is going well with those children 

under her responsibility. 

This term, the school has hired a private educational psychologist to run a 45-minute 
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programme every Tuesday morning for a group of Year 5 and 6 students who are struggling 

with anxiety, managing themselves or behavioural issues. Peter Pan observes the programme, 

hoping to learn the language and skills to help her children. 

After that, she walks to a classroom, sitting beside two girls with special needs and talks with 

them about what they are doing. She values the connection with students and thinks that some 

children lack someone to ask them how their day is going. It is the reason why Peter Pan loves 

relief teaching in the classroom in that it is an effective way to build connections with children 

and know where they are at. Then she goes to the principal and deputy principal, informing 

them of the decision to reduce service hours mentioned above. She also rings the parents and 

lets them know the situation. 

Peter Pan has been on the move around the school before the morning tea break. However, she 

cannot take a real break at morning tea time because that is the precious time that teacher 

colleagues, teacher aides, the principal and deputy principal gather together and communicate 

with each other about children’s progress and issues. Many school staff come to Peter Pan, the 

key person at school for children with special needs, to seek her advice on children’s special 

needs. After morning tea, she goes back to her office to deal with emails and to draft IEP 

reports. 

After lunch, she runs a programme with a group of students who have behavioural and/or 

emotional issues. She divides the children into smaller groups and encourages them to play 

competitive games. The programme is designed for the purpose of developing team spirit and 

learning social norms. During the session, she intentionally chooses the language that the 

educational psychologist used in the morning session to guide the children to act and react 

appropriately as well as facilitate them to reflect on their own reactions in order to make 

progress. Running such a programme is part of her SENCo role partly because it is related to 

children’s wellbeing and, more importantly, because she is the only one in the school that has 

time to do it as she is more flexible with her time than her teacher colleagues. 

After school, Peter Pan normally has meetings with parents and teacher colleagues. As she is 

the key person to exchange information between them in order to establish and maintain close 

home–school partnerships for children with special needs, she spends a great deal of time 

communicating with parents and classroom teachers. 

The second day of shadowing varies a lot from the first day. In the morning, Peter Pan relieves 

in a senior classroom, taking guided reading. While the students are working independently, 

Peter Pan deals with emails on her laptop and continues with the IEP report that she did not 
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complete the previous day. She is always seeking opportunities to carry out SENCo work 

since she only has 3 afternoons and 1 full day per week for the role of SENCo. She wishes that 

the school could increase her time allocation in the SENCo role. If she had more time in the 

SENCo role, she feels that she could engage in more professional development. 

After relief teaching, Peter Pan conducts an observation with a child in the classroom because 

the classroom teacher has concerns about the child’s behaviour. Peter Pan uses her 

professional knowledge about special needs to observe closely the child’s actions in class. It 

appears that the child cannot sit still in the circle and frequently gets distracted by the story 

books in the corner. Peter Pan takes notes during the observation session. At the end of the 

class, she has taken two A4 pages of notes. They are important materials for her to seek 

answers for the child’s behavioural issues and to find suitable ways to help the child. She 

knows from her several years of teaching experience that every child is unique and there can 

be no single answer for their unique problems. 

After the observation, she runs literacy support sessions for two groups of children who need 

extra support in reading and writing. Each session lasts about half an hour. Providing literacy 

support is not part of her SENCo role. However, it supplements her SENCo role for the reason 

that through running literacy support sessions, she builds connections with these children and 

knows where they are at so as to help her decide whether further interventions are needed 

besides literacy support. 

After lunch, Peter Pan delivers a social skills programme in the classroom for older students. 

On the day of shadowing, the topic of the programme is about apologising. Peter Pan lists 

steps for apologising on the handout and facilitates role play in which children practise 

apologising skills. Running this social skills programme is part of her SENCo role as it is 

related to children’s social and emotional wellbeing. 

After the social skills programme, she concentrates on paperwork at her office, drafting 

referral forms for a child who needs RTLB service. After school, she meets with teacher 

colleagues and two parents. She then continues to work on the referral forms for the child 

needing RTLB service until 5.30pm. For Peter Pan, a SENCo of only 1 year’s experience, 

there is still much to learn in the application process for funding and resources. 

The two days shadowing demonstrate that Peter Pan’s role as SENCo features: 

- She lacks time to carry out the SENCo role; 

- She is mainly involved in administrative and teaching activities rather than strategic or 

leadership roles; 
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- She has many ways to connect with children either through literacy support, relief 

teaching or classroom checking; 

- She moves around the school a great deal to assist children with special needs and 

classroom teachers; and 

- She spends much of her time on paperwork. 

Peter Pan shows several strong characteristics during the 2 days of shadowing: 

- Empathy for children with special needs; 

- Belief in the importance of connections with children; 

- A desire to upskill herself; and 

- Efficiency and organisation. 

A Portrait of Luna 

School context. 

Luna works in a state primary school in central Auckland. There are around 600 students from 

Year 1 to 6. The school community has a high diversity of ethnic backgrounds, including New 

Zealand European/Pākehā (35%), Māori (9%), Pacific (14%), Indian (14%), Chinese (10%), 

Filipino (5%) and other ethnic groups (13%). The school decile is 8, which means a large 

proportion of students are from high socioeconomic backgrounds. Luna works as a SENCo in 

the junior section of the school where 35 children from Year 1 to 3 have behavioural, learning 

and physical needs and 15 children who are receiving literacy support under Luna’s 

responsibility. Around 16% of students in the school have special needs. 

The school has a history of positive ERO reports in respect to valuing inclusiveness and 

diversity. The 2015 ERO report stated that, “a significant feature of the school is the way that 

the school community is working with the school to create a positive culture. This culture is 

about being inclusive and valuing diversity” (p. 2). As the ERO report indicated, teachers 

respond to the diverse needs of each child through modified curriculum, programmes and 

teaching practices. 

The school’s SENCo job description defines the role mainly in terms of the registered teacher 

criteria. It demands all registered teachers respond effectively to the needs of each student by 

selecting resources, techniques and approaches appropriate to each child. It says that “fully 

registered teachers make use of their professional knowledge and understanding to build a 

stimulating, challenging and supportive learning environment that promotes learning and 

success for all ākonga [a Maori word meaning learners]” (p. 1). However, the job description 

does not explicate the key tasks and responsibilities of the SENCo. The job description refers 

https://maoridictionary.co.nz/search?&keywords=%C4%81konga
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to the SENCo part merely with one sentence which Luna has added at the end of the job 

description: “personal goal: to continue to upskill myself in the SENCo role. To find, research 

and learn a variety of programmes that can be used to help learning support staff assist with 

the variety of students in their care” (p. 2). 

Professional journey to becoming a SENCo. 

Luna has been a SENCo for 3 years. Before taking on the SENCo role, she had 13 years of 

experience as a classroom teacher. She does not have a qualification in special education. 

Luna came to her current school as a beginning teacher 16 years ago. In her 13th year of 

teaching, she had the opportunity to be trained as a reading recovery teacher, providing 

literacy support to children with literacy difficulties. At that time, there was only one SENCo 

at the school looking after all children with special needs, across the whole school. As the 

school size increased, the senior management team decided to split the school into two areas, 

the junior school (Year 1 to 3) and the senior school (Year 4 to 6). Luna was then appointed as 

the SENCo, team leader and literacy support of the junior school, and the previous SENCo had 

a reduced workload for the senior school only. Luna loves the SENCo role and would like to 

stay in the role. She has no aspiration to become a principal or deputy principal. 

SENCo role enactment. 

Besides the roles of SENCo, team leader and literacy support, Luna wears many other hats, 

including schoolwide roles in the Literacy Curriculum Team, ICT Team, Wellbeing Team, 

Library Team and Positive Behaviour for Learning Team. She is part of the senior 

management team of the school. 

Luna normally starts her day at 7am and leaves school at 5 or 5.30pm. She usually starts with 

meetings with teachers and parents before classes begin. On this day, before class begins, 

Luna has a meeting with the principal. They discuss a child whose achievement is below 

average and who needs to repeat Year 2. The principal asks Luna’s thoughts about suitable 

ways to assist the child. As the SENCo and team leader in the junior school, Luna is familiar 

with the child and his family. Her roles as SENCo and team leader supplement each other in 

terms of identifying the child’s needs, collaborating with classroom teachers and parents, and 

putting assistive programmes in place. 

Once school starts, difficult situations, such as children’s meltdowns, can occur that need her 

response. There is a child with mild autism who constantly runs out of the classroom 

throughout the day. Every time she notices the child running out of the classroom, Luna stops 

whatever she is working on and gets the child back to the classroom. She gives the child a 
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sticker to reinforce the positive behaviour of returning to the classroom. As Luna is not 

constrained by classroom time, she is able to tackle the issue promptly. The frequent little 

classroom escaper sometimes makes Luna frustrated yet she always responds to him in a 

patient and caring manner. 

Two RTLBs come in the morning to assess a child with learning and behavioural issues. Luna 

coordinates with them, getting the child from the classroom and setting up the environment for 

the assessment. After that, a speech language therapist comes to work with another child. It is 

part of Luna’s SENCo role to coordinate with outside agencies. Occasionally, Luna herself 

tests children. She utilises a cognitive profiling software system for early identification of 

dyslexia. She had received relevant training from the SENCo in the senior school and the 

RTLBs in the community regarding the use of the software and interpretation of test results. 

While the RTLBs are assessing the child, Luna works on the literacy referral form for one of 

her children, filling out the form regarding the child’s reading, writing, oral language and 

maths. She shares the office with the SENCo for the senior school, who is also a team leader. 

She is a knowledgeable and experienced SENCo from whom Luna has learned a great deal 

and received much support. As regards the child for whom Luna is working on the literacy 

referral form, she is not quite sure about the child’s development in oral language. She asks 

the other SENCo whether she thinks his oral language is average or below average. Although 

the child is under Luna’s direct responsibility, the other SENCo knows the child very well. 

Actually, the two SENCos share responsibility for all the children with special needs in the 

school. They frequently discuss children’s special needs and ways to tackle the issues that 

arise. 

As a SENCo and team leader, Luna is responsible for upskilling classroom teachers and 

teacher aides in the junior school. She coordinates a meeting with an RTLB, two classroom 

teachers and one teacher aide. In the meeting, the RTLB shows a tool for teaching children 

counting. Luna takes pictures of the tool and the instruction sheets. She is considering letting 

the two classroom teachers and the teacher aide train other teachers and teacher aides to use 

the tool. 

At morning tea, Luna does not go to the staffroom as she undertakes play-break duty each day 

from Monday to Thursday. She checks in with a boy with Type 1 diabetes and also keeps an 

eye on other children in the playground, ensuring their safety and solving conflicts between 

them. It is also a good opportunity for Luna to build connections with children. She loves the 

relaxing chatting with children while they are playing, when she can get more familiarised 

with them and their family situations. Knowing children and their families is essential for a 
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SENCo. 

Besides her SENCo role, Luna runs two groups of reading recovery each day from Monday to 

Thursday, each group for 45 minutes. After lunchtime, Luna focuses on paperwork related to 

her SENCo role, working on professional tasks such as funding applications for children with 

special needs. She writes and uploads referral forms to the MoE and other outside agencies. As 

funding and resources are limited, Luna puts much effort into the application process. In most 

cases, whether or not she can secure funding and resources for her children depends greatly on 

the wording she uses on the forms. To write in a professional and honest way, she has attended 

workshops on making funding applications. There are many terms in the special education 

field that she has never heard or had no clear idea what they meant before becoming a SENCo. 

She also seeks guidance for meeting children’s special needs from her colleague, the SENCo 

and team leader in the senior school. 

In addition, she has some team leader work to do. In fact, there are quite a few tasks for her to 

complete. She makes a to-do list and it works out to be a long list, containing more than 15 

items. She prioritises them according to their level of urgency and importance. For the rest of 

school time during this afternoon she is planning for a farm trip for the junior school. She calls 

the farm to confirm the time of the trip and activities children could undertake during the trip. 

Particularly, she enquires from the farm staff about the activities and facilities for children 

with special needs. As a SENCo, she practises the principle of involving all children, 

especially children with special needs, in school activities. 

After school she usually has team meetings with teachers in the junior school. On this day’s 

team meeting, the teachers share three examples of students’ writing pieces, which are marked 

as good, average and below average respectively, attempting to standardise the marking 

criteria. On other days, it is not uncommon to talk about children’s special needs in the team 

meeting. Teachers raise concerns about the children and seek Luna’s advice on whether to 

communicate with the parents, undertake an observation, schedule a screening test and other 

follow-up actions. As the SENCo, on the one hand, Luna uses her expertise in special needs to 

provide suggestions and arrange for further interventions. As a team leader, having team 

meetings is an effective way of coordinating special needs provision and building a 

collaborative approach for children with special needs. In this sense, Luna’s roles as both 

SENCo and team leader reinforce each other in a positive way.  

From the 2 days of shadowing Luna in her role of SENCo, it can be seen that: 

- She has a composite role comprising SENCo, team leader, literacy support and 

schoolwide roles in the Literacy Curriculum Team, ICT Team, Wellbeing Team, 
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Library Team and Positive Behaviour for Learning Team; 

- She has an overlap between her SENCo role and other roles; 

- While the SENCo work occupies a significant amount of time, Luna does not find a 

time conflict between her SENCo role and her other roles; 

- She is supported by another knowledgeable and experienced SENCo at the school; 

- She needs to respond frequently to children’s misbehaviour, such as constantly taking 

the child with autism back to the classroom; and 

- She does a large amount of work with junior school teachers, parents, teacher aides and 

outside agencies. 

During the work shadowing, Luna shows that she is: 

- Organised and good at prioritising; 

- Caring and has a passion for children with special needs; 

- A competent leader who manages to take on various roles along with the SENCo and 

team leader role; 

- A good communicator; and 

- Proactive in her role, for example taking a funding application course. 

A Portrait of Pam 

School context. 

Pam works in a state primary school with around 670 students from Year 1 to 6. The school is 

located in central Auckland with a large percentage of students speaking English as a second 

language. Chinese, Indian and New Zealand European/Pākehā students constitute the largest 

proportion, comprising 30%, 27% and 12% respectively. The school decile is 8, which means 

a large proportion of students come from high socioeconomic backgrounds. The exact number 

of students with special needs is not given by the participant. 

The school has a strong culture of inclusiveness. The 2018 ERO report praised the school’s 

efforts in creating an inclusive school community which respected the uniqueness and 

diversity of each child. The ERO report said, “The school’s values promote an inclusive and 

respectful school community. Students are encouraged to develop a strong sense of belonging 

while also valuing their diversity, uniqueness and creativity” (p. 1). The school’s strategic plan 

states inclusiveness as a key component of the school’s vision. One of the values the school 

holds is that “All students are afforded learning opportunities that meet their needs and 

develop their strengths in an inclusive learning environment that is emotionally and physically 

safe” (p. 7). There is no job description for the role of SENCo at the school as it is an 
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additional role added to the role of deputy principal. 

Professional journey to becoming a SENCo. 

Pam is a very experienced teacher. She had 36 years of teaching experience before taking on 

the role of SENCo and deputy principal. She followed a traditional teaching career, starting as 

a beginning teacher and then becoming a team leader. Five years ago, she took on the role of 

both deputy principal and SENCo. She is one of the four deputy principals in the school. Each 

deputy principal takes charge of different year levels and also acts as the SENCo in their own 

year levels. Pam is the SENCo and deputy principal for the Year 2 area. Although Pam does 

not have any formal qualifications in special education, she has had extensive experience 

working with students with special needs throughout her long teaching career. Pam wants to 

stay in her current role as deputy principal and SENCo. She does not aspire to be a principal. 

SENCo role enactment. 

As a deputy principal, Pam has various responsibilities. She is a SENCo, a lead teacher in 

writing, a mentor for student teachers and beginning teachers, and a literacy support teacher. 

Pam usually starts her day with meetings in the early morning. On the first day of shadowing, 

she has an IEP meeting with a working parent at 7.45am. Pam then delivers two sessions of 

literacy support to two groups of children with special needs and those who are not meeting 

the school’s targets, which is not part of her SENCo role, and which she does every morning, 

from Monday to Thursday, after school starts. She takes the two small groups of students out 

of the classroom. As a lead teacher in writing, Pam teaches them writing in the literacy support 

sessions. Another SENCo who is also the lead teacher in reading delivers reading sessions to 

those groups of children. Pam uses pictures to facilitate the children to brainstorm the verbs 

related to wind and then encourages them to spell the words correctly. 

As a mentor for new teachers and student teachers, Pam spends a large amount of time on 

observing and guiding their teaching and delivering workshops to them. After the literacy 

support sessions, at around 10.10am, Pam conducts class observations of a student teacher on 

the first day of shadowing and of a Year 2 new teacher on the second day of shadowing. As a 

lead teacher in writing, she observes them teaching writing to the class. She takes notes on her 

laptop about what she thinks the teachers are doing well and what she thinks could be 

improved. She thinks that the two teachers are great at teaching writing because they motivate 

the children in writing. As Pam said, “motivation is important before getting children to 

write.” Both the student teacher and the Year 2 new teacher adopt the teaching approach that 

Pam uses in the literacy support sessions, a three-step approach to teaching writing involving 
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brainstorming, spelling and writing. While the children focus on writing, Pam goes to a child 

with dyslexia, sits beside him and assists him with writing. When the child cannot remember a 

word, she writes it on the child’s hand with a pen. As Pam claims, “writing words on 

children’s hands is a good way for them to remember the words.” In doing so, Pam shows the 

student teacher how teachers at this school respond to the unique needs of children with 

special needs. 

As an experienced teacher, Pam is skilled in identifying children’s learning, behavioural and 

emotional issues. Three months ago, she noticed that the child with dyslexia, mentioned 

above, had difficulty in reading and writing so she asked the educational psychologist to assess 

her. The child was finally diagnosed as having dyslexia. Pam communicates the result of 

assessment to the parents. Pam feels that communicating with parents about their children’s 

situations is the most challenging task of her SENCo role as she has to be very cautious about 

the language she uses. Pam has put in a referral to the RTLB service for the child but it is still 

on the waiting list. 

After morning break, Pam goes to the classroom where she observes the writing class. She 

chooses three students with low, medium and high writing abilities respectively and collects 

their thoughts about the writing class. She asks them questions such as “what have you learned 

in the writing class?,” “how do you know you have learned it?” and “what would you do to 

improve your writing?” Pam writes down each student’s responses on the student voice 

recording sheets. She thinks that student voices are vital for students to reflect on their own 

learning and for teachers to reflect on their teaching approach and practices. 

After collecting students’ voices in the writing class, there is still half an hour till lunchtime. 

Pam goes to her office and emails the teachers in her year level about tomorrow’s school trip. 

It is her role as a deputy principal to coordinate the school trip. She also works on the poster 

for the disco next week, which is also the deputy principal’s responsibility. 

Around 12.40 pm, the senior leadership from a new school in Hamilton visits Pam’s school to 

learn the experience of running a school. As a deputy principal, Pam is responsible for 

coordinating this visit. She shows the visitors around the school and facilitates a lunch meeting 

with them. Despite the competing demands of her different roles, Pam is good at managing her 

time to get them done. 

After lunchtime, Pam attends the senior leadership meeting. She believes that having four 

deputy principals looking after different year levels and taking on the SENCo role at the same 

time is a successful model. They work closely as a team and share responsibility for children 
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with special needs across the school. As many children have siblings attending the same 

school, the IEP meetings can involve more than one SENCo from different year levels. The 

four SENCos always discuss children with special needs in the senior leadership meeting. Pam 

feels well supported as a member of the group.  

Pam’s role of SENCo has these distinctive features: 

- Her SENCo role is combined with the role of deputy principal; 

- The four SENCos share responsibility and support each other in meeting children’s 

special needs; 

- Pam’s different roles have competing demands but her varied roles are integrated with 

each other in an effective way as she thinks they are all part of her role of deputy 

principal; 

- Pam is constantly on the move around the school, assisting children with special needs, 

communicating with teachers, and meeting with parents and outside agencies; and 

- Communication is key to her role, including face to face, by phone and through email 

and online engagement. 

The shadowing shows that Pam as a SENCo has the following characteristics: 

- Leadership capacity; 

- Time management skills; and 

- Experience in identifying children’s special needs. 

Chapter Summary 
This chapter has provided portraits of the SENCo participants drawn from work shadowing, 

interviews and document analysis. Wide variations were found in the school contexts, teaching 

experiences and the enactment of the SENCo role. The work differed in the organisational 

structure of the SENCo role, the time allocation given to SENCo work, their status in school 

and how they carried out their role. Lamb and Dr. Who are full-time SENCos who can focus 

their time on their SENCo roles. However, while Lamb is part of the senior management team, 

Dr. Who is not. Peter Pan is a part-time SENCo who struggles with a lack of time to carry out 

her SENCo role. Luna and Pam have taken on leadership roles in addition to their SENCo 

roles, either as team leader or deputy principal along with several other schoolwide roles. The 

participants have also had different career paths. Dr. Who is the only SENCo who has focused 

on special education needs from an early career stage, has a qualification in special education 

and actively chose to become a SENCo. Lamb, Peter Pan and Luna “fell into” the position 

through varied previous experiences working with children with special needs. Pam has taken 

on the role of SENCo as part of her deputy principal position. 
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The portraits also reveal aspects shared by the participants. None of the SENCos are attached 

to any specific classrooms and therefore are free to work across the whole school. Their role of 

SENCo embraces the coordination of special needs provision and thus involves extensive 

communication and administrative work, including emails, phone calls and timetabling. The 

SENCos engage in a great deal of communication with students, parents, teachers, teacher 

aides, the senior leadership and a wide range of outside agencies. Their role is dynamic, 

multifaceted and demanding. These characteristics of the SENCo role influence how SENCos 

perceive their identities. The next chapter will present the themes emerging from the data 

regarding the influences of the SENCo role on SENCo teacher identity. 
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Chapter 6 The impact of the SENCo role on SENCo 

identity 

The previous chapter presented a portrait of each SENCo case, which provided insights into 

how the SENCo role influenced participants’ SENCo teacher identities. In this chapter, Gee’s 

approach to discourse analysis has been utilised to analyse and interpret the interview 

transcripts. This process resulted in the identification/emergence of three major themes: 1) the 

participants perceived a stronger sense of agency than they had experienced as classroom 

teachers; 2) a great deal of emotional labour is engaged when taking on the SENCo role; and 

3) they thought that their role and value were not sufficiently recognised by teacher 

colleagues, senior leadership and the MoE. To provide evidence for each theme, this chapter 

provides extracts from the transcripts and an analysis of each extract. The analysis shows how 

situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds, Discourses, intertextuality and 

Conversations were used in each extract to construct the participants’ SENCo identity. 

Drawing on Gee’s theory of discourse and identity as outlined in Chapter 3, the term 

Discourse is used in this chapter interchangeably with the term identity. As Gee (1996) put it, 

Discourse, then, are ways of behaving, interacting, valuing, thinking, believing, 

speaking, and often reading and writing that are accepted as instantiations of particular 

roles (or “types of people”) by specific groups of people, whether families of a certain 

sort, lawyers of a certain sort, bikers of a certain sort, business people of a certain sort, 

church members of a certain sort, African-Americans of a certain sort, women or men 

of a certain sort, and so on through a very long list. Discourses are ways of being 

“people like us.” They are “ways of being in the world”; they are “forms of life.” They 

are, thus, always and everywhere social and products of social histories. (p. viii) 

A Strong Sense of SENCo Agency 
One of the noticeable features of the participants’ SENCo teacher identities was that they 

perceived a stronger sense of agency than experienced previously as a classroom teacher. 

