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Abstract
Coherence is an organisational property describing the extent to which an entity coordinates
its resources, systems and processes with a collective focus on achieving priority goals.
While coherence is desirable, it is not routinely accomplished.
Coherence was examined in three secondary schools as they introduced and implemented
initiatives to improve student achievement. The study examined: a) the extent of coherence
of each school’s reform efforts; b) the relationship between coherence and student
achievement, as measured by pass rates in national qualifications; and c) the organisational
and leadership practices that increase and reduce coherence. Theoretically grounded
quantitative measures of coherence were developed and used, along with detailed interviews
and field observations, in mixed methods case studies of the three schools.
Factor analyses of teacher and leader responses to the coherence survey revealed a wholeschool and a team factor. On the survey, schools differed significantly on coherence because
one of the three schools had stronger coherence on the whole-school, but not the team factor.
The extent of coherence in all three schools, as measured on a coherence rubric, sat in a
relatively narrow range between weak to moderate.
School patterns of achievement and coherence were similar: at each school, weak to
moderate coherence was associated with pass rates that were comparable to or worse than
the average secondary school serving similar students nationwide. While stronger wholeschool coherence was associated with stable but slow gains in achievement, it appears that
schools need to improve coherence both at the whole-school level and in teams if their
achievement is to improve substantially.
School coherence was reduced when leaders: (1) focused many of faculty’s collective
activities on the tactical steps and tasks associated with implementing initiatives, rather than
iii

on evaluating and improving them; (2) designed their school systems to tolerate differences
in performance and quality; and (3) let distributed leaders independently, rather than
conjointly, progress improvement activities.
These practices persisted because senior leaders’ beliefs prevented them from resolving the
tensions between seemingly contradictory organising requirements, such as the requirement
to achieve school-wide and department goals. Interventions should assist leaders in
attending to the inevitable tensions that arise in crafting coherent school improvement.
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Introduction
Many researchers agree that addressing issues of inequity in education requires schools to
systemically lift the performance and quality of teaching and learning throughout a school’s
entire system, rather than individual teachers pursuing improvement in isolated pockets
(Elmore, Forman, Stosich, & Bocala, 2014; Le Fevre, Timperley, & Ell, 2016). When a
school’s practices and capacities enable it to engage its members in interdependent learning
and action in order to systemically raise the quality of teaching and learning for all students,
it is coherent (Elmore et al., 2014; Robinson, Bendikson, McNaughton, Wilson, & Zhu,
2017).
Coherence is the synergistic outcome of many practices and conditions in a school that
involves a credible and shared sense of direction, distributed leaders acting together, a
coherent instructional programme, targeted and ongoing professional learning and a culture
and routines that connect teachers in the interdependent pursuit of what matters for students.
Orchestrating these interrelated conditions and practices has proved challenging in schools
and is not routinely accomplished (Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, & Easton, 2010;
Robinson et al., 2017). If more schools are to organise themselves in ways that promote
coherence, more needs to be known about how organisations develop and maintain
coherence over time (Elmore et al., 2014). In high schools, for instance, where classroom
privacy and curricular-area boundaries impede the flow of resources and information, how
do school leaders mobilise systemic learning, and how do senior leaders’ choices about how
to organise improvement unfold through the layers of a high school to produce greater or
lesser degrees of coherence?
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Background to this Research
As an organisational development consultant and manager of change programmes in the
business sector, I have always been fascinated with the way in which systemic practices,
conditions and capabilities combine and interrelate to produce organisations that are more
or less effective. Reading about education, I became interested in understanding why
successive policy-driven initiatives have been slow in resolving inequity in educational
outcomes in New Zealand (Berryman & Eley, 2017; Office of the Auditor-General, 2016).
I had a theory that initiatives are more likely to fail in schools that are overloaded with
change, and that if schools narrowed their focus to a few initiatives and teachers collectively
studied the impact of those initiatives on students, more students would flourish. The
literature on school improvement not only confirms this theory but also provides rich
descriptions of the complex and interrelated organisational practices, conditions and
capabilities underlying what I now understand as coherence.
My next question then, was why, if my above-mentioned theory was understood, are all
schools not using these practices to improve? Based on my experience as an organisational
effectiveness consultant, I knew leaders’ beliefs about effective improvement often
precludes them from acting productively to influence change. I anticipated that this
challenge would also be prevalent in schools and my reading of the leadership literature
confirmed this (Robinson, 1993, 1996; Timperley & Robinson, 1998, 2000). In business,
another challenge is scale and, more particularly, how strategies are diluted and become less
powerful and meaningful as ideas filter through the layers of large organisations. As schools
are smaller, flatter organisations, I assumed this challenge for producing coherence would
not be as great.
However, reading further, I found that other forces preclude schools from coherent acts.
These are, in particular, norms of autonomy and classroom structures that limit the time for
2