Their strong sense of agency was manifested in a) time and flexibility to respond to the needs 

of students, families and teacher colleagues; b) freedom and autonomy in planning and 

implementing inclusive provisions; c) the access to resources and services in relation to special 

needs; and d) enhanced teacher expertise in inclusive provision. The following sections 

examine in turn, each of the 4 factors that contributed to participants’ stronger sense of 

agency. 
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Time and flexibility. 

As qualified teachers, the distinguishing feature of the participants’ SENCo role was that they 

were not attached to any specific classrooms doing classroom teaching. Thus, they were not 

responsible for a whole class of children but rather could focus on those children with special 

needs in/across the school. Not being constrained by class time, they had the flexibility to 

work across the whole school to meet diverse needs and solve various issues in relation to 

children with special needs. Lamb and Dr. Who talked about the privilege of having the time 

to respond to issues in a timely fashion: 

Stanza 1 
Lamb: 

1 So you're on call I guess you’re, you’re a bit on call like lots of APs and DPs//  
2 But you're on call to be responsive to issues not quite too sure what's going to 

come up um and whether you need to um: you- 

Stanza 2 
Dr. Who:  

3 Take the child out of the classroom for ten minutes to recalibrate// 

Lamb: 
4 Yeah// 

Dr. Who: 
5 Or kind of sometimes I just sit with them in my office//  
6 I carry on work// (laughs) 

Lamb: 
7 Okay//  
8 Yeah// 

Dr. Who:  
9 You know I'm not offering anything special//  
10 But I guess I’m just breaking whatever’s happened in the classroom// 

Stanza 3 
Lamb: 

11 And you are because, and because we are free in walking// 
Dr. Who:  

12 We CAN// 
Lamb: 

13 We can do that// 

In this excerpt, by “on call” (line 1) Lamb meant that a) her time was flexible and b) she was 

always on standby to tackle issues. She used “but” (line 2) to emphasise the challenges of her 

role as she was constantly confronted with unexpected problems and there were no existing 

solutions to take. Lamb’s utterance showed how she used time in a quite different way from 

other teachers. The figured world of teachers was assumed in this utterance in that typically 

teachers have planned days and are constrained by class time; yet Lamb was inconsistent with 

a stereotypical teacher. She was not constrained by class time and needed to be creative in 

solving problems. Lamb’s SENCo Discourse, thus, comprised flexibility, responsiveness, 
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problem solving and creativity. Then, in Stanza 2, Dr. Who gave one example of how she 

solved children’s meltdowns by simply taking the child out of the classroom. She further 

stated that her success in solving the problem was not connected with her ability or creativity 

but with the SENCo role itself (lines 9–10). Lamb agreed with Dr. Who by pointing out the 

connection between successful problem solving and being “free in walking” (line 11). Dr. 

Who then confirmed the connection by stressing the word “can” in “We CAN” (line 12). Both 

the participants implied the importance of not being engaged in classroom teaching to give 

them time and flexibility to tackle issues successfully. 

Not being engaged in classroom teaching made it possible for the participants to focus on 

those children with special needs. Peter Pan reflected on the difficulty for classroom teachers 

in meeting the needs of children with special needs and the possibility for her to do that. 

 Peter Pan: 
Stanza 1 
1 Because in a class of say 30 kids/ 
2 We have our ORRS kids that have more substantial needs// 
3 But there are lots of kids in the middle that just have a lot of needs but for 

whatever reason// 
4 And there’s no one there to find or take the time to find out what’s going on// 
5 But just kind of get lost// 

Stanza 2 
6 And as much as the teacher wants to be involved in doing any stuff/ 
7 They don’t HAVE the time to you know to, to find/ to often to follow up 

outside agencies/ to spend the time/ to talk to those kids/ to find out what’s 
really going on// 

Stanza 3 
8 So one of the things I do is I have the little group of kids// 
9 They come and we often just draw// 
10 We play with playdough// 
11 We just sit around this table// 
12 And it’s about just making the connections so we just talk about stuff// 

Stanza 4 
13 I think often some of our kids don’t have anyone to talk to// 
14 No one asks them how the day is// 
15 No one asks them how they are feeling/ what they like you know// 
16 And so the role of SENCo does that stuff// 
17 That is sort of pastoral care stuff that the classroom teachers really is really 

tricky for them to do// 

In this utterance, Peter Pan described how an inclusive class was much more complex than 

most people might conceive. Using the conjunction “but,” she highlighted “lots of kids in the 

middle” with “a lot of needs” (line 3) but they often “get lost” due to a lack of funding or 

resources to support them (lines 4–5). By “for whatever reason” Peter Pan implied the 

diversity and complexity of those moderate needs. However, only those “substantial needs” 
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were funded (line 2). Peter Pan’s worry about those students with moderate needs 

demonstrated her perspective on the distribution of social goods to children with special needs, 

here referring to the funding, resources, caring and support. Ideally, all children with special 

needs should receive those social goods. However, the reality was that only children with high 

and complex needs received them. Peter Pan conceived of her role as not only being targeted 

at those children with funding but also supporting those children who neither received 

assistance from the MoE nor from other teachers. In Stanza 2, Peter Pan pointed out that her 

teacher colleagues’ lack of support for children with moderate needs was related to a lack of 

time. By emphasising the verb “have” in “They don’t HAVE the time” (line 7), she indicated 

the significance of being given sufficient time in meeting such children’s needs. Occupied by a 

heavy workload of planning and teaching the entire class, she felt it is difficult for classroom 

teachers to take additional efforts to support children with special needs, let alone take account 

of the complexity and diversity of children’s needs. The various practices or activities of 

assisting children with special needs in line 7 (“to find,” “to follow up outside agencies,” “to 

spend the time,” “to talk to those kids” and “to find out what’s really going on”) demonstrated 

the actions and interactions included in Peter Pan’s SENCo Discourse and the significance of 

time needed to enact them. Unlike her teacher colleagues, Peter Pan had time to set up groups 

and to make connections with those children with special needs (Stanza 3). In Stanza 4, Peter 

Pan again expressed her view about the distribution of social goods. She claimed that children 

with special needs should receive pastoral care, having someone at school to listen to how 

their day was. Using a social language featured by repeated usage of “we” and “our” (lines 2, 

10, 11 and 13), as well as “no one” (lines 4, 14 and 15), Peter Pan demonstrated her empathy, 

caring and close relationships with children with special needs, which were critical aspects of 

her SENCo Discourse. 

As the participants were not constrained by class time, they could work with a wider range of 

people than they did as classroom teachers. They believed they could not only make a 

difference for children with special needs but could also influence teacher colleagues, parents 

and teacher aides by guiding and strengthening them. Resulting from their influence over a 

wider range of people, the participants perceived a stronger sense of agency. Lamb’s response 

was helpful to illustrate this point. When being asked how the role of SENCo has influenced 

her sense of being a teacher, Lamb gave the following answer: 

Lamb: 
Stanza 1  
1 (.) It's really interesting ‘cause we're not-  
2 Well I'm not in a classroom//  
3 And I was up to last year just one day a week// 
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Stanza 2 
4 And um (..) I think you just you're just teaching- 
5 You've almost got a bigger classroom like almost the whole school is my 

classroom now// 
6 So I um I feel like you know I can have um I teach (.) by imparting knowledge 

to strengthen others/ 
7 Which is what you get to do in the classroom// 
8 You just do with a smaller group in a defined um age range//  
9 Whereas now I feel like I take these skills across//  
10 So so from the very beginning of coming into school through that when you 

know student leaves at the end of Year 6//  
11 For us we contribute in primary um:  

Stanza 3 
12 And I feel my staff are my students sometimes// (laughs) 
13 Um may they be teaching colleagues and/or my teacher aides/  
14 Sometimes your families are your, are your students//  
15 Because you're needing you sometimes see and need to identify a need to 

strengthen their home practice so that actually the um everybody's um 
experiences are better//  

16 Are more positive//  
17 Um that child can move more fluently from one setting to another//  
18 Because what you know would work they can tweak for home//  

Stanza 4 
19 So you still always yeah I guess guiding/ 
20 And failing (laughs) along the way//  
21 Not always getting it right// 
22 I’m going “Um: okay what could I have done differently?”  
23 I think I still am a teacher very much so/  
24 Just looks a little bit different// 

When reflecting on how the role of SENCo has influenced her sense of being a SENCo 

teacher, Lamb immediately became aware of the discrepancy between her SENCo identity and 

a teacher identity. As acknowledged by most people, teaching in a classroom is a core part of a 

teacher identity. Yet Lamb did not teach in any classrooms as a typical teacher does (Stanza 

1). To address the discrepancy, Lamb identified herself as still “a teacher very much so” but 

who “just looks a little bit different” (line 24). As a SENCo, she still taught but taught in “a 

bigger classroom” with a wider range of students (line 5). She looked after children with 

special needs all over the school, following up on their progress throughout the 6 years of their 

primary education (Stanza 2). She thought she also taught her teacher colleagues, teacher aides 

and families of those children with special needs, guiding and strengthening them (Stanza 3). 

Through breaking the physical constraints of a classroom, using the words in a teacher’s social 

language with high frequency (for example “teach,” “classroom” and “students”), and 

redefining teaching as “guiding” (line 19) and “strengthen[ing]” others (lines 6 and 15), Lamb 

reconfirmed her teacher identity and constructed a teacher identity of a different kind. 

Moreover, stating that she taught in “a bigger classroom” across “the whole school” (line 5) 
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rather than in “a smaller group” with “a defined age range” (line 8), and that she guided and 

strengthened adults as well as children (Stanza 3), Lamb established her SENCo identity as 

more demanding and challenging than being a classroom teacher and as having a stronger 

sense of agency than her teacher colleagues. 

As indicated, having time was of paramount importance in enabling SENCos to exercise their 

agency, either in solving problems, establishing relationships with children with special needs 

and/or influencing a wider range of people. However, not all the participants had the 

advantage of working as a full-time SENCo. Unlike Lamb and Dr. Who, who could focus 

solely on their SENCo role, Peter Pan’s role was a mix of 0.4 SENCo (3 afternoons and 1 

whole day per week), 0.4 literacy support and 0.2 classroom teaching. She struggled with the 

lack of time allocated for the SENCo part. What I observed on the second day of shadowing 

aligned with her responses in the interviews regarding her frustration at the lack of time. When 

Peter Pan was teaching reading and writing in the morning of the second day of shadowing, 

she still conducted SENCo work on her laptop while the students were reading books by 

themselves. She told me that she was always seeking time to do SENCo work even when she 

was carrying out her other roles. It was a big challenge for her to find time to conduct the 

SENCo tasks and she hoped that the school could reduce her other responsibilities and allow 

her to allocate more time for her SENCo work. 

As Lamb, Dr. Who and Peter Pan suggested, being a full-time SENCo with sufficient time to 

carry out the role was the key to exercising agency. Lamb and Dr. Who even stated that they 

could not imagine how other SENCos operated their role while taking on other important 

roles. Interestingly, the other two participants, Pam and Luna, did not have the concern of time 

despite that fact that Pam was also a deputy principal and Luna was also a team leader, both of 

which were important “hats to wear.” Instead of perceiving a conflict between their SENCo 

role and their other roles, they found the different components of their roles integrated well 

with each other and thus they did not need exclusive time for the SENCo part. Luna claimed 

that her team leader role benefited her SENCo role in terms of being more connected with her 

teacher colleagues in her team. Pam thought that the SENCo role and deputy principal role 

were not competing demands as they overlapped and supplemented each other. Both Luna and 

Pam enacted their combined roles in an effective way because they did not have scheduled 

classroom teaching roles as Peter Pan did and had more discretion about how they used their 

time compared to Peter Pan. Therefore, the five participants held different opinions about 

whether the SENCo role should be mixed with other roles. It was one of the noticeable 

distinctions in their SENCo Discourses.  
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Nevertheless, whether being a full-time SENCo or having other roles in addition to being a 

SENCo, all five participants had very little or no classroom teaching and thus had the 

flexibility to work across the whole school. Thus, they had time to meet the needs of those 

children with special needs. They could respond to children’s issues/needs and to teachers’ 

questions/needs promptly, build relationships with children with special needs, figure out 

children’s unique needs, follow up with outside agencies, and put interventions in place. All 

these factors contributed to their perceived stronger sense of agency than they experienced as a 

classroom teacher in making a difference for children with special needs. 

Freedom and autonomy. 

In addition to the importance of time and flexibility, the participants experienced a higher level 

of freedom and autonomy in meeting the needs of children with special needs than they had as 

classroom teachers. Such freedom and autonomy were mainly derived from the principals, 

who determined, to a large extent, the school culture towards inclusive education. Luna’s 

utterance provides a good example of this point. 

Stanza 1 
Luna:  

1 Well I think I think for the way that we work and operate our role as SENCo 
here/ 

2 It would only it only works because management supports it// 
3 And that comes from the principal// 
4 So um they allow us to be able to work with the freedom that we do// 
5 You know been able to- 

Stanza 2 
Researcher:  

6 Freedom? 
Luna:  

7 Yes// 
8 Been able to um work the way we do// 
9 Um when I say freedom/ 
10 I mean if I feel that I need to put something in place for a child/ 
11 Then I don’t have to keep going back and checking to see is it okay/ should I be 

doing this// 
12 I do I have the freedom of being able to um put those things in place// 

Stanza 3 
13 Um if it if it seems to be not the right thing/ 
14 Then I will be given um some you know critical um FEEDBACK you know 

and we can we can change things// 

As Luna stated, there was a strong connection between her enactment of the SENCo role and 

the principal’s support. She used the word “only” to indicate the significance of the principal’s 

support (line 2). By “support” Luna meant that the principal enabled her a high level of 

freedom and autonomy (line 4). Here Luna attempted to invite the audience to assume that the 
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freedom and autonomy enabled by the principal were essential components in the figured 

world of SENCo. She then explained what she meant by “freedom” in Stanza 2. For Luna, 

freedom referred to the autonomy to take actions that she thought were appropriate without 

asking for permission. The principal trusted Luna’s ability to make the right decisions and 

Luna trusted that she would receive critical feedback instead of blame from the principal 

should she make wrong decisions (Stanza 3). Luna’s utterance showed the significance of 

freedom and autonomy in the SENCo Discourse. It also demonstrated a relationship of mutual 

trust between Luna and the principal. 

The principal and school management’s belief in inclusive education could be a determining 

factor in the school culture towards inclusiveness. In an inclusive environment, inclusive 

practices are welcomed at school and the SENCo role is supported by senior leadership, 

teacher colleagues and other school staff. In contrast, in a school culture which is negative 

towards inclusiveness, it could be very hard for SENCos to have autonomy. Dr. Who talked 

about her sense of freedom as experienced in her current school and other schools: 

Stanza 1 
Researcher: 

1 So what or who do you think has influenced you most? 
Dr. Who: 

2 I think at this school it has been principals who have demonstrated to me their 
commitment to inclusive education// 

3 And they’ve demonstrated that by when I talked to them about new families 
coming into the school with a child with special teaching needs/ 

4 “Yeah no problem//” 
5 They’ve demonstrated it by asking the Board of Trustees to fund a SENCo// 
6 They’ve demonstrated it by um always been open when I need to talk with 

them// 
7 So I think they’ve been good principals at this school who have made/ who 

have supported the role of SENCo// 
8 And therefore I have found I could give much more to the job// 

Stanza 2 
9 I have worked in schools where the SENCo, and what the SENCo needs to talk 

about, is a source of you know problems and issues/ 
10 And it’s always something negative/ 
11 And it’s um you know it’s usually a problem/ 

Stanza 3 
12 Whereas at this school I’m given the freedom to also come up with solutions// 
13 So you talk about it but also come up with solutions and they will support the 

solution/ 
14 Whereas other schools can be quite negative in it at all or get some to a negative 

(inaudible)// 

Stanza 4 
15 It’s too hard// 
16 One person, one person can’t change the culture of the school// 
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17 And if the culture of the school is negative towards inclusive education/ 
18 It’s going to be hard work// 
19 The teacher’s going to be resistant// 
20 Other teachers around that teacher are going to be resistant and that just goes up 

a full chain// 

Stanza 5 
21 So I think the yeah the principals at the school the head you know the head 

people have/ have a culture of inclusiveness// 
22 And I can see it// 

In this utterance, Dr. Who highlighted the significance of “good principals” (line 7) as the 

most influential factor for her SENCo role. In Stanza 1, she explained what she meant by 

“good principals” and established a Discourse of good principal. In Dr. Who’s eyes, good 

principals had “commitment to inclusive education” (line 2), welcomed children with special 

needs (line 3), supported the role of SENCo by funding the role (line 5) and valued SENCos’ 

thoughts and opinions (line 6). In this utterance, Dr. Who constructed a strong connection 

between two Discourses—the SENCo and the principal. A Discourse of good principal 

benefited the construction of a SENCo Discourse (line 8). At her current school, she had the 

freedom to express her opinions and her opinions were supported by senior leadership. The 

repeated use of the word “talk” in this utterance (lines 3, 6, 9 and 13) indicated that getting the 

SENCo’s voice heard and supported was a critical aspect of the SENCo Discourse. 

However, the SENCo Discourse and the principal Discourse could be in conflict with each 

other. For example, Dr. Who had experienced conflict in other schools where principals 

treated SENCos’ thoughts and opinions negatively (Stanza 2). She explicated that if the school 

culture did not embrace inclusive education, the SENCo would become the only person 

advocating for children with special needs, which was really hard because teachers resisted 

those children instead of welcoming them (Stanza 4). It implied that a collaborative 

relationship with other teachers was crucial for the SENCo Discourse. In the figured world of 

SENCo, there must be a school culture in which the principal, SENCo and other teachers all 

have a commitment to inclusive education. 

As the two excerpts above demonstrate, the principals enabled the school’s cultural context 

which provided SENCos freedom and autonomy in their role. If principals had a commitment 

to inclusive education, they would welcome children with special needs, value the role of 

SENCo, fund the role, listen to SENCos’ voices and support their thoughts and opinions. The 

principals also played a key role in establishing an inclusive school culture in which there was 

a collaborative approach to meeting the needs of children with special needs. Otherwise, the 

role of SENCo would be rather difficult because it was a teamwork which required a great 

amount of collaboration. The next subtheme will reveal the findings regarding participants’ 
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ability to access resources and services related to special needs, which also contributed to their 

agency to meet children’s special needs. 

Access to resources and services. 

Another important element contributing to SENCo agency was related to the participants’ 

ability to access resources and services for special needs, which they did not have as a 

classroom teacher. As a SENCo, they were responsible for applying for resources and services 

from the MoE and from a variety of private services. Peter Pan talked about her perception of 

her SENCo role regarding getting access to resources and services: 

Peter Pan: 
1 Um so that’s communication it’s my first job// 
2 Giving advice and not that I know whole lot of stuff but you know I can find 

out places to go// 
3 Um meeting with the ministry about accessing funding or support for some of 

our kids// 
4 It’s finding out advice// 
5 It’s attending RTLB meetings// 

Peter Pan viewed communication as the most significant practice in her SENCo Discourse 

(line 1). By “communication” she meant “giving advice” to teachers, parents and other school 

staff in relation to children’s needs (line 2). In the figured world of most people, the person 

who gives advice to others must be the one who is knowledgeable and capable. Peter Pan’s 

capability in working with outside agencies enabled her to get knowledge and information 

about how to meet children’s special needs (line 2). 

In constrast, failure to get access to resources or services could lead to a sense of lack of 

agency, which would undermine the SENCo identity. All the participants indicated a need to 

tackle the problem of a lack of funding. When being asked what key areas in New Zealand 

policy or national school guidelines should be addressed to support the role of SENCo, Pam 

pointed out the funding as the most important area. 

Pam: 
1 Mm funding for a start// 
2 Yeah definitely// 
3 I went to a- 
4 Um a teacher’s union// 
5 I went to a meeting yesterday about this// 
6 And I mean teachers spoke up about that for the fact that there isn’t enough 

funding for children who need extra support in their learning// 
7 So that would be a big one// 
8 Yeah definitely// 
9 I don't know whether that’s come through// 
10 You know you found that in your research already/ 
11 But definitely something- 
12 You always you know are aware of and wanting more funding and more 
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support for those children/ more resourcing// 

To highlight the urgency of insufficient funding, Pam used “definitely” several times (lines 2, 

8 and11). The intertextuality of other teachers’ statements regarding the lack of funding (lines 

3–6) strengthened the significance of the funding issue. It demonstrated that obtaining 

resources and services was a major activity in Pam’s SENCo Discourse and that it was a big 

challenge for her. 

In addition to a lack of resourcing, applying for resources and services could be a tedious 

process. All the participants pointed out the inefficiency and inequity of the funding system. 

Peter Pan’s statement was a good example for this point. 

Stanza 1 
Peter Pan: 

1 Um so when we are told that we can apply for funding or resources or help/ 
2 It takes so long to get anything// 

Stanza 2 
3 So we have one child who was in need of a lot of support// 
4 Massive massive explosions and temper tantrums and biting/ throwing/ being in 

the wars// 
5 I’ve been called into the class to respond him// 
6 They took 5 days to get here// 
7 So put a referral and the ministry took them 9 weeks to send a psychologist 

out// 
8 Nine weeks// 

Researcher: 
9 Mm// 
10 It’s a long time// 

Peter Pan: 
11 It’s a long time for that wee kiddie/ their family and their teacher in class// 

Stanza 3 
12 Um so that frustration drives me crazy/ 
13 Because that’s not fair// 
14 It’s not fair on our kids// 

Stanza 4 
15 But we put things in place// 
16 But actually we’ve been told we have to go- 
17 You know and it’s you know this child is eligible for help/ 
18 But they don't have the staff to meet the needs out there// 
19 Same as knowing a little fella that needs speech language therapy/ 
20 And lots of kids do/ 
21 But he has severe problems// 
22 You know it takes a term to get somebody from the ministry to come and SEE 

him// 

Stanza 5 
23 And then they don’t work with him// 
24 They just give us some ideas/ 
25 Which is fine// 
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26 We could come up with the ideas// 
27 But we need- 
28 That’s the advice// 
29 They’re supposed to be the ones that we can get the advice from// 
30 It takes too long// 

In this utterance, Peter Pan expressed her disappointment with the inefficiency and inequity of 

the funding system by illustrating a case of a child with severe behavioural and emotional 

issues who needed support immediately (lines 3–5). However, even with this high-priority 

case, it still took a long time to have someone from the MoE to support the child. Peter Pan 

used many phrases to indicate the long waiting time—“5 days” (line 6), “9 weeks” (lines 7 and 

8), “a term” (line 22), “so long” (line 2), “a long time” (lines 10 and 11) and “too long” (line 

30). It led to Peter Pan’s “frustration” and being driven “crazy” (line 12) because it harmed 

those children in terms of fairness—a social good that those children should have in Peter 

Pan’s view (Stanza 3). Moreover, Peter Pan was unsatisfied with the service that people from 

the MoE provided because they just gave some ideas rather than worked with the children 

(Stanza 5). Another participant, Dr. Who, gave a similar response. Dr. Who even suggested 

getting rid of educational psychologists and funding more RTLBs because she felt that 

educational psychologists did not follow up with the interventions as RTLBs did. 

Enhanced expertise in inclusive provision. 

The participants experienced a growth in expertise with children with special needs, including 

professional knowledge and practice, and qualities and skills to be a SENCo. Their enhanced 

expertise also contributed to their sense of agency as SENCos. 

The role of SENCo influenced the participants in their professional knowledge about special 

needs. Peter Pan gave the following answer when being asked how the role of SENCo had 

influenced her sense of being a SENCo teacher. 

Peter Pan: 
1 So does- has the SENCo influenced me as a teacher? 
2 It has given me a huge amount of more knowledge// 
3 Because as teachers we are not trained in special needs// 
4 We don’t have- we covered a little bit// 
5 But we’re not good at um identifying and assessing um all that sort of stuff for 

kids// 
6 So I think being a SENCo has made me identify more what’s needed/ more in 

teaching actually// 

As Peter Pan responded, the role of SENCo has built up her knowledge base in special needs 

to a large extent (line 2). She used the phrase “a huge amount” to highlight the significance of 

this influence (line 2). She then pointed out a lack of knowledge about special needs in a 

teacher Discourse because teacher education programmes just cover a little bit about special 
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needs so teachers are not capable of identifying and assessing the needs of this diverse group 

of children (lines 3–5). The role of SENCo has developed Peter Pan in knowledge about 

special needs and the ability to identify and assess children’s needs. For Peter Pan, this was the 

most noticeable influence that the role of SENCo has had on her SENCo teacher identity. 

More knowledge about special needs has brought about changes in the participants’ 

professional practice. Lamb elaborated on this point: 

Stanza 1 
Lamb: 

1 So I think when you said about who has influenced me/ 
2 That’s them because each student influences you and teaches you um teaches 

you a lot about how you should respond// 

Stanza 2 
3 Yeah um I probably used to be in the classroom when I was a classroom teacher 

who could sometimes back children into a corner// 
4 And I wouldn’t give them room/ 
5 Um you know not literately but actually// 
6 And I certainly hope that I don’t do that at all to the same extend// 

Stanza 3 
7 You know um being a SENCo has taught me a lot about behaviour/ 
8 Um and going “Mm why is that happening?” 
9 So going in and deeper and finding out it// 

Lamb considered children with special needs as the ones who have influenced her most 

because she has learned from each child how to respond to their needs (Stanza 1). By saying 

“each student,” Lamb implied that each child had different and unique needs and therefore 

required different responses. This suggested responding to diverse needs was a paramount 

component in Lamb’s SENCo Discourse. Then Lamb gave an example in Stanza 2 of her 

changes in responding to children after taking on the role of SENCo. She no longer backed 

children into a corner as she used to do as a classroom teacher. The role of SENCo has 

changed her view of children’s misbehaviour. She no longer saw misbehaviour as children’s 

fault and blamed them; rather she believed that there were reasons behind that and she wanted 

to find out the reasons (Stanza 3). The role of SENCo has influenced Lamb in her beliefs 

about special needs and her practice when working with those children with special needs. 

Likewise, Pam reflected on her SENCo teacher identity from the aspect of professional 

practice. She responded to the question about the ways in which the role of SENCo has 

influenced her sense of being a teacher, as follows. 

Stanza 1 
Pam: 

1 Well I still teach though// 
2 Um you know sometimes I come and teach writing for the whole class// 
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3 And I do take two reading groups on Mondays to Wednesdays// 
4 So I am still um a teacher as such absolutely// 

Stanza 2 
5 It just it just um it's just adding to my um you know my professional practice// 
6 Absolutely it’s just um developing it even further// 
7 I think being a SENCo makes me aware more aware of- 
8 I've certainly learned a lot about looking for you know being observant with 

children and noticing things// 
9 Just being aware of resources that I can use to help children in their learning 

and to manage difficult behaviour or situations that kind of thing// 

When being asked how the role of SENCo has influenced her sense of being a SENCo teacher, 

Pam pointed out that she was still a teacher (Stanza 1). She strengthened her teacher identity 

by explaining that she still taught reading and writing for the whole class and small groups 

(lines 2–3). The role of SENCo has “just” has developed her professional practice (lines 5–6). 

She used the word “just” several times to indicate that taking on the SENCo role did not 

impede her teacher identity but it has developed certain aspects of her teacher identity (lines 

5–6). She was more capable of identifying special needs (lines 7–8) and more aware of the 

resources and services that were accessible to meet children’s diverse needs (line 9). 

In sum, the role of SENCo has influenced the participants’ SENCo teacher identities in terms 

of professional knowledge and practice regarding special needs. They have learned, over the 

time of carrying out their SENCo role, the reasons for children’s misbehaviour, the appropriate 

ways to respond to them, the identification and assessment of children’s needs, and resources 

and services to support children with special needs. 

All the participants indicated that the role of SENCo has developed certain skills and qualities 

that they did not have as a classroom teacher. Those skills and qualities included being a big-

picture person, being able to build good relationships with people, being flexible and creative, 

being able to identify and investigate children’s needs, and being compassionate, responsive 

and organised. For example, Lamb stated how the role of SENCo has developed her as a big-

picture person. 

Lamb:  
1 You can have um the time and the ability to influence a wider group than you 

would have been if you’re just within a class//  
2 And some people love just being within a class//  
3 I guess I moved from that and I like the big picture//  
4 I'm a big-picture person// 
5 I didn't always used to be//  
6 But I feel like that's something that the SENCo role has developed and 

strengthened for me// 
7 So I like yeah the overarching whole school picture//  
8 I don't find that overwhelming//  
9 Not on most days// (laughs) 
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As Lamb indicated, the role of SENCo has broadened her influence from only a class of 

students to students with special needs all over the school, their families, classroom teachers 

and teacher aides (line 1). Lamb distinguished herself from those teachers who preferred just 

working within a class (line 2). Specifically, Lamb identified herself as “a big-picture person,” 

meaning someone who enjoyed working with a wider group of people across the whole school 

and had a wider influence (lines 2–4). She pointed out that she was not this kind of teacher 

before taking on the SENCo role but the role has developed her as a particular kind of teacher 

with “a big-picture” approach (lines 5–6). She was happy with this newly developed aspect of 

her SENCo teacher identity and did not find it overwhelming on most days (lines 7–9). 

In addition to becoming “a big-picture person,” the participants considered the ability to build 

good relationships with a variety of internal and external stakeholders as one of the most vital 

skills to be a SENCo, which they did not necessarily have before as a classroom teacher. Lamb 

talked about this skill in the interviews: 

Stanza 1 
Lamb:  

1 You have to (.) AND you have to have the ability to connect and you said that 
before//  

2 You have to have I think it's a real KEY area which I sometimes hear about 
myself that “I can do that relationships WITH//” 

3 And the relationships WITH and with a WIDE range of professionals as we 
discussed earlier/  

4 And in a Decile 5 school a wide range of whānau and families/  
5 Um: and yes// 

Stanza 2 
6 It is very relational based as teaching as a whole is// 
7 But in your job you're needing people to do things for you//  
8 You do need to have that ability to wrap everybody together to the coordinate 

part I guess of it yeah// 

In this excerpt, Lamb pointed out the significance of building good relationships with a wide 

range of people in the SENCo Discourse. She used the words “key,” “with” and “wide” with a 

stressing tone to highlight that significance (lines 2–3). The intertextuality of her own saying 

“I can do that relationships WITH” indicated relationship building as a core action in the 

SENCo Discourse (line 2). Furthermore, families with well-mixed socioeconomic 

backgrounds in Lamb’s school increased the complexity of the relationships that Lamb needed 

to build (line 4). Then, in Stanza 2, identifying herself as belonging to the teacher Discourse, 

Lamb illuminated the figured world of teacher as “relational based” (line 6). However, the role 

of SENCo was different from the role of classroom teacher as SENCos could only work in a 

collaborative setting and therefore it was critical for a SENCo to have the ability to coordinate 

with a wide group of people (Line 7–8). 
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Among a variety of stakeholders inside and outside school, the relationship with families was 

particularly important for the participants. As Pam stated, 

Pam: 
1 And especially as I said some of the parents of special needs children can be 

like initially they can find it very hard to hear something about their child that 
they had no idea of or that they perhaps expected but they found it out that 
actually is a reality// 

2 That can be very difficult for parents// 
3 So I think just the way you manage those conversations is very important// 

Pam’s utterance highlighted a significant and challenging component of the SENCo 

Discourse—communicating children’s situations to their parents. Pam was not responsible for 

that before as a classroom teacher. Yet now as a SENCo it was her responsibility and the 

ability to “manage those conversations” was essential for a SENCo (line 3). 

Besides building good relationships with people, another important skill or quality that the 

participants found themselves having developed was being flexible and creative. Dr. Who’s 

utterance was helpful to illustrate this point. 

Stanza 1 
Dr. Who: 

1 Being a SENCo and a classroom teacher are well apart// 
2 And not everyone can be a SENCo// 

Stanza 2 
Researcher: 

3 So what makes a- 
Dr. Who: 

4 So the whole thing about special education is that you have to have a flexible 
approach// 

5 So you can’t teach everyone exactly the same// 
6 Because that’s not equity// 

Stanza 3 
7 So you can’t expect the child with a vision problem to read the same thing on 

the white board// 
8 They need to make it magnified// 
9 They need an iPad where they can take a photo// 
10 And then enlarges// 
11 So being a SENCo is thinking of flexible ways just to solve the problem// 
12 You can’t just say “No// 
13 No iPads//” 
14 Or um- 
15 We have a Fidgipod// 
16 You’ve seen that// 
17 So that allows you to get a sensory response instead of touching and tabbing 

and calling out// 

Stanza 4 
18 So being a SENCo means you’ve got to look at a creative- creatively rather than 

go “Well// He’s out// He’s out// (inaudible) school// 
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19 Because they are not behaving right//” 
20 And that’s why you’ve got to look at their emotional reasons for why they 

could be misbehaving// 

At the beginning of her response, Dr. Who made a clear distinction between a SENCo 

Discourse and a teacher Discourse (line 1). By saying “not everyone can be a SENCo” she 

implied that there were some aspects unique to the SENCo Discourse and not all teachers are 

qualified to be a SENCo (line 2). Dr. Who then pointed out the figured world of special 

education as treating each child in a flexible way (line 4). She viewed the flexible approach as 

a social good that children with special needs should receive (line 6). Dr. Who then gave 

examples of flexible ways to meet children’s needs, like using an iPad and Fidgipod (Stanza 

3). She emphasised creativity as an essential quality of a SENCo Discourse (Stanza 4). 

The ability to identify children’s needs was also critical to being a SENCo. As Pam claimed, 

Pam: 
1 Um just just having just that intuition while you are working// 
2 You know you are seeing children who for any reason um have behavioural or 

learning needs and being able to identify those// 
3 That’s very important// 
4 Observant um intuitive so that you can see something that perhaps someone 

with not as much teaching experience might go by the wayside// 

Pam referred to the ability to identify children’s needs as an “intuition” (line 1). It suggested 

that such ability was related to the amount of teaching experience. Teachers with not so much 

experience might not be able to identify children’s needs and might simply treat those children 

as naughty or misbehaving (line 4). Pam stressed the importance of the ability to identify 

children’s special needs in the SENCo Discourse (line 3). 

The role of SENCo has developed the participants’ ability to identify children’s needs and to 

come up with solutions. Lamb’s answer was a good example to illustrate this point. 

Stanza 1 
Lamb:  

1 And I think I’ve developed that perhaps in my role in that (.)  
2 Yes you can have a- a team work is hugely important to any child with special 

needs//  
3 And some require because of funding a bigger team//  
4 But sometimes the answer probably lies a bit closer to HOME/ 

Dr. Who:  
5 Yeah/ 

Lamb:  
6 And that’s around I think our role of um (.) drawing out in that if it's a class 

teacher or if it's a family and if it's both//  
7 The answers that they perhaps already have and that's where you do need to be 

experienced// 
8 And you do need to draw on- 

Dr. Who:  
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9 Yeah//  
10 ‘Cause you look at their role// 

Lamb:  
11 Yeah//  
12 Well it is and that’s the heart I guess that's the complexity of education in terms 

of and/or health// 

Stanza 2 
13 But we are diagnostic/  
14 But our diagnosis can be very GREY//  
15 Um they’re not black-and-white often// 

Lamb thought that the role of SENCo had developed her ability to figure out the reasons and 

solutions for children’s learning, behavioural and emotional issues (line 1). She explained that 

a child’s need may lie in school or home or both (lines 2–6) because the figured world of 

education embraces such complexity (line 12). In this case, only SENCos with a large amount 

of teaching experience were able to identify whether classroom teachers or families or both 

should adjust their responses to the child (line 7). In this sense, SENCos were diagnostic (line 

13) even though the answers may not be straightforward (Stanza 2). It also indicated that the 

role of SENCo was complex and demanding. 

Other skills and qualities to be a SENCo included being compassionate, providing a listening 

ear, being responsive and organised. As Luna said, 

Stanza 1 
Luna: 

1 I think to be a SENCo I think as I said before I think you have to be 
compassionate to the needs of the children// 

2 I think you have to be um wary of the needs and stresses on the teacher// 
3 And I can’t think of a metaphor but I think just to be AVAILABLE and to have 

a listening ear is probably two things you need// 

Stanza 2 
4 And then you have to be organised// 
5 And you’ll then have to deliver what you say you’re going to deliver// 
6 If people come to you with a with a need or a problem/ 
7 I feel obliged that I need to address that and do something about it in a timely 

fashion so that things don’t go on and on and on and get left// 
8 That’s I think the biggest thing// 

In this excerpt, Luna stated a few qualities that she thought were significant in the SENCo 

Discourse. SENCos should be “compassionate to the needs of the children (line 1), “be 

available” (line 3), “have a listening ear” (line 3), be “organised” (line 4) and implement 

programmes or interventions as planned (lines 5–7). Luan used the phrase “you have to” 

several times (lines 1, 2, 4 and 5) in this utterance to signify that these qualities were necessary 

in a SENCo Discourse.  

All the participants had teaching experience of more than 15 years. They thought that 
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extensive teaching experience was a prerequisite for being a SENCo. Peter Pan indicated the 

importance of extensive teaching experience for a SENCo Discourse: 

Stanza 1 
 Peter Pan: 

1 I think you probably do need to have quite a lot of experience// 
2 You wouldn’t want to become a SENCo as a new teacher// 
3 ‘Cause I don’t think you have the depth of that experience// 

Stanza 2 
4 ‘Cause there’re lots of stuff I talk about and I think oh I don’t really know what 

I’m talking about/ 
5 But lots of people around me think I do// 
6 It just comes from experience I think// 

Stanza 3 
7 So I think if you’re an older teacher and want to become a SENCo/ 
8 That would be absolutely fine// 
9 But I think you need to be able to go between management and teachers and 

parents and kids/ 
10 Everybody all at once// 

Peter Pan used the word “do” to emphasise the significance of extensive teaching experience 

in the SENCo Discourse (line 1). She constructed a SENCo as a particular kind of teacher who 

had rich teaching experience and in-depth understanding of teaching (Stanza 1). Then, in 

Stanza 2, Peter Pan implied that SENCos were expected by parents, teacher colleagues and 

senior leadership to be knowledgeable because people believed that more experience resulted 

in more knowledge; yet she might not have all the answers despite her extensive teaching 

experience. It implied that a SENCo was always facing unknown things and thus it was a 

challenging role. In addition to teaching experience, Peter Pan pointed out that a SENCo 

should be an effective relationship builder between a variety of stakeholders (lines 9–10). 

Thus, in and through this utterance, Peter Pan constructed a SENCo Discourse as a teacher 

who was experienced, knowledgeable and able to build good relationships with a wide range 

of people.  

In short, all the participants perceived a stronger sense of agency than they experienced as a 

classroom teacher. They were not constrained by class time and had the flexibility to move 

across the whole school. Therefore, they could respond to children’s needs, solve problems, 

seek answers, coordinate with outside agencies, apply for resources and services and follow up 

with programmes or interventions. Moreover, the participants had the freedom and autonomy 

enabled by the principals to make decisions and put interventions in place. The participants 

could also get access to resources and services for children with special needs in spite of a lack 

of funding and the tedious application process. Finally, the participants’ enhanced expertise 

with children with special needs also contributed to their agency as a SENCo. Therefore, the 
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participants believed they were more able to make a difference for children with special needs 

than classroom teachers. 

Significant Amount of Emotional Labour 
Being a SENCo involved a large amount of emotions. The participants expressed multifaceted 

emotions they experienced over the time since taking on the SENCo role, including fulfilment 

and satisfaction, passion and commitment, confidence, being supported, frustration, stress and 

tiredness. These feelings and emotions constituted an essential part of the SENCo Discourse. 

In this section, excerpts about the participants’ emotions are included and interpretations 

made.  

Fulfilment and satisfaction. 

All the participants reported a strong sense of fulfilment and satisfaction by taking on the role 

of SENCo. The reasons were twofold: a) a high level of match between the participants’ 

personal attributes and the characteristics of the SENCo role; and b) a strong sense of agency 

in making a difference for children with special needs. For example, Dr. Who and Lamb both 

expressed their love of the dynamism of their SENCo role and linked it to their attribute of 

problem solver. 

Stanza 1 
 Dr. Who:  

1 So one of the reason I think you and I both find the SENCo role's dynamic// 
Lamb:  

2 Mm// 
Dr. Who:  

3 No two- I- no two days are the same// 
Lamb:  

4 No// 

Stanza 2 
Dr. Who:  

5 So I love that and thrive on that// 
Lamb:  

6 Yes//  
7 Exactly// 

Dr. Who:  
8 I actually want my days to be like that// 

Lamb:  
9 Yes//  
10 So do I// 

Dr. Who:  
11 I like that moving target moving- 

Lamb:  
12 Yup// 

Stanza 3 
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Dr. Who:  
13 And I also like to go and fix things as I can// (laughs) 

Lamb:  
14 Yes//  
15 But we are//  
16 We-  
17 I think you are a problem solver//  
18 And you: 

Dr. Who:  
19 Yeah//  
20 To fix them//  
21 Yeah// 
22 So then it’s a GOOD fit// 

Lamb:  
23 Yes// 

In this excerpt, Dr. Who first pointed out the dynamic feature of the SENCo role (line 1). By 

“dynamic” she meant that “no two days are the same” (line 3). This point was consistent with 

what was observed in shadowing. All the participants had varied tasks on the 2 days of 

shadowing. For example, on the first day of shadowing, Luna moved around the school, 

responding to children’s diverse needs and coordinating with therapists from the MoE. Yet on 

the second day of shadowing, she spent most of time in the office, doing paperwork and 

prioritising things. Then Dr. Who expressed her positive feelings about the dynamics and 

multifaceted nature of the SENCo role (line 5). By “thrive on that” she indicated a strong 

preference to the dynamics and challenges of the role (line 5). Another reason for Dr. Who’s 

love of the SENCo role was that she could perform as a problem solver (Stanza 3). She 

stressed the word “good” in “a GOOD fit” (line 22) to highlight a high level of match between 

her personal attributes and the role of SENCo. Throughout this utterance, Dr. Who used words 

with strong emotions many times, such as “like” (lines 11, 13), “love” (line 5), “thrive” (line 

5), “want” (line 8) and “a GOOD fit” (line 22). Lamb also used “Yes” (line 6), “Exactly” (line 

7), “So do I” (line 10) and “Yup” (line 12) to indicate her experience of the same feelings. The 

two participants collectively constructed a SENCo identity as a teacher who loved and thrived 

on the dynamics and was also a problem solver. 

Lamb’s response demonstrated the interconnectedness between her personal attributes and the 

characteristics of the SENCo role. 

Stanza 1 
Lamb: 

1 I think I’ve always been a problem solver// 
2 I’ve always liked relationships with families and people// 
3 It’s kind of why I guess I was in teaching// 

Stanza 2 
4 Um but I like- 
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5 So a lot of SENCos I think sometimes go on to be RTLBs// 
6 I don’t I I like working in a school environment// 
7 And I like the connection with the wider staff and and children/ 
8 And seeing progress here at ABC school// 
9 I think I had a lot of the attributes before coming into the role of SENCo// 

Stanza 3 
10 But like any job/ 
11 The longer you’re in/ 
12 You get more experience and you strengthen those skills// 
13 Um I think as a classroom teacher/ 
14 I didn’t ALWAYS think the big picture// 
15 But I think I probably had elements there of that// 
16 And I like- as I’ve gone through/ 
17 I’ve liked the responsibility of um being in leadership// 
18 So that’s been strengthened// 

Lamb believed that she had the attributes of a problem solver and a relationship builder. They 

were the reasons why she chose the teaching profession (Stanza 1). In other words, she had 

these attributes before becoming a SENCo. Lamb further explained why she stayed in the role 

of SENCo rather than becoming an RTLB as many SENCos did. It was because she liked 

working in the school environment and building connections with a wider group of people 

(lines 6–7). She also had a sense of belonging to her current school and did not want to leave 

(line 8). They were the attributes that she already had before taking on the SENCo role (line 

9). At the same time, the role of SENCo has developed and strengthened these personal 

attributes (lines 10–12). Lamb was aware that the role of SENCo has strengthened her as a 

big-picture person and developed her responsibility in leadership (lines 13–18). In this excerpt 

Lamb illuminated the connection between her personal attributes and the role of SENCo. It led 

to her sense of job satisfaction. 

In addition to the match between personal attributes and the role of SENCo, the participants’ 

ability to make a difference for children with special needs contributed to their sense of 

fulfilment and satisfaction. Peter Pan illustrated this point:  

Peter Pan: 
1 Um I love my role// 
2 I love feeling like um I’ve got the ability to make stuff better for kids// 
3 So I don’t always do it well// 
4 But I just I like the fact that I CAN see there’s a problem somewhere and I have 

the resources in school and support for me to kind of go “Right// 
5 What do I need to do?” 
6 And I go and talk to people get their advice 
7 And then I can actually go and do something about it// 
8 Not always well// 
9 It doesn’t always work out// 
10 But at least it’s proactive whereas in the classroom often you can’t because you 

are so busy with 30 other children// 
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11 You know there are somethings not right// 
12 But you can’t always do much about it// 
13 Whereas it’s quite nice when teacher comes to me and says “I’m really worried 

about this kid//” 
14 Often I’ll go “Oh God I don’t know//” 
15 But then I’ll go away think/ research and come back// 
16 So that’s probably what I like ‘cause I like um advocating for children// 

In this excerpt, Peter Pan used the words “love” (lines 1 and 2), “like” (line 4) and “nice” (line 

13) to convey her positive feelings about her SENCo role. She connected these feelings with 

her ability to make a difference for children with special needs (line 2). She then used a series 

of verb phrases to illustrate her actions in her SENCo Discourse, such as “go and talk to 

people” (line 6), “get their advice” (line 6), “go and do something about it” (line 7) and “go 

away think/ research and come back” (line 15). She used a stressing tone when saying “can” in 

line 4 to emphasise her agency in identifying children’s needs, getting access to resources and 

performing actions to make a difference for children (lines 4–7). By pointing out a lack of 

agency in a teacher Discourse in terms of making things better for children with special needs 

(lines 10–12), Peter Pan demonstrated a sense of fulfilment and satisfaction in her SENCo 

Discourse. 

Passion and commitment. 

All the participants showed strong passion for and commitment to meeting children’s needs. 

As Dr. Who responded, “All SENCos strive to meet every need.” Luna’s utterance offered a 

good example of this point. 

Stanza 1 
Luna:   

1 Um my expectations of the SENCo role is making sure that um that um every 
child who is brought to my attention is catered in one way or another// 

2 So whether it’s finding a um a learning program that will help them enjoy the 
day/ 

3 Is it finding them a learning support person to help them in the class/ 
4 Um is it putting them in a referral/ 
5 Is it you know filling out the form// 

Stanza 2 
6 So my my expectation of myself is that I will be able to ATTEND to all of 

those issues that are brought up in that year// 
7 And then um then also making sure that I attend to those children and make 

sure I do follow-ups// 
8 And the things are are being put in place// 
9 You know you check in them with teachers/ 
10 Finding out are things are going okay// 

Stanza 3 
11 And the other expectation I have is that when the children in my care go from 

Year 3 to Year 4/ 
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12 That I make sure that their um information and files are given to the the other 
SENCo so that there is a continuity of what’s being going on yeah// 

In this utterance, Luna used the word “expectation(s)” several times (lines 1, 6 and 11) to 

show her passion and dedication in meeting children’s needs. She believed that every child 

with special needs should be offered support and care (line 1). They were the social goods that 

every child should receive. Based on her belief in distributing these social goods to children 

with special needs, she put much effort in finding learning programmes, seeking teacher aides 

and putting in referrals (lines 2–5). She also put stress on herself in being engaged with all of 

the things in relation to children under her care (Stanza 2). She made sure that she followed up 

with each child under her umbrella including their transition to the senior school (Stanza 3). 