collaboration in order to interrogate school performance and facilitate teacher development
(Elmore, 2004). Furthermore, as I have examined the level of specificity, intensity and social
resources required to shift teacher practices, I have come to better understand the scholarly
calls for “narrowness of focus” (Le Fevre et al., 2016, Bringing it all together section, para.
3) for teacher development to involve “rich deliberations about the substance of reforms”
(Spillane, 1999, p. 171) and the requirement for leadership and organisational processes to
“touch the instructional core of schooling” (Elmore, 2004, p. 66). While many of these ideas
are new to me, they are not new in the literature on school improvement. I have therefore
become more motivated to dig deeper still—to understand how and why school leaders’
have organised improvement in the ways they have and the extent to which their
organisational approaches allow teachers to improve, and students to thrive. Moreover, most
importantly, I want to understand what schools have, within their power, to promote
coherence so that more students can thrive.
The New Zealand School Context
Coherence is necessary for education systems such as that in New Zealand, where
addressing inequity in educational attainment is a priority. While accelerating educational
outcomes for Māori and Pacific Island students has been signalled as a priority, to date
progress delivering equitable education is mixed. Berryman and Eley (2017) explain that
specific programmes and specific schools have reduced inequity but that these gains are not
evident across the entire education system. One programme that has reduced attainment
differences in secondary schools is Te Kotahitanga (meaning “unity of purpose,” Bishop &
Berryman, 2009, p. 33) which has introduced culturally responsive and relational practices
in 54 secondary schools (Alton-Lee, 2015). In Te Kotahitanga schools, students are
performing three times better in the National Certificate of Educational Achievement
(NCEA) compared with other schools. Interestingly, a factor identified by Alton-Lee (2015),
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as critical to the success of Te Kotahitanga, is its whole-school improvement model, which
develops school leaders in how to organise and lead reform in ways that closely resemble
coherent organising.
Although specific programmes and schools have reduced inequality in pockets, New
Zealand has one of the most inequitable education systems in the developed world (UNICEF
Office of Research, 2018). A recent review by the auditor-general suggests that although Ka
Hikitia (the Ministry of Education’s strategy to accelerate Māori educational outcomes) has
lifted outcomes for Māori relative to their non-Māori counterparts, progress has been too
slow. Commentators argue that school gains will continue to fluctuate unless infrastructure
connects shared learning across schools (Office of the Auditor-General, 2016); each school
improves across multiple domains simultaneously (Berryman & Eley, 2017) and
programmes like Te Kotahitanga don’t happen in isolated classrooms, but are embedded
into the organisational memory and belief systems of schools (Alton-Lee, 2015; Bishop,
Berryman, Wearmouth, & Peter, 2012; Bishop, O’Sullivan, & Berryman, 2010). As school
coherence involves coordinating activity across multiple domains in order to promote
systemic change (Bryk et al., 2010; Robinson et al., 2017), it appears to be necessary if New
Zealand is to address educational inequity.
The devolved nature of New Zealand’s self-managing schooling system facilitates and
inhibits schools from responding coherently to local inequity. One facilitating factor is that
senior leaders have at their disposal the authority and the means to craft and execute a
direction that meets the needs of their students. New Zealand’s schools are autonomous
entities that have the authority to set a direction suited to their local context. They are
governed by community-elected representatives that understand their local contexts. The
board of trustees sets the school’s vision, oversees the effective management of its operation,
ensures compliance with nationally set policies and appoints and appraises the principal
4