By emphasising the word “attend” (line 6), using the phrase “make sure” several times (lines 

1, 7 and 12) and frequently choosing “I” as the subject, Luna built a SENCo identity of having 

a strong sense of responsibility for children with special needs. 

Although all the participants demonstrated a high level of passion and dedication for special 

needs, Dr. Who was different from the other four participants in that she was the only one who 

actively chose to be a SENCo rather than “falling into” the position. She pursued a career path 

of special education from an early stage of her teaching career and she recognised herself as an 

untraditional teacher. As Dr. Who put it, 

Stanza 1 
Dr. Who: 

1 Um and then about year 6 or 7 of my teaching/ 
2 I did reading recovery// 
3 Just a 2-year training program// 
4 Loved that// 
5 Found that I loved working with students who have needs// 
6 Um didn’t want to follow the normal teaching profession of- 
7 I was a senior teacher but didn’t I didn’t want to become deputy principal or 

principal// 
8 I wanted to go sideways// 

Stanza 2 
9 So um went back to college for a year// 
10 Did a postgraduate diploma// 
11 Then worked in a residential school/ 
12 Which I loved// 
13 So children with significant behavioural issues// 

… 
14 So loved that// 
15 Um became a resource teacher of literacy// 

Stanza 3 
16 So I didn’t want to be a regular teacher// 
17 I want to do a job that got lots of freedom/ 
18 And moving around// 
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Stanza 4 
19 Um did some other stuff did some- 
20 Worked for Oxford University in England// 
21 Um came back worked for a start-up company in professional development// 
22 Then got this job// 

Stanza 5 
23 So um yeah I guess I didn’t want to be a traditional- 
24 I didn’t want to be a principal// 
25 Didn’t- 
26 That wasn’t me// 

Stanza 6 
27 And I quite like I guess standing up for the underdog or the children who needs 

support/ 
28 Children and families// 
29 See what I can do/ 
30 If I can do anything// 

In this utterance, Dr. Who narrated her career path before taking on the role of SENCo. She 

used to follow a traditional teaching progression, starting from a beginning teacher and then 

becoming a senior teacher. But a turning point appeared in the sixth or seventh year of her 

teaching career when she was trained to be a reading recovery teacher. Through that 

experience she became interested in working with students with special needs and decided to 

become a specialist teacher (lines 1–5). She described being a specialist teacher as atypical of 

“the normal teaching profession” (line 6). The figured world of teaching profession involves 

starting from a beginning teacher, then a senior teacher and finally deputy principal or 

principal (lines 6–7). Dr. Who was clear at an early stage of her teaching career that she did 

not want to live out the figured world of teaching profession because she identified herself as 

an untraditional teacher (line 8). Therefore, she went back to college to get a Postgraduate 

Diploma in Special Teaching Needs (Stanza 2). After that, she worked in a residential school 

as a resource teacher of literacy for children with severe behavioural issues (Stanza 3). 

Introducing her postgraduate study and her working experience in the residential school, Dr. 

Who emphasised once again that she did not belong to a regular teacher Discourse; rather she 

wanted more freedom, which a regular teacher Discourse does not embrace (Stanza 3). It was 

interesting that Dr. Who took many other breaks in her teaching career before taking on the 

SENCo role, such as being a research assistant in an overseas university and working for a 

start-up company (Stanza 4). Her working experience strengthened her identity as an 

untraditional teacher. She attributed her unique SENCo teacher identity to her passion and 

dedication for children and families with extra needs (Stanza 6). 

Due to her strong passion for special needs, Dr. Who had no desire to be a principal or deputy 

principal at all because she thought other important roles would distract her attention to special 
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needs. She showed a strong commitment to the role of SENCo. She talked about her future 

career plan as follows, 

Stanza 1 
Dr. Who: 

1 I um never want to be a principal and never want to be a deputy principal 
BECAUSE um I wanted to focus on one thing than having to do many things// 

Stanza 2 
2 So a deputy principal you’ve got to do the assemblies/ 
3 You’ve got to do the sports/ 
4 And you’ve got to do (inaudible) parents and interviews/ 
5 You’ve got to arrange this and that// 
6 It’s a big job ‘cause you’re operating at the top of the management level// 

Stanza 3 
7 I wanted to just work within a school and work and really focus on those 

children with special teaching needs// 

Dr. Who used the word “never” to show that she had no interest at all in becoming either a 

principal or deputy principal (line 1). She stressed the word “because” to highlight her 

preference of focusing on special needs (line 1). She then depicted a deputy principal 

Discourse, which encompassed many responsibilities and activities other than special needs 

(Stanza 2). Dr. Who restated her commitment to children with special needs as a critical aspect 

of her SENCo Discourse (line 7). 

Peter Pan had similar reasons to Dr. Who as to why she did not want to be a deputy principal 

in the future. She stated that “That doesn’t appeal to me ‘cause I feel you get stuck managing 

people rather than being involved and getting stuff done.” The management work may occupy 

the time for children and families and undermine the effectiveness for meeting their needs. For 

Lamb, although a deputy principal could be an option, the condition must be that “a 

component of the job was special needs” as Lamb stated. Thus, they all had strong 

commitment to special needs.  

The other two participants, Luna and Pam, had no aspiration to be a principal either. However, 

since their SENCo role was added to other important roles, a team leader for Luna and a 

deputy principal for Pam, their responses regarding their future career plans showed a 

uniqueness of their SENCo Discourses. 

Luna:  
1 My future plans are to to um to be I like to stay in the SENCo role for a little bit 

longer// 
… 

2 And um and so I don’t kind of I feel I don’t have any aspirations to be principal 
or anything like that// 

3 I think that I find my I find my I find my um niche I really like SENCo role so I 
really like just to keep that going until until maybe I retire I don’t know// 
(laughs) 
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4 Not sure// 

Pam: 
5 Um at this point of time I am happy to continue being a deputy principal// 
6 I love my role because it’s very varied// 
7 And I like the fact that we um that I can wear so many hats// 
8 Well I’m not so interested in being a principal for example because I still like 

that to be able to do some teaching// 
9 And I really like the work I’m doing with the uni teacher education that sort of 

thing// 
10 And just being at the grassroots of everything// (Laughs) 
11 Yeah at the heart of everything// 
12 I really like that// 

Although both Luna and Pam wanted to stay in their current role, they had different meanings. 

Luna mainly referred to her SENCo role instead of her team leader role (1) while Pam meant 

her deputy principal role instead of her SENCo role (5). This suggested that the SENCo role 

comprised an essential part of Luna’s professional identity yet not so much of Pam’s 

professional identity. Pam recognised herself mainly as a deputy principal and viewed SENCo 

as an additional component of her deputy principal role. Shadowing with them confirmed this 

distinction. Luna spent a large amount of time on the SENCo part while Pam’s time was 

widely distributed to many other responsibilities. Accordingly, their love of their current role 

had different meanings, Luna focusing on her SENCo role and Pam on her deputy principal 

role. 

Confidence. 

The role of SENCo had also developed the participants’ confidence. As Lamb responded, 

Stanza 1 
Lamb: 

1 I FELT I hadn’t done a lot of that [applying for ORRS funding] at that point// 
2 So that was probably a critical point// 
3 And that okay I can do this// 

Stanza 2 
4 But I knew I go back to um working as a team// 
5 It wasn’t just me// 
6 But I did feel a responsibility of it// 
7 So I felt a WEIGHT// 

Stanza 3 
8 Um but I also I guess it gave me confidence as well// 
9 Um and I think I learned a lot from um being successful in gathering voices 

around the table// 
10 So her [the child for whom Lamb applied the ORRS funding] family were a 

very supportive family// 
11 She had amazing support through the ministry from an occupational therapist 

and physical therapists// 
12 Um she had a speech language// 
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13 So again I guess it I guess it tests my skill set of um bringing together lots of 
people to the table// 

14 Um class teachers/ teacher aides/ 
15 She had two who worked in a team with her// 

Stanza 4 
16 So that was a positive critical experience for me that maybe: 
17 Um yeah I drew strength from/ 
18 Going forward yeah// 

When initially taking on the role of SENCo, Lamb was unconfident in getting the ORRS 

funding (line 1). The experience of achieving it gave her confidence and self-efficacy (line 3) 

and became a turning point for her (line 2). Although it was a teamwork (line 4), Lamb felt 

that she played a pivotal role in leading the funding application (lines 6–7). Then, in Stanza 3, 

Lamb established a close connection between her self-confidence and her ability to coordinate 

a variety of stakeholders inside and outside school. The successful experience became a base 

on which Lamb established self-efficacy (line 17) and helped her continue with the SENCo 

role with confidence (line 18). Lamb’s utterance demonstrated the importance of self-efficacy 

and confidence in the SENCo identity. 

Feel supported. 

The role of SENCo involved a great deal of collaboration between parents, teacher colleagues, 

the senior leadership, teacher aides, other school staff and a wide range of outside agencies. 

No one could work alone to implement inclusiveness. The collaboration and teamwork with a 

variety of stakeholders inside and outside school made it possible to achieve so much more 

than the SENCo could alone. Hence, SENCos felt supported with a collaborative approach to 

inclusive education. Lamb’s account demonstrated the association between collaboration and 

her feeling of being supported. 

Lamb: 
1 And I think the most important thing about the SENCo identity is that you don’t 

work alone// 
2 You work collaboratively// 
3 It’s a team approach// 
4 And I guess that’s why I really like it// 
5 And I couldn’t do the role on my own// 
6 It’s um I need the support and guidance of others// 

Lamb established the significance of collaboration and a team approach in the SENCo 

Discourse (lines 1–3). This indicated the complexity of the role because SENCos needed to 

deal with a wide range of internal and external agencies and to maintain good relationships 

with them. It also suggested that a SENCo Discourse encompassed being a skilled relationship 

builder. Lamb further linked her positive feelings towards the role with the collaborative 

approach (line 4). She then pointed out that without “the support and guidance of others,” she 
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could not survive as a SENCo (lines 5–6). By saying that, she emphasised the significance of a 

collaborative approach for her SENCo role.  

The role of SENCo on its own could be split between the SENCo and other school staff. 

Among the five participants, Dr. Who was the only one who took on all the responsibilities of 

the role of SENCo. The other four participants shared their SENCo responsibilities more or 

less with the deputy principals or other SENCos in the school. For example, the two working 

deputy principals at Lamb’s school also provided pastoral care and tackled children’s 

behavioural issues, while Lamb organised IEP meetings, applied for funding and coordinated 

with outside agencies. Likewise, the deputy principal at Peter Pan’s school investigated 

children’s behavioural issues, while Peter Pan focused on the observation of children, IEP 

meetings, funding applications and other SENCo responsibilities. In Luna and Pam’s schools, 

the SENCo role was more obvious as there was more than one SENCo in their schools and 

they experienced a strong sense of cooperation and collegiality with other SENCos in the 

school. Luna made a positive commentary on having two SENCos at school: 

Luna: 
Stanza 1  
1 I felt it’s really good because you can then discuss things and get someone 

else’s point of view// 
Stanza 2 
2 Um also some of the children who are highlighted for me are not in my year 

group that I look after// 
3 And so Amy [the pseudonym of the other SENCo] has the older children and 

has better understanding of those children// 

Stanza 3 
4 So it’s good to be able to talk and to discuss you know things that come up in 

different areas// 
5 And then you can make a more informed kind of judgement of what’s going to 

happen// 

Stanza 4 
6 I find it very beneficial to have someone that you can to talk with and to 

discuss// 
7 It’s much better// 

Luna appreciated having two SENCos in the school because she had another more experienced 

SENCo, Amy, to talk to and discuss things (line 1). Amy used to look after children with 

special needs across the whole school before Luna took over the junior school 3 years ago. 

Therefore, Amy had a “better understanding” of those children who she had been working 

with since they started school (line 3). Although Amy talked about children in the senior 

school, who were not under Luna’s care, Luna had learned a great deal from Amy’s extensive 

experience and knowledge in special needs. It helped Luna in terms of making more informed 

judgements regarding those children under her cover (line 5) and thus reinforced her feeling of 
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being supported. It demonstrated that talking with the other SENCo constituted an important 

practice in Luna’s SENCo Discourse. Shadowing with Luna converged with this point. The 

two SENCos shared one office and discussed things frequently. It was a critical aspect in 

Luna’s SENCo Discourse because she considered Amy as the one who had influenced her 

most over her time in the role of SENCo. 

Like Luna, Pam also claimed that the other SENCos in the school had influenced her most 

during the period of time of being a SENCo. Yet the organisation of the SENCo role in Pam’s 

school was different from that in Luna’s school. In Pam’s school, there were four SENCos, 

each taking on the role of deputy principal at the same time and looking after different year 

levels. Pam gave her opinions about the unique organisation of the SENCo role at her school: 

Stanza 1 
Researcher: 

1 Reflecting on the time you’ve been a SENCo/ 
2 Who or what do you think has influenced you most? 

Pam: 
3 Well the other SENCos here are all my critical friends really because we, we 

discuss we discuss our special needs// 
4 The whole school looks you know they’re all our children// 
5 So I’m very familiar with um all these special needs children at the school 

because we talked about them a lot but also we feel a sense of responsibility for 
ALL of them// 

Stanza 2 
6 And some of them are siblings and the families of the ones that in my area// 
7 And so some of our meetings have been with the family// 
8 Um this family and the children that are going to health camp for example/ 
9 That’s that’s involved several SENCos working with the family/ 
10 And the and the GSE [Group Special Education] people and the stand camp 

people there// 

Stanza 3 
11 So um there’s kind of a flow on the fact sometimes you know// 
12 And and definitely a feeling that we we all look after these children and feel 

responsible for them definitely// 

The phrase “critical friends” (line 3) in Pam’s utterance had a unique meaning. Here it referred 

to those colleagues who were significant for Pam. Pam perceived the other three SENCos and 

deputy principals as critical in that they engaged in a large amount of discussion about 

children with special needs (line 3). Although each SENCo took responsibility for different 

year levels, their collective discussions brought about knowledge of all children with special 

education across the whole school and a shared responsibility for all those children (line 5). It 

demonstrated a climate of collegiality and cooperation between all the SENCos. Pam stressed 

the word “all” to highlight the collegiality between the four SENCos at school (line 5). In 

Stanza 2, Pam gave examples of working closely with other SENCos, such as meetings and 



 

159 

health camps. She described these situations as “kind of a flow” to imply that it was resulted 

from the organisation of the SENCo role (line 11). The words “friends,” “we,” “our,” “all,” 

“feel,” “feeling” (lines 3, 4, 5 and 12) indicated Pam’s sense of belonging to the group of 

SENCos in the school, which did not exist in other participants’ SENCo Discourses. 

In addition to SENCo colleagues, families were paramount stakeholders in meeting the needs 

of children with special needs. All the participants took efforts to build good relationships with 

families. Lamb explained the reason: 

Stanza 1 
Researcher: 

1 Why do you think it is important to build connection with families? 
Lamb: 

2 Because that’s a very important part of all teachers’ role// 
3 Because we have to know the families of the children that we teach// 
4 Um we- 

Stanza 2 
5 And my role um (.) SENCos yeah just need to know the families ‘cause actually 

we can’t work alone// 
6 If we work alone and just in our setting/ 
7 We’re not as successful as when we all work together// 

Stanza 3 
8 So I think um what I said to you I think last week it’s not just about the learning 

of the child/ 
9 It’s about who the child is and where they come from and if they’re happy at 

home and um parents’ happy and with their- 

Stanza 4 
10 So yeah it’s relationship it’s relationship very important for then for us to do the 

rest of our work// 
11 Yeah// 

Lamb believed that building relationships with families was an essential activity for all 

teachers (line 2). She pointed out the significance of building home–school relationships in a 

teacher Discourse and identified herself as belonging to the teacher Discourse. She further 

stated the significance of building home–school relationships in a SENCo Discourse (Stanza 

2) in that SENCos could accomplish things only in collaboration with families. Therefore, a 

SENCo not only focused on children’s learning needs but also needed to know the children 

and their families (Stanza 3). Lamb emphasised again in Stanza 4 the significance for a 

SENCo of building good relationships with families. It also implied the high demands and 

challenges of the SENCo role. 

Outside agencies were also important sources for SENCos to feel being supported. Luna 

elaborated on this point: 

Luna: 
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1 Um I work with the um RTLB/ 
2 Which is the Resource Teachers for Learning and Behaviour// 
3 And we are very lucky ‘cause we- that cluster is on our site our school site// 
4 So we have quite a a close connection// 
5 So I can I can email them for anything that I need like you know “Do you know 

the particular program to help them math?” or whatever- 
6 So yeah we have a close relationship with RTLB// 
7 Um we have a speech language therapist from the ministry who comes to our 

school// 
8 So I know I’ve got a relationship with her that I can um I can email her or see 

her when she comes on site// 
9 We can have a discussion// 

Luna talked about RTLBs and the speech language therapist as two instances of outside 

agencies. She had a close relationship with them (lines 4, 6 and 8). Luna used the word 

“lucky” to indicate the significance of having easier access to RTLBs as the cluster was based 

on her school (line 3). Thus, she could build a close relationship with them. She could get 

advice from them via email (line 5). The speech language therapist also provided Luna with 

advice via email or face-to-face meetings (line 8). These outside agencies helped Luna to 

search for advice, reach for resources and put in place appropriate programmes for children 

with special needs. Luna’s utterance illuminated that building relationships with outside 

agencies was a significant part of the SENCo Discourse. 

In short, the role of SENCo was characterised by a great deal of collaboration and teamwork 

with a wide group of internal and external stakeholders. Hence, the SENCo Discourse 

encompassed a large amount of relationship building as key practices and activities. Good 

relationships with teacher colleagues, SENCo colleagues, families and outside agencies 

contributed to the participants’ feeling of being supported in meeting children’s special needs. 

Frustration, stress and tiredness. 

The participants experienced many challenges in their SENCo role and got frustrated under 

some circumstances. Their frustration was related to a lack of agency to influence other 

people’s work, such as the way the MoE distributed funding, the effectiveness of services 

provided by the ministry, and parents’ failure to support their children’s learning at home. 

One of the sources of frustration was the difficulty of accessing funding and resources from 

the MoE. Dr. Who elaborated her frustration in this regard. 

Dr. Who: 
1 They [the MoE] um they seem to ME that they have a culture of this is our pot 

of money and we’re gonna try as hard as we can to hold on to it// (laughs) 
2 And we say “Please please please//” 
3 I don’t like the way it’s set up/ the way we have to beg for money// 
 … 
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4 They [the educational psychologists] come up they do some observations/ 
5 And then that’s all they do// 
6 I can’t get anything tangible// 
7 I can’t get them to visit once a week to work with the student// 
8 I can’t get them to meet with the parents once a week or to to help with the 

home// 
9 I can’t get anything tangible from the educational psychologists that would 

make a difference// 

Dr. Who complained somewhat sarcastically and humorously about the way the MoE 

distributed funding (line 1). She used the word “culture” to construct a figured world of 

funding applications that embraced a significant conflict between the MoE and SENCos (line 

1). The intertextuality of Dr. Who’s own words “Please please please” suggested that funding 

applications were actually like begging for money (lines 2–3). It also implied an imbalanced 

power relation between the MoE and SENCos in that the ministry controlled the distribution 

of funding. Moreover, Dr. Who was disappointed with the educational psychologists sent by 

the ministry. She said “I can’t get” four times to express her frustration of their ineffectiveness 

(lines 6–9). Observations without follow-up interventions were not enough for children with 

special needs. The difficulty of getting funding and the ineffectiveness of the educational 

psychologists sent from the ministry caused Dr. Who’s frustration as one aspect of her SENCo 

Discourse. 

Similar to Dr. Who, Peter Pan also experienced frustration about the MoE in terms of funding 

distribution. She commented in the second round of individual interviews, following 

shadowing, that the most challenging thing during the 2-day shadowing was to tell a child’s 

parents that their child’s funding has been dropped by a significant amount. She felt “quite 

powerless” against the ministry’s decision and “there’s no real way to fight it.” It made her 

“feel very frustrated and sad.” 

Another source of the participants’ frustration was parents’ failure to support their children’s 

learning at home. Peter Pan described her feeling under this circumstance. 

Stanza 1 
Peter Pan: 

1 We can’t make parents do it// 
2 Um I feel frustrated by that ‘cause sometimes it’s very simple things that the 

parents could do that and it will make a big difference// 

Stanza 2 
3 The other side of that is that sometimes when parents are coming, wanting to 

know what can be done and I tell them if there’s an example or ideas that they 
can do/ 

4 And they’re very grateful// 
5 So we get both sides// 
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Stanza 3 
6 But it is frustrating when there’s kiddies that need it and their parents don’t for 

whatever reason// 
7 I don’t know you know they might be working/ 
8 They might not have the time/ 
9 They might have other children// 
10 But they don’t- they are unable to do that for their kids// 
11 It’s frustrating// 

In this excerpt, Peter Pan expressed her frustration when parents were unable to help their 

children at home. By saying “we can’t,” she linked her frustration to a lack of agency in 

influencing those parents (line 1). She pointed out that not all the parents failed to support their 

children (Stanza 2). However, when some parents did not do that, she did feel frustrated 

(Stanza 3). 

The participants also perceived a large amount of stress in their SENCo role. Lamb connected 

her stress with the difficulty in meeting children’s complex needs. 

Lamb: 
1 Um sometimes I find it stressful- 
2 A lot of particularly around behavioural needs// 
3 Are really complex// 
4 And they can’t be solved easily// 
5 But we can make a difference// 
6 But it’s just over time// 
7 It takes a lot of time// 

… 
8 Um because some children were really high complex challenging needs around 

learning/ behaviour and emotional needs// 
9 They’re hard work// 
10 Really hard work// 
11 So I feel for classroom teachers around their stress sometimes yeah// 

Lamb illuminated the challenging characteristic of the SENCo role in this utterance. She used 

the phrases “a lot of” (line 2), “really complex” (line 3), “can’t be solved easily” (line 4) and 

“takes a lot of time” (line 7) to describe children’s complex needs that SENCos dealt with. 

Therefore, the role of SENCo was “hard work” (lines 9–10) and could lead to stress (line 1). 

In addition to the complex needs of children, a large number of people and things the 

participants dealt with also led to their stress. As Peter Pan responded, 

Stanza 1 
Peter Pan: 

1 Um becoming overwhelmed by what I have to do sometimes// 
2 And sometimes feeling not sure for the best way to do it// 

Stanza 2 
3 Yesterday morning was an example// 
4 I’ve got up at 6 and by 7- 
5 I was at home but I checked my emails// 
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6 I got- and I came to school// 
7  I was here by 8 as feeling really enthusiastic// 
8 And then by 9 o’clock I was just- I felt I just worn out and I just I got a 

(inaudible)/ 
9 Oh my goodness// 
10 And I think part of that was lots people wanting to see me for things/ 
11 Lots of concerns with follow up or things that I have to do/ 
12 Um a couple of the last-minute meetings that would put on the day// 
13 And I just felt (sighs) no room to breathe// 
14 So every time I turned around there were somebody wanting to talk to me// 
15 And so yesterday by 9 o’clock I was (a deep breath out) tired// 

Peter Pan made a connection between her stress with her overwhelming workload (line 1). She 

then gave a narrative of the previous morning as an example (Stanza 2). She got up early at 6 

and checked emails at 7 at home before going to work. She arrived at the school at 8 with 

energy but only after 1 hour she felt “worn out” (line 8). She sighed twice (line 13 and 15) and 

described the feeling like “no room to breathe” (line 13). During the 1 hour of work, Peter Pan 

found herself caught up with “lots people” (line 10), “lots of concerns” (line 11) and “a couple 

of the last-minute meetings” (line 12). Peter Pan’s utterance shows a SENCo Discourse 

encompassing a large amount of work and people to deal with and a feeling of being 

overwhelmed. 

Unlike Lamb or Peter Pan, Dr. Who’s stress was due to different reasons. As she stated, 

Dr. Who: 
1 Um criticism// 
2 I don’t really get criticism but if I feel I’m- 
3 If I feel the parents aren’t going to be happy/ 
4 That I find that stressful// 
5 Yeah yeah I find that stressful// 
6 Or the teacher’s not going to be happy/ 
7 That’s stressful// 
8 Or the teacher aides aren’t going to be happy about a decision// 
9 So I guess for me it comes down to- not confrontation but if there’s um- 
10 If I sense there might be some (.) annoyance or some (inaudible) decision we’ve 

made or a decision I have made/ 
11 Yeah I find that challenging// 

Dr. Who felt stressed when parents, classroom teachers or teacher aides were not satisfied with 

her decisions or actions. Dr. Who’s response suggested that the SENCo Discourse 

encompassed a large amount of interpersonal activities and thus it was vital to build good 

relationships with a variety of people. Failure to do that could cause stress for Dr. Who. 

Insufficient Recognition of the SENCo Role 
The final theme that emerged from the data was related to perceived recognition of their 

SENCo role and whether it was valued by teacher colleagues, senior leadership, other school 
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staff and the MoE. How their role was recognised by others contributed to their SENCo 

identities. Due to the different contexts in which the participants carried out their SENCo 

roles, there was wide variation in the perceived recognition of their role and how it was valued 

by themselves and others. The participants also commented on the factors that they thought 

were critical to increasing recognition of the SENCo role by others and themselves. 

The organisation of the SENCo role. 

How the role of SENCo was organised in the school was considered a vital attribute of the 

participants’ perceived recognition of their role by others. The organisation of the SENCo role 

included whether the role was full-time funded or mixed with other important roles, whether 

SENCos were involved in the senior management team, and whether there was only one 

SENCo looking after children with special needs all over the school or several SENCos, each 

taking charge of different year levels. 

For Lamb and Dr. Who, being funded as full-time SENCos meant that the SENCo role was 

not combined with other roles so they could focus solely on their SENCo work. They 

perceived that they were recognised by others mainly as a SENCo, which contributed to a 

strong SENCo identity. Dr. Who elaborated on the importance of funding a full-time SENCo 

to construct a strong SENCo identity: 

Dr. Who: 
1 You have to, you have to embed in the culture of the school to VALUE special 

education and the role of the SENCo// 
2 Often the role of the SENCos is tacked on// 
3 It’s a little bit of a- 
4 “Oh yeah you would be the SENCo too//” 
5 It’s not valued// 
6 It’s not always valued// 
7 So that has to be somewhere in the culture of the school that in the same way 

we value gifted education/ 
8 We also value SENCo education or special needs education// 
9 And to show that you value/ 
10 You have to create time for a person to do it properly// 
11 So it’s not just um you’re not just speaking the words/ 
12 You’re also showing by actions that this person has got TIME to implement and 

to look after the children and to do the communication and to look after the 
(inaudible) teacher you know// 

In this utterance, Dr. Who highlighted the significance of the school culture which values 

special education for a SENCo identity (line 1). The intertextuality of “Oh yeah you would be 

the SENCo too” implied a figured world in which the SENCo role was not valued by the 

school leadership and was often added to other roles (lines 2–4). Dr. Who said the word 

“value” several times in this utterance (lines 1, 5, 6 and 8) to call for valuing special education 

as a social good as well as the role of SENCo. She further put forward that, to show such 
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valuing, the school should allocate adequate time for SENCos to carry out the role (lines 9–

12). She emphasised the word “time” (line 12) to stress the significance of creating a full-time 

SENCo role rather than adding it to other roles. 

While Dr. Who thought it was the responsibility of individual schools to fund SENCos, Peter 

Pan thought responsibility should be at the national policy level. 

Peter Pan: 
1 Um I think possibly from the ministry to recognise that there’s a role and it’s 

the role that is just getting bigger and bigger and bigger// 
2 I think the ministry possibly needs to fund that there’s a- it’s a role on itself 

rather than it being pulled from um you know all the other teaching salaries/ 
3 Because that’s the re- 
4 I know that the principal would give me more hours if we didn’t have a music 

teacher and we didn’t have somebody doing literacy support further up the 
school// 

5 But we have to share the money// 
6 And that’s where my salary comes from// 
7 It comes from you know everyone else// 
8 So that’s not recognised by the ministry by government a role as SENCo/ 
9 So that they can you know employ somebody to do that// 
10 So I guess the ministry would be the real start// 

In this excerpt, Peter Pan challenged the current figured world of SENCo role as not funded 

exclusively by the MoE. The role of SENCo “share[s] the money” with other teachers (line 5) 

despite the fact that the role of SENCo was “getting bigger and bigger and bigger” (line 1). 

Peter Pan pointed out that the role of SENCo has not received adequate recognition from the 

MoE. It suggested a need at a national policy level to recognise the significance and 

complexity of the SENCo role, which was crucial for the SENCo identity. 

Interestingly, Pam held different opinions regarding funding a full-time SENCo. As she 

claimed, 

Pam: 
1 Um I mean I don’t feel like I need extra time in the role because I just consider 

that is part of my role as a deputy principal and the SENCo and um you know 
oversee the master’s programme for the student teachers// 

2 That’s just it’s just my whole role// 
3 Um everything flows into each other// 
4 So I don’t feel like I need extra time to do that role// 
5 I make time to do it// 

Pam recognised her SENCo role as part of her “whole role” of deputy principal (lines 1–2). As 

a deputy principal, she had many different responsibilities including but not limited to the 

SENCo role and the mentor role. For Pam, these different parts of her DP role integrated well 

with each other (line 3) so she did not need extra time for the SENCo part (lines 3–4). Pam 

recognised herself mainly as a DP of which her SENCo role was just a part. Therefore, she did 
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not feel a lack of a SENCo identity. Her skill in time management helped her to handle 

different responsibilities (line 5). Like Pam, Luna, who acted as a SENCo and team leader, did 

not find a conflict between her SENCo role and team leader role. It could be because that these 

two participants were part of the senior leadership, which was well recognised by themselves 

and others so they did not need to seek recognition through their SENCo role. Additionally, 

there was more than one SENCo at their schools so they could share the workload of special 

needs with other SENCos. 

As with Pam and Luna, Lamb was involved in senior leadership. She described her 

perceptions of her SENCo role: 

Stanza 1 
Lamb: 

1  I feel valued I feel the position is valued by being part of senior leadership// 
2 Because SENCo covers the whole school/ 
3 So and I have- 
4 I’m very experienced now in that role// 
5 And so I feel like I bring a big-picture knowledge to senior leadership with the 

lens of special needs// 
… 

6 So I bring my lens of “Have you thought about this?” 
7 If there was something been planned/ 
8 Okay will that work with the teacher aide? 
9 Will that work with the students? 

Stanza 2 
10 Um next year the Year 6s are being offered an opportunity to bring their own 

devices into their learning// 
11 It’s not compulsory// 
12 But it’s been trialled as you may bring actually your own Chromebook// 
13 So we’re hoping to have a better coverage across the Year 6s of the 

Chromebook// 
14 So I’ve been part of those discussions and then I think that’s important that I 

can go “Well/ This is really a good thing for those children with special needs// 
15 But have we thought about this?” 

Lamb established the connection between her involvement in senior leadership and her 

perception of being valued (line 1). She explained that she contributed to senior leadership “a 

big-picture knowledge” in special needs (line 5). The intertextuality of her own words “Have 

you thought about this?” demonstrated her input when making schoolwide decisions (lines 6–

9). In doing so, she got her voice heard for the sake of children with special needs and school 

staff working in special needs. She then gave an example to demonstrate the advantage of 

involving the SENCo in senior leadership (Stanza 2). This utterance shows the meaning of 

being part of senior leadership for Lamb’s SENCo Discourse.  

In contrast, as a part-time SENCo who was not part of senior leadership and whose SENCo 
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role was mixed with other roles, Peter Pan found it hard to position herself at the school. As 

Peter Pan responded, 

Peter Pan: 
Stanza 1 
1 Um possibly recognition within school is part of being on the management 

team// 

Stanza 2 
2 So we have our principal/ curriculum director and deputy principal/ 
3 And then we have the team leaders/ 
4 And we then we have the teachers// 
5 And I- I’m over here// 
6 So I’m not part of any of that group// 
7 So if there was a some sort of um place for a SENCo to be// 
8 Because I don’t know do I fit with management// 
9 Sometimes I do for they want my opinion on something or I feel I need// 
10 Sometimes team leaders I’m not really// 
11 And teachers not really// 
12 So you can’t- are there by yourself// 

… 

Stanza 3 
13 I think it would make us feel like we actually have a place// 
14 Cos there are times that I don't know where my place is// 
15 Um I think it would give value to the job// 

Stanza 4 
16 Most teachers here are fantastic but there are some teachers that do- 
17 I’ve heard from other schools question why the SENCo is having an input into 

the class list and what’s happening in school// 
18 So there’s even within some schools not a recognition of the work that SENCo 

does// 

Stanza 5 
19 And I think in a such a big important job that doesn’t fit into management or 

team leader or (inaudible) but somebody needs to do it// 
20 And it needs to be valued by the ministry and by schools// 
21 And by doing that/ 
22 That builds the identity of that role and that people// 

Peter Pan illuminated the need to include the SENCo in senior leadership. She thought it was 

the way to show recognition of the SENCo role (line 1). She then elaborated on her ambiguous 

identity in the school (Stanza 2). She felt there was no “place” in the school for her to fit in 

(line 7) as she neither belonged to the senior management team, the group of team leaders, nor 

the group of teachers. Yet she found herself sometimes engaging in the practice and activities 

of all of those groups. It seemed that she was none of them but also all of them. Hence, she 

was confused about her “place” in the school (line 14) due to a lack of recognition for herself 

and by others. She noticed that teachers at other schools even questioned the value of the 

SENCo role (Stanza 4). To solve this issue, Peter Pan emphasised the significance of including 
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the SENCo into senior leadership (lines 19–20). She connected being part of senior leadership 

with the construction of a SENCo identity (lines 21–22). 

Variations in the SENCo job descriptions. 

As New Zealand did not have any national guidelines for the role of SENCo, variations were 

found among the five schools regarding the SENCo job description. In Lamb’s school, there 

was a formal and detailed SENCo job description. Lamb, along with the principal, reviewed 

the SENCo job description annually. For Dr. Who and Luna, there was no specific job 

description for the SENCo role at their schools. Their job descriptions were similar to other 

teachers except for an additional section for the SENCo part. For Pam and Peter Pan, there 

was no SENCo job descriptions in any form for the SENCo role at their schools. Due to the 

variation in the SENCo job description, the participants had different perceptions on their role 

of SENCo. 

As Lamb was engaged in the drafting of her job description, the words she used to describe 

her perceptions of her SENCo role were highly consistent with those which appeared in the 

job description, such as “coordinating,” “liaising with,” “leading” and “managing.” As she put 

it, 

Lamb:  
1 My my role as as SENCo is (.) varied// 
2 I guess I I see myself the coordinator part of um (.) the SENCo title// 
3 I feel (.) yeah in certain times of the year I certainly what I do I’m a LINK I 

often say between outside agencies/ staff/ students/ whānau families um (.) and 
a bit of a problem solver// 

4 I go-to person as to um class teachers or leadership and/or leadership and 
families// 

5 You just aren’t sure what's the next step who do else do we need to bring in to 
the team// 

6 So yeah LINK// 
7 A link// 
8 For me// 

Lamb chose the words “coordinator,” “link” and “problem solver” to show her perception of 

her SENCo role (lines 2, 3, 6 and 7). She had a clear conceptualisation of who she was and 

what she did. These specific words as shown in the job description helped her to talk about her 

SENCo identity. She frequently used these words throughout the interviews. Thus, she 

constructed her SENCo identity in and through these words. 

In contrast with Lamb, Dr. Who did not have a specific SENCo job description. Her 

perception of her SENCo role was more generic and emotional than that of Lamb.  

Dr. Who:  
1 I just think if we look down the roll of all our students/  
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2 Every single student/  
3 Someone’s- anyone that student is with special teaching needs/  
4 It’s a SENCo involved//  
5 Yes now that's my job description// 

Although similar words and phrases appeared in the section regarding the SENCo’s 

responsibilities in Dr. Who’s job description, such as “liaise with,” “coordinating” and 

“manage,” Dr. Who did not choose them to conceptualise her SENCo role. Instead, she 

defined her role of SENCo in a generic and emotional way by saying that “anyone … with 

special teaching needs, it’s a SENCo involved” (lines 3–4). She used a social language that 

was passionate for and dedicated to special needs. It implied the emotional aspect of Dr. 

Who’s SENCo identity. 

In spite of differing conceptualisations of the SENCo role, the participants pointed out the 

benefits if there were national guidelines for the role. As Luna responded, 

Luna: 
1 In terms of policy I think it would be good to have an overall maybe policy that 

would say the role of the SENCo/ 
2 What is it expected of a SENCo that you are to you know look after these needs 

or you know you much maybe you know connect with a cluster of agencies or 
RTLBs or- 

3 Maybe you might be required to attend so many outside meetings in your 
community and have discussions// 
… 

4 It’s a bit like how teachers have a criteria that they’re required to reflect and to 
address and to make sure that they’re showing evidence for// 

5 So maybe it’s a criteria like that for SENCos that “This is your role// 
6 Are you meeting?” 
7 But I just I just think it might be quite- It has to be it has to be very generic 

because every school has different way of doing things// 

Luna suggested a need for an overall policy that defines the role of SENCo (line 1). Such a 

policy would set a “criteria” for what a SENCo Discourse includes and excludes (line 5) just 

like teacher criteria define what a teacher Discourse includes and excludes (line 4). In 

addition, as Luna put forward, the policy should be generic, considering the distinctions 

between schools. 

Unrealistic expectations. 

The participants maintained that parents, teachers, the senior management team and the MoE 

sometimes expected them to be quick fixers, an expectation that was unrealistic. The 

participants perceived a conflict between their own conceptualisations of the SENCo 

Discourse and those of others. As Peter Pan elaborated, 



 

170 

Peter Pan: 
Stanza 1 
1 Ah I think they expect me to know everything about everything// 
2 And I don’t// 
3 But I’m quite good at saying I’ve no idea and I’ll go find out and get back to 

you// 
… 

Stanza 2 
4 But I think particularly parents if there’s a concern about the child/ 

… 
5 Um they want advice and they want they kind of expect you know EXACTLY 

what to do// 
6 And they often want you to have a plan for their child whereas that’s not always 

so easy// 
7 I can’t tell people to go and get that child tested for something// 
8 I can suggest and I can ask them to consider it// 
9 But um I have to be very careful with that// 

… 

Stanza 3 
10 And so colleagues- 
11 Some colleagues feel that they come to me with a concern about the child that I 

can have something to sort it very quickly// 
12 And that’s not true// 
13 So it takes time to collect data// 
14 It takes time to have observations/ 
15 Especially for me to be here 2 days a week as a SENCo/ 
16 It takes a long time// 
17 Often they might say that they want some help// 
18 But alright I’ll get some help// 
19 But for the child if I need to refer/ 
20 It takes time// 
21 And so um often colleagues possibly feel that I’m not getting things done 

quickly// 
22 But I you know these time constraints go in how long things take and I don’t 

think they realise that// 

Starting with the word “Ah,” Peter Pan highlighted unrealistic expectations by others that the 

SENCo should “know everything about everything” (line 1). Peter Pan pointed out that she did 

not know everything but she knew how to find the answer (lines 2–3). It indicated a conflict in 

the SENCo Discourse as recognised by Peter Pan and by others. Peter Pan then elaborated on 

parents and her colleagues’ understanding of the SENCo Discourse and pointed out the 

conflicts (Stanzas 2 and 3). 

Additionally, some thought the MoE also had unrealistic expectations of the SENCo role. 

Lamb and Dr. Who talked about their perceptions of how the ministry expected them to be. 

Lamb:  
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1 Um and I think (.) for me PARTICULARLY  um the Ministry over the last few 
years has almost given this impression to families and the community that we 
are the um: 
Dr. Who:  

2 The go-to person with a wealth of resources behind us backed up// 
  (inaudible) 

Lamb:  
3 [And we will be able to- yeah// 

Dr. Who:  
4 The path is clear/  
5 And we will be able to sort out everything// 

Lamb:  
6 Exactly//  
7 We will solve everything// 

Dr. Who:  
8 And discover (inaudible) and work out what we’ll resolve// 

Lamb:  
9 Yep//  
10 And by and actually all they have done has increasingly put more pressure to go 

back to where we started// 

By stressing the word “particularly,” Lamb implied that the ministry’s unrealistic expectations 

was a big issue for her (line 1). She stated that the ministry established a SENCo identity as 

“the go-to person with a wealth of resources” (line 2) and “will solve everything” (line 7). 

However, as the participants stated, they were often struggling with getting the funding and 

resource from the ministry. The wrong impression of the SENCo given by the ministry 

misleads families’ understanding of the SENCo role and “put more pressure” on the 

participants (line 10). In this excerpt, the two participants both demonstrated others’ 

misunderstandings of the SENCo role. In doing so, they appealed for realistic expectations 

from the ministry, families and communities. 

Lack of affinity groups. 

The final factor impacting recognition of the SENCo role was a lack of affinity groups. The 

participants suggested a need for SENCo groups or fora in order to inform and support each 

other. As Dr. Who stated, 

Stanza 1 
Dr. Who:  

1 I just thought of we should gather together more often actually as SENCos and 
chat//  

2 Talk and chat// 
Lamb:  

3 Mm// 
Dr. Who:  

4 ‘Cause it’s that CoLs [Communities of Learning] too/ isn't it?  
5 Like you know the SENCo down the road must have the same similar problems 

or issues// 



 

172 

Stanza 2 
6 And we don't- 
7 We’re all- 

Lamb:  
8 So our RTLB clusters are now doing um have done now quite well//  
9 But not SENCo forums// 

Dr. Who:  
10 Yeah/  
11 I know/  
12 We do we do// 

Lamb:  
13 Yeah//  
14 Although sometimes I think you're right//  
15 You need- 

Stanza 3 
Dr. Who:  

16 This is more free// 
Lamb:  

17 Yeah// 
18 It is// 

Dr. Who:  
19 We go and we listen to it/ 

Lamb:  
20 And I my um cross-school role has been tagged special needs in our Kahui 

Ako//  
21 And I don't know if other CoLs are doing that or looking to do that/  
22 Um but I have sort of the same actually to provide maybe a forum// 
23 It is a little bit different from a SENCo forum in the ability to brainstorm 

support// 
Dr. Who:  

24 Yeah//  
25 And and I would say that’s you know no more than a group of five//  
26 Cos if you get it too big/  
27 Then it all becomes you know who's going to a morning tea and where will we 

meet and all becomes- 

Dr. Who suggested that SENCos should gather together to share problems and issues about 

their work (Stanza 1). She used the words “talk” and “chat” to indicate the importance of 

communication between SENCos (lines 1–2). As the only SENCo at their schools, Dr. Who 

and Lamb perceived a lack of support from other SENCos. By referring to RTLB clusters, 

Lamb appealed for establishing groups consisting of SENCos from different schools (line 8). 

Dr. Who then explained in Stanza 3 why she preferred a group of no more than five SENCos 

rather than a formal SENCo forum. A small group would facilitate communication in a free 

and collaborative way rather than merely listening to a few certain people (lines 16–19). It 

would be easier to organise a small group than a forum (lines 26–27). Lamb agreed that a 

SENCo group in her CoL would provide mutual support for SENCos from different schools in 

the CoL (lines 20–23). The two participants collectively showed the importance of engaging in 
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an affinity group for the construction of the SENCo identity. 

On the other hand, at Pam and Luna’s schools, there was more than one SENCo, each taking 

charge of different year levels. They were actually part of a SENCo affinity group within the 

school. It was a source of support for their SENCo identities. Pam emphasised the strength of 

having four SENCos at her school: 

Pam: 
1 Ah just just reiterate that I think our model works really well here// 
2 And I mean we do not only in our teams we discuss our priority learners23 and 

special needs children but also as a senior management team we have a lot of 
conversations about those those children as well// 

3 So that means that we’re actually all aware of the special needs children in the 
school and what’s going on for them// 

4 We do that regularly// 
5 And we also meet with the special education people as a senior management 

team talk about um the children on our special needs register// 
6 So it means that you- even though you are a SENCo of your own area/ 
7 You’re not out of the loop with the other special needs students in the school// 
8 You’ve got a general picture of- especially if there are any challenging 

students// 
9 Um you’ve got a good picture of what’s going on at schoolwide as well// 

When being asked if there was any comment before ending the interview, Pam once again 

pointed out the advantage of having four SENCos at the school. By saying “we do not only 

[discuss] in our teams … but also as a senior management team,” Pam meant that the key was 

SENCos from different year levels engaged in shared practice and communications as an 

affinity group (line 2). They also developed “a general picture” shared by SENCos in the 

affinity group (lines 8–9). 

Chapter Summary 
This chapter has presented three themes derived from the data regarding the influence of the 

role of SENCo in SENCo teacher identity. The role of SENCo has influenced the participants’ 

SENCo teacher identities in terms of their agency, emotion labour and role recognition. The 

participants constructed their identities in and through Discourses comprising ways of talking, 

acting, interacting, feeling, perceiving, believing and valuing. The role of SENCo has 

influenced the participants’ SENCo teacher identities in certain common ways due to the 

nature and characteristics of the SENCo role. At the same time, the role has influenced their 

SENCo teacher identities in different ways because of the unique context of each participant. 

These findings are discussed in the next chapter.  

                                                 
23 In New Zealand, priority learners include Māori and Pacific students, students with special educational needs 
and those from low socioeconomic backgrounds. These groups of students are usually at risk of not achieving 
success in the New Zealand school system. 
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Chapter 7 Discussion and implications 

The preceding two chapters presented the findings drawn from an in-depth analysis of the data 

gathered about five primary school SENCo teachers in Auckland, New Zealand, as they 

engaged in their work as SENCos. Data generated through work shadowing, interviewing and 

document analysis led to the development of three key themes regarding the influence of the 

SENCo role on their SENCO identities. These themes were related to: 1) SENCo agency; 2) 

emotional labour; and 3) role recognition. This chapter discusses these findings through the 

frame of Gee’s theory of discourse and identity. Key notions on which the discussion is based 

include the big “D” Discourse, tools of inquiry, institution-identity, discourse-identity and 

affinity-identity. Implications for policy and practice are also addressed in the discussion. 

Gee’s Notion of Discourse: An Alternative Lens to Conceptualise 

SENCo Identity 
This study utilised James Gee’s theory of discourse and identity to explore how the role of 

SENCo influences SENCo teacher identity. It appears that, so far, no other researchers have 

applied Gee’s discursive theory in exploring SENCo identity. As outlined in Chapter 3, central 

to Gee’s theory is the notion of the big ‘D’ Discourse—a combination of ways of talking, 

writing, acting, interacting, feeling, believing, valuing, and using materials (Gee, 1996). 