(Robinson, McNaughton, & Timperley, 2011). As well as having local governance to agree
on a coherent direction, schools also have the means to execute their direction. As selfmanaging entities, schools’ responsibilities cover curriculum, staffing and employment
matters, finance, health and safety, and property (Wylie, Cosslett, & Burgon, 2016). Thus,
local governance and broad responsibilities provide opportunities for schools to craft and
execute strategies suited to their students’ needs.
In order to meet local needs, senior leaders must be adroit at managing distractions and the
demands of multiple policy agencies and improvement providers. Distractions from
improving teaching and learning are a consequence of the broad responsibilities of New
Zealand school principals. Secondary school principals report that their workload is large
and fragmented, with property and financial administration taking precedence over
curriculum leadership (Wylie et al., 2016). Compared to other countries participating in
Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study, New Zealand’s school principals
spend more time managing functions other than student learning and achievement
(Robinson, Hohepa, & Lloyd, 2009).
Coherence could also be inhibited in New Zealand’s self-managing system if school leaders
do not effectively integrate national targets, policies and initiatives from four separate
government agencies and their respective improvement providers. The Ministry of
Education (MoE) sets and monitors overall policy and targets and distributes funding to
schools. Under the MoE are three agencies with responsibilities for reviewing school
performance, ensuring professional teacher standards and maintaining credible and robust
qualifications. Policy from all four agencies may initiate a requirement for school change.
Although there are more recent examples of agencies attempting to amalgamate change
programmes (Berryman & Eley, 2017), often agencies interact separately with schools. This
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fragmentation increases the risk of tension between programmes (Hatch, 2001; Timperley
& Robinson, 2000), such as overlapping scope and conflicting theories about how to
influence improvement, which schools’ leaders must resolve locally. Moreover, external
programmes often provide varying levels of support, in terms of levels of funding and
expertise. Therefore, prudent management of external expertise and resources with internal
ones is required to maintain continuity in improvement programmes. Otherwise, the drying
up of funding and support from external suppliers means programmes lose momentum and
are not sustained (Bishop et al., 2012).
In sum, the devolved nature of New Zealand’s education system provides the authority and
means for secondary schools to craft and execute a coherent programme of improvement.
However, if coherence is to be achieved, high levels of local capability are required to
navigate through multiple policy demands and to coordinate activity across multiple reform
providers in order to ensure a cohesive and sustained approach to improving.
This Research
The purpose of this mixed methods study is to examine the phenomenon of coherence in
three New Zealand secondary schools as they introduce improvement strategies designed to
advance outcomes for diverse students. Coherence is defined is as a property of a school that
occurs when it coordinates its agents, the activities they perform and the resources they use,
to reliably improve outcomes for students, as it carries out the work of
improvement(Forman, Stosich, & Bocala, 2017; Robinson et al., 2017). Here, improvement
is defined broadly as a school’s entire improvement agenda, which at any one point in time
includes multiple changes that simultaneously unfold at all levels and across all
organisational units. These changes could include, but are not limited to, deliberate efforts
to introduce whole-school initiatives, teacher teams working on solutions to crosscurriculum problems and subject-department teachers intervening to achieve curricular
6

targets. The objective in defining improvement so broadly is to capture the complicated
reality of pulling together improvement streams into a coherent whole.
This study builds on the existing research that examines the mechanisms that produce
coherence through the layers of a secondary school. As there is a fair level of agreement
about the organisational practices and school conditions that make up coherence (Elmore et
al., 2014; Forman et al., 2017; Robinson et al., 2017; Timperley et al., 2010; Timperley &
Parr, 2009; Welton, Robinson, & Timperley, 2015), this combined knowledge informs the
conceptual framework of this study and its domains for coherence. Equipped with this
understanding, the aim is to unravel the mechanisms that produce coherence in three New
Zealand high schools as they orchestrate their improvement agenda. As senior leaders often
instigate improvement, the approach starts by examining the practices senior leaders use to
lead and organise their school’s improvements and the way in which middle leaders and
teachers respond to, enact and initiate unique practices, which are in turn responded to,
enacted and added to by students. In other words, this thesis is an attempt to trace how the
small and large acts of senior leaders filter through their schools to influence outcomes for
teachers and students. The assumption is that the practices that are used and avoided by
leaders have both intended and unintended consequences for coherence.
Underlying this core aim, is a drive to understand coherence as a property of secondary
schools; in particular, the challenges associated with negotiating an organisational response
to student needs across departments with distinct subcultures (Siskin, 1997) and
instructional routines (Spillane & Burch, 2006). While studies have shown that school-level
practices are necessary for the development of coherence in secondary schools (Robinson et
al., 2017; Timar & Chyu, 2010), there is less clarity regarding the way in which departments
may, or may not, contribute to coherence and how school-level and departmental practices
interface to produce cohesive efforts that advance outcomes for students.
7

This study also aims to understand the reasons why some schools can and do overcome
constraints to leading and organising coherently, while others cannot. Research suggests that
organisational conditions associated with coherence vary from one school to the next (Bryk
et al., 2010; Robinson et al., 2017; Timar & Chyu, 2010) and fluctuate in schools over time
(Thoonen, Sleegers, Oort, & Peetsma, 2012). Accordingly, my intention in this study is to
examine why school leaders with an aspiration to lead coherently do so with varying degrees
of success. Questions of particular interest are: what beliefs do leaders have about leading
and organising improvement? What external and internal conditions limit or facilitate each
school from acting more or less coherently?
The above aims, although descriptive, are written to understand the link between coherence,
organisational and leadership practices and achievement. A descriptive approach is
necessary because richer descriptions are required, especially in a secondary school context,
of the leadership practices constituting coherence, the ways in which leaders enact practices
and the consequences of these for coherence under various conditions. However, as
Timperley (2005) argues, if one’s purpose is to advance knowledge about which leadership
and teacher practices advance student outcomes, judgements about the effectiveness of those
practices need to refer to gains (or stagnation) in student achievement. Accordingly, an
analysis of the improvement trajectories of each school is also conducted.
In order to examine the problem of why coherence is not routinely achieved in schools this
study has the following questions:
1. How coherent are secondary schools as they implement improvement?
2. What is the relationship between coherence and student outcomes?
3. What facilitates and inhibits schools from achieving greater coherence while
implementing and sustaining improvement?
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Organisation of this Thesis
This introductory chapter (Chapter 1) has set the scene by outlining the broader context
against which the study takes place. The literature review (Chapter 2) summarises the
conceptual model for coherence, including how the organisational practices promoting
coherence depend on aspects of the situation, such as school size and the nature of the
improvement task. After outlining the conceptual model for coherence, the literature is
scanned to determine why coherence is not a routine accomplishment in schools. This
chapter ends with a description of this study’s coherence domains. Chapter 3 outlines the
methodological framework, data collection and analysis procedures for this research. The
findings of the research are provided in Chapters 4–6. Chapter 4 presents the results of a
factor analysis of a coherence survey, thereby refining this study’s conceptual model.
Chapter 5 analyses the quantitative data on the relationship between student achievement
and coherence in the three case schools. Chapter 6 contains the case studies from the three
case schools, which provide in-depth analysis of the practices used in schools to organise
their improvement agenda, and the consequences of these for coherence. The cases also
illuminate what facilitates and inhibits each of the secondary schools from acting more or
less coherently. Chapter 7 discusses the three research questions from a cross-case
perspective.