Discourses are “ways of being ‘certain kinds of people’” (Gee, 2000, p. 110). To be 

recognised as a member of a certain social group, one must be involved in a certain Discourse 

unique to the social group (Gee, 1996). Hence, being a SENCo means living within a SENCo 

Discourse—ways of talking, writing, acting, interacting, feeling, believing, valuing and using 

materials that are unique to SENCos. 

Understanding SENCo identity from Gee’s concept of Discourse helped to achieve the 

richness and complexity of SENCo identity. Through defining a Discourse as a combination of 

“ways of being” (Gee, 2000, p. 110), Gee’s (2000) notion of Discourse provided a powerful 

lens throughout the research process through which to determine what counted as SENCo 

identity. SENCo identity was explored from concrete language and non-language ways of 

being—the participants’ ways of saying, doing, interacting, believing, valuing, and using 

materials. The lens of Discourse provided a rich picture of how the SENCo role influenced 

SENCo identity construction. While metaphors have been used to explore identity issues 

(Thomas & Beauchamp, 2007, 2011), a metaphor approach to teacher identity tends to focus 

on some aspects of identity while neglecting other aspects. A metaphor on its own does not 
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sufficiently describe its meaning. Extra details are needed to illustrate the meaning behind the 

metaphor. For instance, metaphors such as “caring warriors” (Woolhouse, 2012, p. 751), 

“arbiter,” “rescuer” and “auditor” (Kearns, 2005, pp. 138, 139, 141) captured only certain 

aspects of SENCo identities. 

In contrast, a discursive lens enabled a rich illustration of the common elements of SENCo 

Discourse noticeable in the five SENCo cases, including a high sense of teacher agency to 

implement inclusive education, a large amount of emotional labour involved in the role and a 

perceived lack of role recognition. These components of SENCo Discourse comprised 

SENCos’ ways of talking, behaving, interacting, feeling, perceiving, believing, valuing, and 

using materials. For instance, one aspect of SENCo agency was SENCos’ ability to access 

funding, services and other resources related to special needs. This uncovered what resources 

and materials the SENCos used to meet children’s special needs and the way in which they 

used them. SENCo agency also derived from teacher expertise such as talking and interacting 

with other school and agency members in a professional, honest and confidential way. 

SENCos’ emotional labour illustrated not only SENCos’ ways of feeling but also their valuing 

of children’s wellbeing and their strong beliefs in inclusive education. Through such an 

illustration of SENCos’ “ways of being” in various language and non-languages aspects, this 

study portrayed a rich and complex picture of SENCo identity as influenced by the role of 

SENCo. 

Through probing into language and non-language components of SENCo Discourse, the 

findings also identified variations in SENCo Discourse between participants. The participants 

varied in the way, for example, how they participated in decision making at a schoolwide level, 

how they perceived their identity in relation to other school members, how they exercised their 

agency related to inclusive provision, how they experienced emotions while undertaking the 

SENCo role, and how they perceived others’ expectations of the SENCo role. The findings 

support the literature regarding the variations in the enactment of the SENCo role and identity 

between individual schools. For example, the 18 primary school SENCos in Kearns’s (2005) 

study in the UK emphasised on different components of their SENCo role and enacted 

different types of identity—“arbiter,” “rescurer,” “auditor,” “collaborator” and “expert” (pp. 

138–144). Kearney et al.’s (2017) online survey of 65 New Zealand SENCos also showed a 

variation in SENCo identity. New Zealand SENCos identified themselves as either 

“coordinator,” “support person,” “advocate for students” or “interprofessonal change agent” 

(pp. 118, 119). 
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Using Gee’s Tools of Inquiry to Construct SENCo Identity 
Identity is a discursive product and process (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005; Davies & Harré, 1990; 

Sfard & Prusak, 2005). Of interest to a discursive understanding of identity is how identity is 

constructed in discourse. Gee’s (2011b, 2011c, 2014a) theory of discourse and identity not 

only provides a lens to conceptualise identity but also offers six tools of inquiry as to the 

construction of identity—situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds, Discourses, 

intertextuality and the big ‘C’ Conversations (see Chapter 3). Using these tools of inquiry, the 

influence of the SENCo role on SENCo identity was explored both at a macro/policy level—

how social, cultural and policy factors influenced SENCos’ (re)construction of their SENCo 

teacher identities—and at a micro/contextual level—how SENCos actively constructed their 

SENCO identities in concrete discursive settings. Gee argues that combining macro/policy and 

micro/contextual levels of understanding integrates the strengths of social and linguistic 

perspectives on identity, and deepens understanding of the phenomenon under study. 

This discussion uses three of the six tools of inquiry: Discourses, intertextuality and figured 

worlds. Two further tools of inquiry—situated meanings and social languages—were used in 

the analysis of data in Chapter 6, and as no big ‘C’ Conversations were found in the data, the 

Conversation tool of inquiry is not addressed. Thus, this section is organised under the three 

tools of inquiry—acting out a SENCo Discourse, intertextuality of other discourses and the 

figured world of the SENCos. 

Acting out a SENCo Discourse. 

The previous section has discussed Gee’s notion of Discourse as an alternative lens to 

understand SENCo identity. A SENCo Discourse in the previous section was viewed mainly 

as a concept which determined what counted as SENCo identity. In this section, however, a 

SENCo Discourse is conceived of as a process involving a set of activities/practices unique to 

the social category of SENCos. Findings from the study demonstrate that SENCo identity was 

constructed in the process of acting out one’s SENCo Discourse. 

A traditional discursive approach to identity holds that identity is constructed in language and 

discourse (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006; Foucault, 2002; S. Taylor, 2013). Acknowledging the 

paramount role of language in identity formation, Gee (2015) extends the discursive 

construction of identity by integrating non-language elements with language ones. Identity is 

not only to “talk the talk” but also “walk the walk” (p. 2). Identity is not merely constructed in 

saying but also in doing, feeling, believing and valuing (Gee, 1999). In this study, SENCos 

(re)constructed their SENCo teacher identities in varied language and non-language aspects, 
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including talking about their perceived SENCo identities in interviews, as well as performing 

their identities in work shadowing through engaging in certain activities, interacting with other 

people in certain ways, and experiencing and managing emotions in certain ways. 

Intertextuality of other Discourses. 

In addition to enacting a SENCo Discourse, the participants also frequently referred to the 

classroom teacher Discourse and the senior leadership Discourse in interviews in constructing 

their identity. They positioned themselves in relation to classroom teachers and senior 

leadership through identifying with or distancing themselves from them. In so doing, they 

signified the sameness and differences between SENCos, classroom teachers and senior 

leadership so as to create a socially recognisable SENCo identity. 

To construct a SENCo identity, the participants positioned themselves as different from 

classroom teachers. Following, are some examples of participants’ perceptions of the 

distinctions between the SENCo Discourse and the classroom teacher Discourse. 

- Classroom teachers do not have much knowledge in the field of special needs. They 

are not capable of assessing and identifying children’s special needs. (Peter Pan) 

- Classroom teachers do not have sufficient time to investigate and follow up with 

children’s special needs. (Peter Pan) 

- “Being a SENCo and a classroom teacher are well apart and not everyone can be a 

SENCo” because SENCos are creative and flexible in meeting children’s diverse needs. 

(Dr. Who) 

- SENCos can be untraditional teachers who do not want to follow a normal teaching 

profession but want more freedom to “move around”. (Dr. Who) 

- One’s SENCo identity includes a strong passion for and commitment to advocating for 

children with special needs. (Dr. Who) 

- SENCos do not teach a small group of children in class but have the ability to 

influence and strengthen a wider group of people, including teacher colleagues, teacher 

aides and families. (Lamb) 

- The SENCo role has developed one’s ability to identify children’s special needs and to 

get access to related resources. (Pam) 

- The SENCo role has developed one as “a big-picture person” who prefers to work 

beyond the classroom with a schoolwide perspective. (Lamb)  

However, some of the participants recognised the overlap between their SENCo selves and 

their classroom teacher selves. Through identifying with some aspects of classroom teacher 
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Discourse, they still positioned themselves as a member of a Discourse of teachers in general. 

For example: 

- Lamb felt the teaching profession is relational-based, therefore as a SENCo it is 

important to build good relationships with families, just the same as a teacher. 

- Lamb identified herself as “a teacher very much so” but one who “just looks a little bit 

different”. 

- Pam positioning herself as still a teacher because she still taught writing in the class 

and reading to small groups of students. 

In addition to positioning themselves in relation to classroom teachers, some of the 

participants also referred to the senior leadership Discourse to help them construct their 

SENCo identities. Both Peter Pan and Dr. Who stated that a senior leadership Discourse 

embraced many responsibilities other than the SENCo role, for example managing people 

(Peter Pan), running assemblies and sports, meeting with parents and engaging in interviews 

(Dr. Who). Dr. Who further illuminated the relationship between the principal Discourse and 

the SENCo Discourse. She thought that a principal with a commitment to inclusive education 

is supportive of a SENCo Discourse. 

As Davies and Harré’s (1990) discursive positioning theory indicates, positioning offers 

people concepts of social categories and locations from which they interpret themselves and 

others. To create their SENCo identities, the participants utilised the social categories of 

classroom teachers and senior leadership as locations from which they interpreted themselves 

by identifying with or distancing themselves from them. Thus, through intertextuality, they 

established their SENCo identities as a particular kind of teacher.  

The figured world of SENCo. 

This study showed that the participants also used Gee’s tool of the figured world to construct 

their SENCo identities. Gee’s (1996) notion of figured worlds refers to the “simplified worlds” 

(p. 78) in which certain “participants, activities…objects, environments…institutions, as well 

as values” (Gee, 2011b, p. 171) are involved to form a “typical story” (Gee, 2011a, p. 41) of 

objects and events. The figured world of a SENCo describes what activities SENCos engage in, 

whom SENCos work with, what objects and tools SENCo use, the context in which SENCos 

carry out their role and what beliefs and values SENCos hold. 

The figured world of a SENCo at first glance sounds similar to a SENCo Discourse as they 

both entail activities, objects and values. However, they are distinct concepts. The figured 

world of a SENCo is the context within which a SENCo Discourse is enacted. A figured world 
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for SENCo Discourse is like the soil for a specific kind of plant. The soil provides a certain 

environment for the growth of the plant. For example, a rose can grow only when a certain 

degree of moisture and temperature is met. The soil may contain other creatures and materials, 

such as worms and minerals. People recognise a plant as a rose based on the characteristics of 

the rose. Thus, the figured world of a SENCo forms a base on which a SENCo Discourse is 

constructed. A figured world of SENCo, as the participants perceived, entailed the following 

elements. 

Participants. 

Inclusive provision is a teamwork involving a wide range of stakeholders inside and outside 

school. In addition to SENCos, other participants of the figured world of the SENCo include 

students, families, teacher colleagues, teacher aides, senior leadership, other school staff and a 

variety of outside agencies such as educational psychologists, RTLBs, physical therapists, 

occupational therapists, speech language therapists, counsellors, social workers, public health 

nurses and people providing assistive technology. It is important for SENCos to build good 

relationships with a variety of people internal and external to the school. 

Activities. 

SENCos engage in varied activities all related to inclusive provision, such as conducting 

observations and assessments, solving problems and emergencies, looking for learning 

programmes for a specific child with special needs, managing teacher aides, making referrals 

to outside agencies, coordinating staff from outside agencies, putting interventions in place, 

communicating with families and teacher colleagues, attending professional development and 

facilitating transitions. 

Objects. 

To meet the unique needs of each child under their guidance, SENCos apply for and use 

assistive technology and creatively seek tools and objects that suit children’s unique needs. 

For example, SENCos in this study used enlarged keyboards, Fidgipods and iPads to support 

children’s learning. They also used emails and phones to conduct their coordination work. 

SENCos also worked on varied documents such as referral forms and IEP reports. 

Environments. 

SENCos carry out their role in a broader social context and a specific school context. The 

broader social context refers to the socioeconomic, sociocultural and policy context nationally 

and locally. Both the broader social context and the specific school context can facilitate or 

constrain the enactment of the SENCo role and identity. 
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Institutions. 

The figured world of a SENCo encompasses not only the school but also external institutions, 

including family homes, the MoE, the Ministry of Health, Oranga Tamariki (the Māori word 

for the Ministry of Children) and the CoL. 

Ideologies. 

A figured world contains implicit ideologies with regard to the beliefs and values of the 

distribution of social goods (Gee, 1996). SENCos in this study believed that inclusiveness and 

equity were the social goods that every child with special needs must receive. Hence, the 

participants considered a school culture of inclusiveness as an inescapable element of the 

figured world of SENCo. They believed that teachers, senior leadership and other school staff 

should value inclusive education. 

The participants combined the elements above to build pictures of an ideal world of a SENCo. 

They also used the figured world of a SENCo to interpret, explain and justify the context in 

which they operated their SENCo role. When the context matched the figured world of a 

SENCo, they preferred to stay in their current SENCo role. Otherwise, they may sought a 

SENCo position in other schools where the figured world of a SENCo might come true. This 

could explain why Dr. Who left her previous school and chose to work in her current school. 

As discussed in this section, Gee’s tools of inquiry offered effective strategies for the 

construction of SENCo identity. In addition to these tools of inquiry, Gee (2000) also provides 

4 ways to view identity—nature-identity, institution-identity, discourse-identity and affinity-

identity (see chapter 3). The next section will address how Gee’s perspectives on identity can 

be applied to the exploration of SENCo identity. 

Perspectives of Identity Recognition and Interpretation 
As Gee (2000) postulates, identity can be recognised and interpreted from four perspectives— 

nature-identity, institution-identity, discourse-identity and affinity-identity. As the role SENCo 

is not created by any natural forces, nature-identity is not related to the phenomenon under 

investigation. This section discusses how SENCo identity can be understood from the other 

three perspectives. 

Institution-identity. 

SENCo identity can be understood from Gee’s perspective of institution-identity. An 

institution-identity is authorised by institutions through institutional rules, laws, traditions and 

norms (Gee, 2000). A SENCo identity is an institution-identity because the role of SENCo is a 
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position authorised by the school to carry out the role. If the school does not recruit a SENCo, 

then a SENCo identity would not exist. Findings of this study show that the influence of the 

SENCo role on SENCo teacher identity was mediated by a variety of institutional/policy 

factors. 

No direct funding from the Ministry of Education. 

The role of SENCo in New Zealand is not yet a mandatory position funded by the MoE. 

Schools make their own decisions whether to recruit a SENCo and whether to fund the role 

full time or add it to other existing roles. A lack of a governmental policy regarding the role of 

SENCo has led to wide variations in the recognition and interpretation of the SENCo role 

between individual schools. Dr. Who left her previous school because that school did not 

value the SENCo role as much as her current school did. But Dr. Who’s full-time funded 

SENCo role at her current school was not guaranteed because the board of trustees made 

decisions annually about whether to continue funding the SENCo role. Without government 

funding, SENCos are in a state of instability and uncertainty which could threaten their 

professional identity as SENCo, especially when a new principal arrives at a school. Thus, this 

study suggests a need for a policy change at a governmental level to make the role of SENCo 

mandatory at all New Zealand mainstream schools. If the role of SENCo were funded directly 

by the MoE, then a wider recognition of the value and importance of the SENCo role could be 

achieved. This would benefit SENCos in terms of identity construction and maintenance. 

As introduced in Chapter 1, in July 2019, near the completion of this thesis, the Ministry 

decided to fund a new role of Learning Support Coordinator (LSC) from January 2020. The 

MoE (2019c) also published a standardised job description for the role of LSC, which 

illustrated a significant overlap between this new role and the existing SENCo role. It is 

worthwhile noting that in the 2018 SENCo national survey (NZEI, 2018), only 35% of 572 

respondents thought that the SENCo title best described their role; 27% did not think that 

SENCo was an appropriate name and 38% were not sure. The survey also asked for 

suggestions of alternative names for SENCos. Among the suggestions, LSC was the name 

most often suggested. It appears that the New Zealand government has started to fund the role 

of SENCo but with a different title. Yet it is unclear how the implementation of the new role 

of LSC will impact on the current in-school SENCo role. Findings from this study about 

SENCo identity may have implications for the refinement of the LSC role. 

Lack of standardised job description. 

As the role of SENCo is not funded directly by the MoE, it is perhaps not surprising that no 

national guidelines or job descriptions for the role of SENCo exist in New Zealand. This 
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situation could be another cause of the vulnerability and instability of SENCo identity. The 

findings showed that there was wide variation in SENCo job descriptions between individual 

schools. Lamb was the only one of the five participants who had a specific SENCo job 

description. For other participants, there were either very general or no job descriptions at all 

for them as SENCos. As Luna stated, national guidelines for the SENCo role could provide a 

criterion to inform SENCo job descriptions, which in turn may benefit SENCos in terms of 

creating and sustaining a strong SENCo identity. 

It is worth noting that Lamb was the only participant who was involved in annual revision of 

her SENCo job description with the principal. This provided Lamb with an opportunity to 

reflect on a regular basis the changing nature of the SENCo role. It also increased Lamb’s 

participation in decision making and thus enhanced her sense of agency, an important element 

for a strong SENCo identity. 

Employment status. 

Findings of this study indicate that the employment status of a SENCo can influence SENCo 

professional identity. The role of SENCo can be a permanent or fixed-term role. In addition, it 

can be a full-time role dedicated to SENCo responsibilities or a part-time role added to various 

other responsibilities. Lamb and Dr. Who’s full-time role appeared to support their SENCO 

identities as they perceived that this arrangement meant that the school recognised the value of 

the SENCO role. However, it is interesting that Dr. Who also experienced some instability in 

her SENCo identity because the school’s Board of Trustees reviewed annually the 

continuation of the position. As a part-time SENCo with many other school-wide 

responsibilities, Peter Pan felt a lack of institutional recognition of the value of her SENCo 

role, which threatened her SENCo identity. Thus, these findings suggest that, to facilitate a 

strong SENCo identity, schools should ensure the stability and continuity of the SENCo role 

by making it permanent and full-time so they can focus solely on their SENCO work across 

the school. This supports the views of Lindqvist (2013) and Szwed (2007) who argue that 

releasing SENCos from classroom teaching is the key for SENCos to enact their role. 

However, the 2018 SENCo national survey in New Zealand (NZEI, 2018) suggests that more 

efforts are needed to improve the status quo of SENCos. As the survey reported, 27% of 572 

respondents did not hold a permanent and full-time role and 70% of them thought they needed 

more time to undertake their SENCo responsibilities. 

Part of the senior management team. 

A positive association was identified between a strong SENCo identity and being part of the 

senior management team (in Lamb, Luna and Pam’s cases). In contrast, as not being part of 
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senior leadership, Peter Pan could not identify herself as either classroom teachers, the middle 

management team or the senior management team. She questioned her SENCo identity in 

relation to her colleagues. Similar findings were reported in previous studies (for instance, 

Evans, 2013; Fitzgerald & Radford, 2017; Rosen-Webb, 2011). The three primary school 

SENCos in the UK in Evans’s (2013) study who were not part of the senior management team 

perceived segregation, self-doubting and vulnerability in their SENCo identities, similar to 

Peter Pan in this study. Thus, being part of senior leadership increased SENCos’ self-valuing 

and self-esteem and therefore contributed to a strong SENCo identity. Another reason could be 

that SENCos perceived a high sense of agency to influence schoolwide strategies and practices 

related to inclusive education. Previous research has indicated that involving SENCos in the 

senior management team can enhance SENCo agency (Fitzgerald & Radford, 2017; Maher & 

Vickerman, 2018). For example, the Irish SENCos in Fitzgerald and Radford’s (2017) study 

reported that being part of the senior management team was associated with the ability to 

facilitate an inclusive school environment and to influence schoolwide strategies for inclusive 

provision. 

Although the advantage of involving SENCos in the senior management team is widely 

recognised in literature (Evans, 2013; Fitzgerald & Radford, 2017; Layton, 2005), few studies 

have looked into what it means in practice. Through an in-depth analysis of each SENCo case, 

this study found variations in the organisational structure of senior leadership in relation to the 

role of SENCo. The role of SENCo could be involved in senior leadership as a dedicated role 

(in Lamb’s case), or added to other leadership roles such as team leader (in Luna’s case) or 

deputy principal (in Pam’s case). It seemed that when there was only one SENCo within the 

school (in Lamb’s case), a senior leadership role dedicated to SENCo responsibilities could 

reduce the time conflict between the SENCo role and other senior leadership duties. However, 

when the school had more than one SENCo (in both Luna and Pam’s cases), integrating the 

role of SENCo with other senior leadership roles seemed to work well because each SENCo 

took charge of different year levels and thus shared responsibilities for those students on the 

special needs register. 

In addition to the positive link between SENCo identity and the membership of the senior 

management team, the findings also showed that the participants had different perceptions 

about being a member of the senior management team. While some participants stressed the 

need for membership of the senior management team, not all participants wanted to be part of 

the senior management team. It seems that strong SENCo identity does not necessarily 

embrace membership of the senior management team; rather, SENCo identity is subject to an 

interplay of a range of personal and contextual factors. For example, Dr. Who’s strong identity 
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was a product of her commitment to special educator identity from early in her teaching career, 

her 12-year experience as a SENCo, the principal’s support for her SENCo role, and her 

autonomy and participation in decision making. Therefore, membership of the senior 

management team seemed unnecessary for Dr. Who’s sense of identity. In contrast, Peter 

Pan’s identity was vulnerable due to a lack of time allocated to SENCo responsibilities, her 

limited experience in the SENCo role and a low level of participation in decision making. In 

this case, membership of, or at least regular participation in, the senior management team 

could mean a great deal for Peter Pan’s identity.  

Previous research has also found that SENCos have different attitudes towards being part of 

senior management team. For instance, through interviews with 12 secondary school SENCos 

in England, Maher and Vickerman (2018) found that some participants thought that being part 

of senior management team could enhance their involvement in strategic decision making and 

shape an inclusive school culture, while others stated that they did not need membership of the 

senior management team to fulfil SENCo responsibilities. It remains unclear why SENCos 

vary in perspective with respect to being part of senior management team. Through the 

richness of the data from each participant, the current study demonstrated that being a member 

of senior management team had individual meaning for SENCos, and all had distinct views 

about being part of senior management team. The findings indicate that including SENCos in 

the senior management team depends upon individual schools’ needs and SENCos’ own 

personal and contextual factors. 

As discussed in this section, Gee’s notion of institution-identity offers a powerful lens to 

understand SENCo identity. Findings of this study showed that SENCo teacher identity could 

be influenced by various institutional/policy factors, including no direct funding from the MoE, 

lack of standardised job descriptions, the employment status of the SENCo role and whether 

part of the senior management team. Implications at an institutional/policy level were 

discussed for facilitating a strong SENCo identity in the New Zealand context. 

Discourse-identity. 

In addition to institution-identity, SENCo identity can also be interpreted from Gee’s (2000) 

concept of discourse-identity. A discourse-identity deals with how oneself and other people 

talk to, talk about and treat a certain person (Gee, 2000). As this study explored the influence 

of the SENCo role on SENCo identity from SENCos’ own perspectives, SENCo discourse-

identity in this study referred to the way in which SENCos talked about and treated themselves 

as a particular kind of teacher as well as SENCos’ perceptions of how other people talked 

about and treated them. 
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SENCo agency and identity. 

This study showed that the role of SENCo resulted in a strong sense of agency in 

implementing inclusive provision. Enhanced teacher agency was one aspect of SENCo 

discourse-identity. Because of the time flexibility of the SENCo role, SENCos could focus on 

those children with special needs instead of teaching a whole class of students. They were able 

to investigate children’s social, emotional, behavioural and learning issues through assessment 

and observations. SENCos had time to access resources and make referrals, and could put in 

place interventions and monitor the implementation of inclusive provision for specific 

children. SENCos could solve problems and emergencies in a quick manner, for example 

taking a child with autism who was running around back to the classroom. SENCos could also 

make connections with children, communicate with families and build relationships with 

outside agencies. 

The findings indicated that SENCo identity is shaped by teacher agency in relation to inclusive 

provision and that teacher agency plays a critical role in SENCo identity construction. Many 

studies have pointed out the role of teacher agency in teacher identity construction 

(Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Beijaard et al., 2004; Day, 2011; Day & Kington, 2008; 

Eteläpelto et al., 2015; Olsen, 2008; Pantić, 2017; Sfard & Prusak, 2005; Skott, 2019; Stobart 

& Sammons, 2006; Zembylas, 2003). For example, the longitudinal VITAE study (Day, 2011; 

Sammons et al., 2007) of 300 primary and secondary teachers in England demonstrated a close 

connection between a positive and stable teacher identity and teachers’ beliefs in their ability 

to make a difference in students’ learning and achievement (agency and self-efficacy). Of 

importance to teacher identity construction is having a sense of agency to act out one’s identity 

(Olsen, 2008), to make a difference in students (Day, 2011; Sammons et al., 2007) and to 

make one’s own decisions (Skott, 2019). All the participants in the current study exhibited a 

stronger sense of agency in meeting children’s special needs than they had experienced as 

classroom teachers. Such a strong sense of agency facilitated enacting and sustaining their 

SENCo identities. Conversely, threats to their SENCo identities, to a large degree, resulted 

from a lack of agency related to inclusive provision. To sustain her SENCo identity, Dr. Who 

left her previous school because it gave her limited agency in her SENCo role. She chose to 

work in her current school so that she could exercise her agency in inclusive provision. Dr. 

Who used her SENCo identity as a framework of reference to interpret her agency and the 

context. Her strong SENCo identity made her seek a school setting in which she could 

exercise her agency. As illustrated in this study, SENCo identity is shaped by, and shapes, 

SENCo teacher agency.  
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The findings are consistent with previous research that teacher agency is shaped by an 

interplay of both personal and contextual factors (Eteläpelto et al., 2015; Pantić, 2017; 

Priestley et al., 2016). For example, Pantić’s (2017) case study of 14 teachers from a primary 

school in Scotland found that the key to enabling teacher agency was to establish a school 

setting which inspires the collaboration, communication and good relationships between 

teachers, parents, senior leadership and other professionals. These contextual factors interacted 

with personal factors, such as beliefs and personal competence, and contributed to the 

participants’ teacher agency. While Pantić’s (2017) study was conducted in one single school, 

the current research was conducted in five different schools. An analysis of and across the 

schools helped to build a rich and complex picture of how SENCo teacher agency was enabled 

or constrained in different school contexts. Figure 1 shows the personal and contextual factors 

of SENCo agency as illustrated in this study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 Personal and contextual factors of SENCo agency. 

As Figure 1 above shows, personal factors of SENCo agency include passions, motivations, 

previous professional experience, beliefs, values, knowledge, personal attributes and 

competence, and self-efficacy. For instance, Dr. Who developed a strong passion for special 

needs in her sixth or seventh year of teaching when she was training to be a reading recovery 

teacher. This enabled her to exercise agency to advocate for children with special needs in her 

current SENCo role. For Lamb, although not especially passionate about specialist teaching 

before taking on her SENCo role, the role of SENCo had changed her views of children’s 

misbehaviour. With accumulated knowledge about special needs in her SENCo role, Lamb 

realised that children’s misbehaviour could result from multiple complex reasons and not 

simply the children’s fault. Lamb’s shifting view about children’s misbehaviour enabled Lamb 

to respond to children’s needs in a more appropriate way than she did before as a classroom 

teacher. Moreover, SENCos’ personal attributes and competence, such as problem solving, 
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flexibility, creativity, responsiveness, multi-tasking and the capability to build good 

relationships with a wide range of people, also strengthened their agency in meeting children’s 

special needs. 

In addition, self-efficacy was also a personal factor contributing to strong SENCo agency. 

According to Bandura (1989), self-efficacy is an important mediating factor of personal 

choices of activities and environments. People select certain activities and environments 

because they believe they have the capacity to cope with the situation (Bandura, 1989). For 

instance, among the five participants, Dr. Who was the only one who had a postgraduate 

degree in specialist teaching and had teaching experience in a residential school, dealing with 

the most challenging complex needs. She was also the only one who actively chose to be a 

SENCo. All of these might invoke and would certainly evidence her sense of self-efficacy to 

do a good job as a SENCo.  

Findings from this study also illuminated contextual factors as enabling or constraining 

SENCo agency. The contextual factors influencing SENCo agency include time allocation, the 

structural organisation of the SENCo role, the school culture towards inclusiveness, support 

from senior leadership, collaborations with teacher colleagues and families as well as the 

availability of resources and services related to special needs. Findings from this study 

indicated that SENCo agency is not an attribute attached to a SENCo but is achieved in a 

context where certain social, cultural, structural, economic and material resources are available.  

The findings align with Priestley et al.’s (2016) ecological model of teacher agency, which 

conceptualises teacher agency as a product of personal capability and contextual settings. 

Therefore, while previous research (Cole, 2005; Fitzgerald & Radford, 2017; Maher & 

Vickerman, 2018; Qureshi, 2014; Tissot, 2013) has highlighted the importance of involving 

SENCos in senior leadership so that they can better perform as “agents of change,” I argue that 

involving SENCos in senior leadership is not the only key for facilitating SENCo agency. Not 

being part of senior leadership does not mean that SENCo agency cannot be achieved. Dr. 

Who’s strong agency while not being part of senior leadership shows how SENCo agency is a 

product of the interaction between various personal and contextual elements. In fact, a SENCo 

role added to other senior leadership roles may constrain SENCo agency if there is only one 

SENCo taking charge of all students with special needs in the school. Thus, the effectiveness 

of involving SENCos in senior leadership should be considered in specific school contexts as 

to whether it enables or constrains SENCo agency. 

It is worth noting that in this study the most frequently reported factor that constrained SENCo 

agency was what the SENCos perceived to be the inefficiency and inequity of the current 
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funding system, including the shrinking funding, the long waiting list of students who needed 

support, and the long wait for someone from the MoE to come and assess the children. This 

agrees with the 2018 SENCo national survey (NZEI, 2018) in which 72% of 572 respondents 

found it difficult to get access to external resources for children with special needs in a quick 

manner. It is suggested that the government take action to solve these problems regarding the 

funding system so that children with special needs can receive assistance in a timely manner. 

In summary, findings of this study highlight SENCo agency as being a key factor in the 

construction and maintenance of SENCo identity. The key for a strong SENCo identity and 

successful enactment of the SENCo role is to enable and support SENCo agency, which 

involves a variety of personal and contextual elements. 

Emotional labour and SENCo identity. 

Another aspect of SENCo discourse-identity was related to SENCos’ emotional aspect of their 

role. The findings indicated that the participants engaged in a large amount of emotional 

labour in their identity (re)construction and that SENCo discourse-identity entailed an 

emotional seesawing between positive and negative emotions. On the one hand, the SENCos 

felt a strong sense of fulfilment, job satisfaction, passion for and commitment to inclusive 

education, self-efficacy and confidence. On the other hand, they felt frustrated, overwhelmed 

and stressed when it took a long time for someone from an outside agency to come and assess 

the children, when parents were not helping with their children’s learning at home, or when 

they were working with a demanding child with extremely high complex needs. Although 

some previous research has reported emotional aspects of SENCo identity, for instance, 

frustration and a sense of being overwhelmed (Martin-Denham & Watts, 2019), job 

satisfaction and happiness (Fitzgerald & Radford, 2017; Mackenzie, 2012) and caring 

emotions (Woolhouse, 2012), there is still a need for more studies focusing on the emotional 

aspect of SENCo identity. Moreover, the majority of literature on teacher emotions and the 

emotional aspect of teacher identity focused on novice teachers (for example, Nichols et al., 

2017) and student teachers (for example, Yuan & Lee, 2016) rather than on experienced 

teachers or SENCos. Thus, this study contributes to an understanding of the emotional aspect 

of experienced teachers’ identities and SENCo identity in particular. 

The emotions SENCos experienced were informed by and informed the participants’ personal 

and professional identities. The dynamic and multifaceted nature of the SENCo role enabled 

the participants to act out their personal identities, such as a love of problem solving, 

challenges and flexibility. It inspired a sense of fulfilment, job satisfaction and joy. The 

SENCo role also facilitated the participants’ professional identities as advocates for children 
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with special needs. As a result, they perceived positive emotions such as passion, dedication 

and commitment. In this sense, personal and professional identity jointly informed SENCo 

emotions. On the other hand, the positive emotions the participants experienced reinforced and 

informed their SENCo identities. The findings align with the literature which suggests that 

emotions and teacher identity inform each other (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Nias, 1996; 

Nichols et al., 2017). 

The findings also indicated that SENCo emotions were shaped by and shaped SENCo agency. 

On the one hand, the personal and professional resources enabled the participants to exercise 

agency to meet children’s special needs. Consequently, they felt positive emotions of 

confidence in their role. These positive emotions reinforced the participants’ senses of agency 

and self-efficacy in inclusive provision. In contrast, reduced agency led to negative emotions 

such as frustration, stress and tiredness, and these negative emotions, in turn, contributed to 

the participants’ sense of a lack of agency. Take the emotion of stress for example, as Bandura 

(1989) puts, stress is not merely the result of adverse external influences but an interaction 

between environmental forces and self-efficacy beliefs about one’s capacity to cope with the 

threatening circumstance. When people perceive that they have no control of certain situations, 

they could feel stressed (Bandura, 1989). In other words, constrained self-efficacy and agency 

could lead to stress. The participants experienced stress when it took a long time for people 

from outside agencies to come and assess children, when parents were not helping with their 

children’s learning at home, and when many people came to them for advice. All these 

situations were out of the SENCos’ control. However, because participants were self-

efficacious in many other aspects of their work, such as coordinating inclusive provision, 

identifying diverse needs, putting interventions in place, getting access to resources and 

services, and building good relationships with families and outside agencies, their sense of 

satisfaction and motivation outweighed the feelings of stress and frustration. 

Nichols et al.’s (2017) study of novice teachers’ emotions in the USA indicates that a 

discrepancy between the classroom reality and teachers’ identity beliefs can lead to unpleasant 

emotions and, in turn, threatens teacher identity. However, the current research did not find a 

link between negative emotions and constrained SENCo teacher identity. The SENCos in this 

study demonstrated a high degree of resilience despite negative emotions along with the 

challenges of the SENCo work. Although they frequently felt frustrated, stressed and tired in 

their work, they still experienced a high level of fulfilment, job satisfaction and confidence. 

The respondents of Kearney et al.’s (2017) online survey also reported a high level of 

fulfilment, satisfaction and confidence. The authors thought this might be due to the 
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professional development and learning that SENCos undertook in their role, and this enabled 

autonomy and independence and thus a sense of agency, especially in self-governing school 

contexts and within a national policy context which places much emphasis on inclusive 

education. The authors suggested further research be conducted to find more information 

about SENCos’ sense of fulfilment, satisfaction and confidence. 

The richness and depth of data in the current research uncovers that in addition to professional 

development, autonomy and independence, self-efficacy may be another important reason for 

the SENCos’ fulfilment, satisfaction and confidence. Participants in this study believed that 

they were able to make a real difference for children with special needs and their families. 

This gave them a high level of satisfaction and a strong motivation to do a good job as a 

SENCo. This is in line with Kearney et al.’s (2017) findings that making a difference to 

students with special needs was the predominant reason for New Zealand SENCos’ job 

satisfaction. The current study also suggests a link between SENCos’ self-efficacy and support 

from other school and agency members. SENCos frequently turned to their SENCo colleagues, 

RTLBs and other professionals outside school for advice and guidance via emails, phone calls 

and face-to-face meetings. In addition, the participants’ extensive teaching experience prior to 

becoming a SENCo also contributed to their confidence in working with students with diverse 

needs, identifying children’s special needs and communicating with families. 

This study also contributes to an understanding of SENCos’ fulfilment and satisfaction from 

the perspective of personal identity. In line with Kearney et al.’s (2017) findings that New 

Zealand SENCos’ satisfaction was partly due to the varied and challenging nature of the 

SENCo role, this study further identified that it is essentially the congruence between personal 

identity and the nature of the SENCo role that gave them a high level of fulfilment and 

satisfaction. Participants in this study thought that the dynamic and challenging nature of the 

SENCo role fitted well with their personal identities as problem-solvers who liked challenges. 

Other personal attributes consistent with the role of SENCo included the person who wants 

freedom and to move around, and a big-picture person who goes beyond classroom teaching. 

This study deepens the understanding of how personal and professional aspects interplay with 

each other as to the emotional aspect of teacher identity in general and SENCo identity in 

particular. The findings also offer insights into personal attributes while recruiting teachers for 

the SENCo role, and possibly the LSC role. 

Kearney et al. (2017) argues that formalising the SENCo role might not be the first priority for 

supporting the SENCo role given that New Zealand SENCos still experienced a high level of 

fulfilment, satisfaction and confidence when the role was not officially recognised. Instead, the 



 

192 

authors suggested a model of informal, non-formal and formal networks to support SENCo 

autonomy, flexibility, professional learning and collaboration with SENCos across schools. 

Nevertheless, the current research suggests that without formal recognition of the SENCo role 

by the MoE, SENCos’ autonomy and sense of stability could be at risk. Participants in this 

study reported a sense of uncertainty and vulnerability in their SENCo identities in terms of 

the continuity of the role, the amount of time allocated to SENCo responsibilities, the extent to 

which the school principal supported SENCos’ autonomy and independence, and the level of 

support from other school staff. Therefore, it is suggested that formalising the role of SENCo 

may be the starting point for a strong SENCo identity. 

In short, SENCos’ emotional labour can be understood from Gee’s notion of discourse-identity. 

SENCo emotions are informed by and inform SENCo identity and agency. This study 

contributes to a greater understanding of New Zealand SENCos’ positive emotions despite 

unfavourable policy and/or institutional contexts for the SENCo role. 

Perceived discourse-identity by others. 

The findings of this thesis indicate that other stakeholders’ understandings and expectations of 

the SENCo role can influence the construction of SENCo identity. This can be explained from 

the lens of perceived discourse-identity. A person’s discourse-identity is developed when other 

people talk to, talk about and interact with this person (Gee, 2000). Therefore, SENCos’ 

perceptions of other people’s understanding and expectations of a SENCo identity contribute 

to SENCos’ own identity construction. Layton’s (2005) study of SENCos in the UK found that 

classroom teachers expected the SENCo to be quick problem-solvers and that parents 

considered the SENCo as the person who knew all the answers to their children’s special 

needs. Similar to Layton’s (2005) study, SENCos in this study thought that teacher colleagues 

and parents expected them to be quick fixers and be able to access a variety of resources to 

help their children. SENCos in Layton’s (2005) study enacted the identity of “fire-fighters”, 

who can solve problems quickly, as expected by teacher colleagues. However, the participants 

in this study contested other teachers and parents’ expectations. They thought that it was 

unrealistic to expect SENCos to be “quick fixers” of problems with abundant resources. They 

denied the identity of quick fixer. The findings here indicated that the construction of SENCo 

identity involves negotiating the tension between one’s own identity and other stakeholders’ 

expectations of the SENCo role. 

It seems that the role of SENCo involved substantial ongoing learning on the job. The 

participants constructed an identity of learner as part of their SENCo identities. Although they 

were experienced in special needs, they believed that they did not have all the answers. To 
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understand children’s behavioural, social, emotional and learning issues, they frequently 

sought advice from SENCo colleagues, RTLBs, educational psychologists and other outside 

agencies. To upskill themselves and to provide guidance to teacher colleagues and families, 

they actively sought opportunities for professional development mainly through workshops 

and online courses, with only one taking postgraduate study related to special needs. They also 

kept themselves up to date with the funding system. 

Other stakeholders’ unrealistic expectations of the SENCo role can put more pressure on 

SENCo identity. Hence, the implication of the findings is that, to address this issue, teachers 

and parents need to be informed of the operation of the funding system and the 

implementation of inclusive provision. SENCos could deliver workshops for teacher 

colleagues and parents of children with special needs, introducing the range of actions that 

could be taken if they see that a child needs assistance. In this way, teachers and families could 

understand that there is no quick fix for children’s social, emotional, behavioural and learning 

issues, and that SENCos are not quick fixers with a large amount of resources at hand. Rather, 

classroom teachers and families together might build a clearer picture of the SENCo role and 

how they can co-operate to improve children’s outcomes and life choices. 

As has been illustrated in this section, Gee’s notion of discourse-identity provides an 

alternative lens to understand SENCo identity. This section has illustrated the interplay of 

SENCo agency, emotional labour, SENCo self-identity and perceived identity by others. 

Factors influencing these aspects of SENCo identity have also been discussed.  

Affinity-identity. 

In addition to institution-identity and discourse-identity, SENCo identity can also be 

understood from Gee’s perspective of affinity-identity. An affinity-identity is an identity 

formed by participating in shared activities and practice (Gee, 2000). People develop an 

identity of a certain type by identifying themselves as members of a socially-recognised group. 

Affinity-identity is a powerful lens to interpret and explain SENCos’ perceptions of isolation, 

segregation, invisibility and lack of belonging as found in this study. 

The affinity group of SENCos inside and outside school. 

Few studies on SENCo identity have paid attention to whether the number of SENCos at a 

school influences SENCo identity. The findings of this study may contribute to an 

understanding of this problem.  Whether there is only one SENCo or several SENCos at 

school may influence SENCos’ identities from the perspective of affinity-identity. Having 

more than one SENCo in a school (in Luna and Pam’s cases) means that there was an affinity 
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group of SENCos inside school. SENCos could therefore recognise themselves as members of 

the SENCo affinity group, sharing duties, responsibilities, practices, activities, beliefs, values 

and motivations with other SENCos at school. Recognising oneself as belonging to a SENCo 

affinity group inside a school could facilitate the SENCo to (re)construct his/her SENCo 

teacher identity. In this way, SENCos may no longer feel segregated from other school staff or 

peripheral to the school. 

However, the number of SENCos in a school depends on the needs of the individual school. 

For those schools with a small number of students with special needs, one SENCo may be 

sufficient to meet the students’ special needs. In this case, the affinity group of SENCos across 

schools could be important for the construction of SENCo affinity-identity. A SENCo affinity 

group across schools could provide SENCos from different schools with opportunities to 

communicate with and support each other. Dr. Who responded that she preferred a small 

SENCo group across schools so that SENCo group members could talk with and learn from 

each other. Kearney et al.’s (2017) online survey of New Zealand SENCos also identified the 

need for SENCo networks. The authors formulated a model of a SENCo network to enhance 

professional learning and collaborations between SENCos across the country. The proposed 

model comprised informal and non-formal networks like online fora, webinars and 

conferences, as well as more formal networks including short courses and modules, and degree 

qualifications for the SENCo role.  

The affinity group of inclusive provision. 

Some participants in this study perceived that their SENCo role was not obvious to their 

teacher colleagues and other school staff. Dr. Who and Lamb responded that teacher 

colleagues did not know who the SENCo was and what the SENCo did if there were no 

children with special needs in their classes. Fitzgerald and Radford (2017) also identified 

SENCos’ perceptions of invisibility to classroom teachers and other school staff. The reason 

for SENCos’ perceived invisibility and segregation at the surface seemed to be SENCos’ 

mobility in varied outside-of-classroom settings so their work was often unknown to their 

colleagues. I argue that the fundamental cause of SENCos’ perceived invisibility and 

segregation is a lack of collaboration between SENCos and their colleagues in inclusive 

education. Thus, the implication of the findings is to establish an affinity group of inclusive 

provision, that is, an inclusive school culture, involving SENCos, teacher aides, classroom 

teachers, senior leaders and other related school members. In this case, most school staff 

recognise themselves as members of the affinity group of inclusive provision, having shared 

vision and goals of inclusiveness with SENCos. They no longer view inclusive provision 

merely as the SENCo responsibility. They would also recognise the SENCo as a key member 
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of this affinity group. This can reduce SENCos’ perceptions of segregation and enable a strong 

SENCo identity as an important member of the affinity group for inclusive provision. SENCos 

would be more visible than in those schools where inclusive provision mainly relies on 

SENCos and a limited number of school staff related to special needs. 

Findings from this study demonstrated the paramount role the principal plays in creating the 

affinity group of inclusive provision. For example, Dr. Who appreciated that the principal at 

her current school supported her SENCo role by showing a commitment to inclusive education, 

welcoming children with special needs, asking the board of trustees to fund the SENCo role 

and always being open to the SENCo’s opinions and suggestions. In contrast, Lamb was 

worried that the new principal coming next year might influence the current school culture and 

practice in inclusiveness, and her SENCo role. In other words, the principal’s attitude towards 

inclusiveness has a significant impact on the construction and maintenance of inclusive school 

culture and therefore the enactment of SENCo role and identity. 

In short, Gee’s notion of affinity-identity offers a powerful lens to understand the influence of 

the SENCo role on SENCo teacher identity. In this study, some SENCos experienced 

marginalisation, segregation and invisibility in the school context. SENCo identity could be 

supported by establishing an affinity group of SENCos inside and outside school, or an affinity 

group of inclusive provision involving an extensive number of school members within an 

inclusive school setting. 

Drawing on the discussion of findings from the perspectives of institution-identity, discourse-

identity and affinity-identity, Figure 2 offers a summary of SENCo identity interpreted from 

these three perspectives. 
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Figure 2 A summary of SENCo identity interpreted from Gee’s concepts of institution-

identity, discourse-identity and affinity-identity. 

As illustrated in Figure 2, SENCo identity is a complex combination of institutional, 

discursive and affinity experiences. In the particular case of the role SENCos play in inclusive 

primary schools, their identity and sense of self as SENCo is heavily influenced by factors 

such as minimal funding, being unsure at time of their role, and of their place and status within 

the school as an institution. These factors interact with the way SENCos and others understand 

the role of SENCo. As outlined earlier, they hold models (figured worlds) of what SENCos 

should be and how they should act, but come up against different expectations causing both a 

reduced sense of agency and again all of the intense emotions. All of these interactions are 

again influenced by whether they have built an affinity with others in the role. For some, 

strong affinity groups helped to build a strong SENCo identity, while for others, the lack of 

interaction with others in the role can leave them isolated, and feeling undervalued. 

Chapter Summary 
This chapter has discussed the findings of this study based on Gee’s theory of discourse and 

identity, and in relation to relevant research. Gee’s discursive theory provided a powerful lens 

to understand the influence of the SENCo role on SENCo teacher identity. His important 

notion of Discourse helped to determine what counted as SENCo identity. Applying Gee’s 
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tools of inquiry to identity, SENCo identity was explored from both social and linguistic 

perspectives. In addition, Gee’s concepts of institution-identity, discourse-identity and 

affinity-identity were powerful to interpret varied aspects of SENCo identity. This chapter has 

also discussed implications of the findings for policy and practice. The next chapter will 

conclude the thesis, summarising the key findings and making recommendations for future 

research. 
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Chapter 8 Conclusion 

This study was motivated by a wish to gain an in-depth understanding of how the role of 

SENCo influences SENCo teacher identity. The study was conducted in the New Zealand 

context to understand the potential challenges and pressures a policy/institutional context can 

impose on SENCo identity. Employing a multiple case study approach, the current research 

gathered multiple sources of data from five SENCos serving in different primary schools in 

Auckland. Through focus group, individual interviews, work shadowing and document 

analysis, and using the frame of Gee’s theory of discourse and identity, the research developed 

a rich and complex picture of the influence of the SENCo role on SENCo teacher identity in 

the New Zealand context. This final chapter first summarises key findings from the study and 

implications for policy and practice. Limitations of the study are also addressed followed by 

recommendations for future research. The contribution of the current research is highlighted at 

the end of this chapter. 

Summary of Key Findings 
Through offering portraits of the SENCo cases (see Chapter 5) and presenting the three themes 

emerged from the data (see Chapter 6), this thesis has probed into the three sub-questions 

about what a SENCo Discourse entails, how SENCos construct their identities, and what 

factors constribute to the (re)construction of SENCo teacher identity. A summary below 

illustrates key findings from this study. 

The findings showed that a SENCo Discourse entailed common ways of saying, doing, 

believing, perceiving and feeling between the participants, for example communicating with a 

wide range of people in professional and confidential ways, being responsive to students, 

parents and classroom teachers’ needs, believing in inclusive education, perceiving a sense of 

agency in implementing inclusive practice and feeling passionate for advocating for students 

with special needs. At the same time, the participants differred from each other in some 

aspects of their SENCo Discourses. For instance, Lamb, Luna and Pam enacted their SENCo 

identities with senior leadership components while Dr. Who and Peter Pan did not, and Peter 

Pan felt devalued by school leaders while other participants did not. 

The participants constructed their SENCo identities in and through language and non-language 

elements. They engaged in certain ways of talking, behaving, feeling, perceiving and believing 

in their SENCo role to enact their SENCo identities as observed in work shadowing. They also 

constructed their SENCo identities in discursive settings—interviews—in this study. Utilising 
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Gee’s tools of inquiry (see Chapter 3), Chapter 6 articulated how the participants engaged with 

situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds, Discourses and intertexuality in selected 

excerpts to construct their SENCo identities. 

Three themes emerged from the data regarding the factors contributing to SENCo identity 

construction—enhanced teacher agency, significant amounts of emotional labour and 

insufficient role recognition. 

The role of SENCo led to a high sense of teacher agency in inclusive provision. Strong 

SENCo agency was achieved through SENCos having time flexibility, autonomy and 

independence, collaboration with a wide range of internal and external stakeholders, SENCos’ 

ability to access resources related to special needs, and SENCos’ enhanced teacher expertise in 

special needs. 

SENCo agency was a product of the interplay of personal and contextual factors. Personal 

factors of SENCo agency included passions, motivations, previous professional experience, 

beliefs, values, knowledge, personal attributes and competence. Contextual factors included 

time allocation to the SENCo responsibility; the structural organisation of the SENCo role; the 

school culture towards inclusiveness; support from senior leadership; collaboration between 

teacher colleagues, families and SENCos; and the availability of resources and services related 

to special needs. 

The participants experienced significant amounts of emotional labour in their SENCo role in 

both positive and negative ways. The positive emotions the participants experienced were a 

sense of fulfilment, job satisfaction, passion for and commitment to being an advocate for 

students with special needs, and confidence in doing a good job as SENCo. The negative 

emotions experienced in the SENCo role included frustration, stress, pressure, tiredness and 

being overwhelmed. SENCo emotions are the results of the interplay of personal and 

professional factors. 

The participants thought that the value and importance of the SENCo role had not received 

sufficient recognition by the MoE, nor other school staff and families. Lack of both direct 

funding from the MoE and national guidelines/job descriptions for the SENCo role led to wide 

variation between participants in their perceived recognition from others. A permanent and 

full-time SENCo role contributed to a strong SENCo identity, whereas a fixed-term or part-

time SENCo role inhibited SENCos in constructing and maintaining strong SENCo identities. 

Despite negative emotions experienced in the SENCo role and lack of external recognition of 

the SENCo role, the participants exhibited a strong commitment to their SENCo role due to 
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their high sense of agency in inclusive provision and strong passion for meeting children’s 

special needs. 

Involving SENCos within the senior management team seemed to not always influence 

SENCo identity in positive ways. It appeared at first that a senior leadership role could 

facilitate SENCos’ self-esteem, self-efficacy and participation in schoolwide decision making, 

which could contribute to SENCo identity. In reality, being part of the senior leadership team 

had individual meaning for SENCos. Not all the participants thought that the membership of 

the senior leadership team would bolster their SENCo identities. It seemed that SENCos’ 

participation in decision making was important to form a strong SENCo identity. 

A sense of agency in inclusive provision seemed to be a key factor influencing SENCo 

identity. The key for supporting SENCo identity, thus, lies in how to enable SENCos to 

exercise agency in relation to inclusive provision. 

While the role of SENCo influenced the participants’ SENCo identities, SENCo identity could 

in turn influence how the participants enacted their SENCo role. The participants used their 

SENCo identities as a framework to interpret, explain and justify their practice, beliefs, values, 

emotions, relationships with other people and the context in which they operated their SENCo 

role. 

The key findings above indicate that the construction of SENCo identity was a process in 

which SENCos reconstructed their professional identities through negotiating a number of 

internal and external influences. It was also a process in which SENCo agency, emotional 

labour and role recognition interacted with each other. Findings from this study provide 

insights into how SENCo identity can be supported in the New Zealand context, which the 

next section addresses. 

Implications for Policy and Practice 
The preceding chapter (Chapter 7 Discussion and Implications) made some suggestions for 

strengthening SENCo identity in the New Zealand context. The implications of the findings 

for policy and practice are summarised as follows. 

- The findings showed that without targeted MoE funding, the participants perceived 

instability and uncertainty in their SENCo roles, which challenged their SENCo 

identities, especially when there was a change of the school principal (see Chapter 6). 

Therefore, the MoE should make the role of SENCo mandatory in all mainstream 

schools and fund the role directly to ensure the stability of the SENCo role. 
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- The MoE should provide national guidelines/job descriptions for the role of SENCo to 

guide the enactment of the SENCo role and recruitment of teachers into the SENCo 

role in individual schools. 

- The MoE should take action to solve the tensions between shrinking funding of special 

needs, shortage of professionals/service providers for special needs and an increasing 

number of students with special needs in mainstream schools to make sure that 

students with special needs receive assistance in a timely manner. 

- Since the role of SENCo is complex and demanding, schools should make sure that 

SENCos have sufficient time allocated to their SENCo responsibilities. This can be 

achieved by releasing SENCos from classroom teaching or setting the SENCo role as 

dedicated and full time. 

- In the case of taking on other roles alongside the SENCo role, it is suggested that the 

school employs multiple SENCos, each taking charge of different year levels, so that 

they have a shared and reduced workload. 

- School leaders should value SENCo expertise through involving SENCos in decision 

making. School leaders can also include SENCos in the senior management team when 

it is appropriate to make SENCos feel valued. In those schools with only one SENCo, 

it is suggested that the SENCo is involved in senior leadership as a dedicated role, 

whereas in those schools with multiple SENCos, the SENCo role might be added to 

other senior leadership roles. 

- School leaders should facilitate an inclusive school culture and encourage 

collaboration between classroom teachers, families, other school staff and the SENCo. 

- School leaders should enable SENCos’ autonomy and independence by being open to 

SENCos’ opinions and valuing SENCos’ suggestions. 

- It is important to recruit experienced teachers into the SENCo role. Other recruitment 

criteria encompass a strong passion in the field of special needs, compassion, 

responsiveness, flexibility, creativity, being organised, being a problem solver, the 

ability to coordinate a variety of internal and external stakeholders, and the capability 

to build good relationships with other people. 

- To help with SENCos’ own identity formation, teachers should consider whether they 

meet the recruitment criteria before making the decision to be a SENCo. Those who 

meet the recruitment criteria are more likely to construct strong SENCo identities than 

those who do not. 
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- It is recommened that SENCos participate in professional learning and development 

opportunities to upskill themselves as enhanced expertise could foster SENCos’ senses 

of agency and professional identity. 

- It is suggested that SENCos establish affinity groups across schools so that SENCos 

from different schools can share knowledge and practice, communicate with each other 

and receive emotional support. 

- SENCos could deliver workshops for classroom teachers and parents to inform them 

about how to enhance inclusive provision. In so doing, teachers and parents can 

understand that inclusive provision is a process involving various professionals and 

institutions other than SENCos and the school, and that SENCos might be limited in 

their ability to be “quick fixers” and to assist in the process of securing the resources 

needed. 

Limitations of the Research 
The research in this thesis was a small-scale study of five SENCos. The small sample size 

makes it difficult to claim that the findings apply to other New Zealand SENCos. However, 

the qualitative nature of the research meant that the purpose was to develop an in-depth 

understanding of the phenomenon under investigation rather than make generalisations. A 

small sample size made it possible for the richness of data and the depth of analysis. 

The study focused on primary school SENCos. The findings may not apply to secondary 

school SENCos as secondary schools are quite different from primary schools. Moreover, 

participants were selected from schools in Auckland. It is unclear whether SENCos outside 

Auckland perceive the influence of the SENCO role on their SENCo teacher identity similarly 

to the participants. However, due to a lack of both direct funding from the MoE and national 

guidelines/job descriptions for the SENCo role, SENCos in other areas of New Zealand may 

well have had similar experiences to those of the SENCos in this study. 

While not exactly a limitation, using Gee’s theory of identity, and his approach to analysis, 

shaped the approach and findings of this study. Using alternative theories of identity and/or 

other data collection and analysis approaches may, of course, produce further useful findings. 

Recommendations for Future Research 
Given the limitations of the research, it is recommended that further research be conducted 

with a larger number of SENCos across New Zealand to see if the findings apply to other 

school contexts. A different research approach, for example, a quantitative study, and a 
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different method, such as survey, might be used to investigate SENCo identities throughout 

the country. 

It is also suggested that future research be undertaken with secondary school SENCos to 

explore the challenges they confront and the influence of secondary school contexts on their 

SENCo identities. Further studies are also suggested in other countries to see if the findings 

apply to those contexts. 

Contribution of the Research 
This study contributes to an understanding of SENCo identity as the existing literature on 

SENCos mainly focused on the SENCo role rather than SENCo identity. In particular, since 

New Zealand SENCos are under-investigated, this study makes an original contribution to 

knowledge about the influence of the SENCo role on SENCo identity in the New Zealand 

context. 

This study provides an example of using Gee’s discursive theory to explore SENCo teacher 

identity. The research illustrates how SENCo identity can be conceptualised through Gee’s 

notion of Discourse and, how the influence of the SENCo role on SENCo identity can be 

understood through this analytic approach. 

As a large proportion of research on teacher identity has been interested in novice teachers and 

student teachers’ construction of teacher identity, this study expands the knowledge about 

teacher identity through exploring experienced teachers’ (re)construction of their identity by 

taking on the SENCo role. Findings from the study deepen the understanding of the interaction 

between personal and professional aspects of SENCo teacher identity. The findings also shed 

light on how person and context interplay in the (re)construction of SENCo identity. 

In light of the introduction of Learning Support Coordinators, this study should be very helpful 

in guiding policy formation and implementation of teachers in this role. Due to the fact that the 

LSC role seems very close to that of SENCos, the implications and recommendations the 

thesis has made for strengthening both the identity and role of SENCos might help inform the 

introduction of LSCs across the system. While important for New Zealand SENCos and LSCs, 

the findings and recommendations can also be useful internationally as other countries 

implement inclusive education and may have similar roles to that of SENCos and LSCs. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A The Invitation 

 
The Faculty of Education and Social Work 

Private Bag 92601 
Symonds Street 
Auckland 1150 

New Zealand 
Phone: +64 9 623 8899 

 
 

Invitation to Participate in Research on  

New Zealand Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators’ (SENCo) teacher 
identities 
(SENCos) 

 

My name is Hui Lin and I am enrolled in a doctorate at the University of Auckland, 
Faculty of Education and Social Work. My doctoral thesis research investigates 
New Zealand Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators’ (SENCo) teacher identities 
and addresses the following question: How does the role of SENCo influences 
SENCos’ teacher identities in the New Zealand context? 

I would like to invite you to participate in this research project. Your participation 
would enable greater insight and understanding into the construction and 
maintenance of the SENCo identity. 

Your participation involves being engaged in two individual interviews (2 hours in 
total), two focus group interviews (2 hours in total) and observations over two 
days when you carry out your normal SENCo work. 

The attached Participant Information Sheet provides more information about the 
research. 

If you are interested in participating in this study please sign the attached 
Consent Form and email it to me at hlin215@aucklanduni.ac.nz  

I will then email you to organise the first interview which will take place at a time 
and place convenient to you, and with respect to your school and work 
responsibilities and hours. 

Thank you  
 

Hui Lin 

mailto:hlin215@aucklanduni.ac.nz
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Doctoral Candidate in Education 
School of Learning, Development and Professional Practice 
Faculty of Education and Social Work 
The University of Auckland 
 
Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 11-May-
2017 for three years. Reference Number 018885.  
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Appendix B The Participant Information Sheet 

 
 

The Faculty of Education and Social Work 
Private Bag 92601 

Symonds Street 
Auckland 1150 

New Zealand 
Phone: +64 9 623 8899 

 
 

Participant Information Sheet - SENCos 
 
Research Title: An exploration of New Zealand Special Educational Needs Co-
ordinators’ (SENCo) teacher identities 
 
Researchers: Hui Lin, Associate Professor Mary Hill, Associate Professor Lexie 
Grudnoff. 
 
My name is Hui Lin and I am a doctoral candidate at the Faculty of Education and 
Social Work, the University of Auckland. My thesis is focused on New Zealand 
SENCo teacher identities because, while teacher identity has been widely studied 
in the literature, little emphasis has been given to SENCo teacher identity. Thus, 
the overarching research question that will guide this research is: How does the 
role of SENCo influences SENCos’ teacher identities in the New Zealand context? 
 
I am inviting you to participate in this research. If you choose to participate, you 
will be involved in two individual interviews (2 hours in total), two focus group 
interviews (2 hours in total) and observations over two days when you carry out 
your normal SENCo work.  
 
Your principal has made an assurance that whether you participate or not, your 
employment status and relationship with the school will not be affected. 
 
Individual and focus group interviews will be undertaken at a time and place 
agreed with you, and with respect to your work hours and responsibilities. The 
interviews will be audio-recorded with your consent, and transcribed by the 
researcher. During the individual interviews you can request to have the audio-
recorder stopped at any time and refuse to answer any questions. During focus 
group interviews you can refuse to answer any questions. For the observations, 
with your permission, I will shadow you, keep field notes, make copies of relevant 
documents, and informally ask questions such as why you acted in a certain way 
after you have engaged in your SENCo work. 
 

Participation in the research is voluntary and you have the right to withdraw from 
the study at any time, without giving a reason. You may withdraw your individual 
interview data up to two weeks after being given a copy of your transcripts to 
check for accuracy. However, because of the nature of focus group interviews you 
will not be able to withdraw your data. To protect the identification of you and 
your school, pseudonyms will be used in all reports and publications related to 
the findings of the research. You will be asked to provide your own pseudonym. 
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While the nature of focus groups means that confidentiality cannot be 
guaranteed, you are asked to keep all information shared in the focus groups 
confidential. The findings will only be used for the purpose of the doctoral 
research and associated publications. Consent forms will be kept separately from 
the data and data will not be shared with third parties. All paper data will be 
stored securely by the researcher in a locked cabinet on university premises and 
digital data will be kept on a password protected computer at the University of 
Auckland. Data will be securely stored for a minimum of six years and then 
securely disposed of. 

Your participation will be acknowledged by a $20 petrol voucher after data 
gathering has been completed. 

If you have any questions about the research, please contact me or my 
supervisors via the following contact details: 

CONTACT DETAILS AND APPROVAL 
 
Researcher name and 
contact details 

Supervisors/Co-
investigators name and 
contact details 

Head of 
Department/School name 
and contact details 

Hui Lin 
 
Doctoral candidate in 
Education 
E-mail : 
hlin215@aucklanduni.ac
.nz 

Associate Professor 
Mary Hill 
 
School of Learning, 
Development and 
Professional Practice 
Faculty of Education and 
Social Work 
The University of Auckland 
E-mail: 
mf.hill@auckland.ac.nz 
Phone: +64 9 373 7999 
Ext: 48630 
 
Associate Professor 
Lexie Grudnoff 
 
School of Learning, 
Development and 
Professional Practice 
Faculty of Education and 
Social Work 
The University of Auckland 
E-mail: 
l.grudnoff@auckland.ac.nz 
Phone: +64 9 373 7999 
Ext: 48890  

Associate Professor 
Richard Hamilton 
 
School of Learning, 
Development, and 
Professional Practice. 
Faculty of Education and 
Social Work 
The University of Auckland 
E-mail: 
rj.hamilton@auckland.ac.n
z 
Phone: +64 9 923 5619 
 

 
For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair, The 
University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of 
Auckland, Research Office, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. Telephone 09 373-
7599 ext. 83711.  
Email: ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz. 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 
11-May-2017 for three years. Reference Number 018885.  

mailto:l.grudnoff@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:g.aitken@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:g.aitken@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz
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Appendix C The Consent Form 

 
 

The Faculty of Education and Social Work 
Private Bag 92601 

Symonds Street 
Auckland 1150 

New Zealand 
Phone: +64 9 623 8899 

 
 

CONSENT FORM – SENCos 

THIS FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF 6 YEARS 

 

Research Title: An exploration of New Zealand Special Educational Needs Co-
ordinators’ (SENCo) teacher identities 
 
Researchers: Hui Lin, Associate Professor Mary Hill, Associate Professor Lexie 
Grudnoff. 
 

I have read the Teacher’s Participant Information Sheet and I understand the nature of the research. I 

have had the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction.  

 

• I agree to take part in this research.  
• My participation is voluntary.  
• I understand that my principal has given the assurance that my employment 

status or relationship with my school will not be affected by my decision to 
participate or not in this research. 

• I understand that I will be involved in two individual interviews (2 hours in 
total), two focus group interviews (2 hours in total), and be observed over two 
days when I carry out my normal SENCo work.  

• I understand that the researcher will interview and observe me at a time and 
place agreed with me, and with respect to my work hours and responsibilities.  

• I understand that individual interviews and focus group interviews will be 
audio-recorded and transcribed by the researcher. For the observations, the 
researcher will, with my permission, shadow me, take field notes, copy 
relevant documents, and informally ask questions, as to why I acted in a 
certain way when undertaking my SENCo work. These informal conversations 
will take place and be recorded after I have engaged in my SENCo work.  

• I understand that I can withdraw from the study at any time without giving a 
reason.  

• I understand that I can withdraw my individual interview data up to two weeks 
after being sent a copy of my transcripts. However, because of the nature of 
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focus groups, I will not be able to withdraw my data from the focus group 
interviews. 

• I understand that I will provide my own pseudonym. I understand that the 
name of the school, my name, or any other identifying materials will not be 
used in any written presentation of the research. 

• While every effort will be made to protect confidentiality through the use of 
pseudonyms, I understand that due to the nature of focus groups 
confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. However, I will keep all information 
shared in the focus groups confidential.  

• I understand that all data provided will be used for the purpose of researcher’s 
doctoral thesis and associated publications. 

• I understand that paper material will be securely stored by the researcher, 
and digital data will be stored on a password protected University of Auckland 
computer, backed up by a server. All data will be securely destroyed after a 
period of six years. 

• I understand that the data will not be shared with third parties, that the data 
is the property of the researcher and will be kept separately from the consent 
forms, which will be securely retained by the principal supervisor.  

• I wish/do not wish to receive a summary of the research findings once the 
researcher’s thesis has been examined, which can be provided to me at this 
email/postal address: _______________________. 

I therefore give my informed consent for the participation in this research. 
 
 

Name: ___________________________  

 

 

Signature: ___________________________ Date: _________________  

 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 11-May-2017 

for three years. Reference number 018885.  
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Appendix D Interview Guide 
Interview guide for the focus group: 

1. What does your role as a SENCo encompass at your school? 

2. Can you describe your typical day of work as a SENCo? 

3. As a SENCo who other than children with SEN do you work with? Parents? Other teachers? 

Or outside agencies? 

4. Does your school have a job description or guidelines about the SENCo role? If yes, does the 

job description or guidelines cover what you do as a SENCo? If not, what does it miss out? 

5. In what ways do you think the SENCo role meets the needs of children with special 

educational needs? 

6. What are the most important qualities and skills that you think a SENCo should have? 

7. What are your expectations of the SENCo role? And what do you think students, parents, 

the management team of the school or other stakeholders expect from you as a SENCo? 

8. What aspects of your SENCo role do you like most? 

9. What aspects of your SENCo role do you find most challenging? 

10. In what ways do colleagues, senior management team, parents or other stakeholders 

support you in your role as a SENCo? 

11. Based on our discussions, in what ways do you think your SENCo role has influenced your 

sense of being a teacher? 

12. Is there anything else you would like to add?  

Interview guide for the first round of individual interviews: 

1. How long have you been a SENCo at your current school?  

2. Have you been a SENCo at other schools? If so how many years have you been a SENCo 

at other schools and were they primary or intermediate schools? 

3. How many students with special educational needs are you currently responsible for? 

What are their class levels? 

4. As a SENCo who other than children with SEN do you work with? Parents? Other teachers? 

Or outside agencies? 

5. How many SENCos are there in your school? If more than you, how are responsibilities 

allocated? 

6. Are you involved in any other roles in your school apart from the SENCo role? 

7. Can you tell me how you became a SENCo? What influenced your decision to become a 

SENCo? 
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8. Can you remember back to your first day of taking on the SENCo role? Tell me about 

what happened and how you felt that day? 

9. Over the time you have been a SENCo, have you changed the way you undertake the role? 

If so, in what ways? 

10. Reflecting on the time you have been a SENCo, who or what do you think has influenced 

you most? 

11. Can you think of any critical incidents that have occurred over the time you have been a 

SENCo? If yes, can you tell me about them? In what ways did they influence your sense of 

being a SENCo? 

12. What are your expectations of the SENCo role?  

13. What do you think students, parents, the management team of the school or other 

stakeholders expect from you as a SENCo? 

14. Have you undertaken any professional development related to being a SENCo? If yes, 

what was it? 

15. Does your school have a job description or guidelines about the SENCo role? If yes, does 

the job description or guidelines cover what you do as a SENCo? If not, what does it miss 

out? 

16. In what ways do you think the SENCo role meets the needs of children with special 

educational needs? 

17. What are your future career plans as a SENCo or as a teacher? 

18. Is there anything else you would like to share about being a SENCo? 

Interview guide for the second round of individual interviews: 

1. How different is being a SENCo to being a classroom teacher? Do you think anyone can 

be a SENCo? 

2. How would you describe yourself as a SENCo? Is there any image or metaphor that can 

describe yourself as a SENCo? 

3. What can make you feel stressful when carrying out the SENCo role? How do you cope 

with the stress? 

4. From the two-days shadowing, I can see that your role is quite demanding. Do you think 

that NZ policy or national school guidelines should be developed to support the role of 

SENCo and make the role easier? If yes, what are the key areas you think should be 

addressed? How do you think that such documents would support SENCo’s identity? 

5. Is there any comments before we finish the interview? 
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Appendix E Work Shadowing Schedule 
Shadowing SENCos over two days on days when they plan to be carrying out 

their SENCo role. 

 

Participant name:_______________ Date:__________________ 

Time Settings People Activities/Work 

tasks/Events 

Comments by the 

researcher 

     

     

     

     

     

     

 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 

11-May-2017 for three years. Reference Number 018885. 
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