9
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Literature Review
In this chapter, I clarify the abstract concept of coherence, starting by explaining why
coherence is a sought-after quality in schools. I then outline this study’s theory of action and
explain the mechanisms by which coherent ways of organising improvement lead to
sustained gains in student outcomes. Next, research on what coherent organising entails is
reviewed by deconstructing coherence into its conditions, capabilities and organisational
practices. After describing this study’s conceptual model for coherence, I examine why it is
not more routinely achieved in schools. This section ends with a description of this study’s
four domains of organisational activity that will be used to examine coherence.
Coherence: Theory of Action
Coherence is a desirable organisational property because it enables systemic improvement,
which is necessary so that schools can cater to the diverse needs of students and address
issues of inequity in the school system. Improvement has a systemic quality when it raises
the quality of teaching and learning in every classroom and continually drives sustainable
whole-school improvement. Elmore (2004), in his seminal papers on school reform, has
been at the forefront of this idea, explaining that:
Improvement, then, is change with direction, sustained over time, that moves entire
systems, raising the average level of quality and performance while at the same time
decreasing the variation among units, and engaging people in analysis and
understanding of why some actions seem to work and others don’t. (p. 57)

In coherence models, the mechanism for improving the performance of the entire system is
assumed to be a systemic, unified and interdependent response to issues of teaching and
learning, not a fragmented or independent response. Accordingly, for Elmore et al. (2014):
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Internal coherence [IC] is a school’s ability to function as a unified organisation,
rather than a group of atomised practitioners, around its core function of teaching
and learning. Although schools low in IC may possess pockets of excellence or
individual teachers who can implement an intervention with strong results, they will
be unable to affect whole-school improvement because they lack the capacity to
muster an organisational response to the impetus to reform. (Elmore et al., 2014, p.
21)
For Robinson et al. (2017), the mechanism enabling a systemic response is coordinating the
interdependent parts of the system in the accomplishment of a particular organisational task
or goal. For Timperley and colleagues, coherence is achieved through distributed adaptive
expertise or when all layers of the system are connected and work alongside and with each
other to understand and resolve issues of teaching and learning (Le Fevre et al., 2016;
Timperley et al., 2010; Timperley & Parr, 2009).
Figure 2.1 shows this study’s theory of action explaining how coherence increases the
likelihood of reliable, sustained instructional improvement. At the left-hand-side are senior
leaders’ practices. Senior leaders, especially when a school’s existing conditions and
capabilities manifest weaker coherence, catalyse and set the tone for systemic improvement
by initiating organisational practices in ways that promote coherence (Copland, 2003;
Robinson et al., 2017). On the other hand, leadership that promotes robust coherence is
distributed (Copland, 2003) and stretched over elements of the situation and of many formal
and informal leaders (Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2004). It is the synergistic influence
of distributed leaders, some of whom are closer to day-to-day instruction, that produces
cohesive instructional responses to student needs (Marks & Printy, 2003; Supovitz &
Riggan, 2012).
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School’s instructional
improvement
agenda

Senior
leaders’practices

Teachers reliably
enact instructional
strategies adaptively

Catalyse

Organisational
practices, conditions
and capabilities
promoting
coherence

Sustained gains in
student outcomes

Indirect impact of increased organisational coherence

Figure 2.1. Theory of action explaining how coherent organising of improvement promotes
student outcomes.
In the middle of the diagram are two boxes. One is the school’s instructional improvement
agenda comprising multiple external initiatives and internally designed improvement
strategies. In this study, the term instructional improvement is used broadly and includes
changes both inside and outside of the classroom. Broad usage of the term instructional
improvement is necessary because coherent organisations refine their entire system to
support instruction (Bryk et al., 2010; Robinson et al., 2017; Timperley & Parr, 2009).
Moreover, initiatives aimed at improving instruction often incorporate changes to processes
outside of the classroom, such as pastoral care. In the second box in the middle of the
diagram, which will be unpacked in the next section, are the organisational practices,
conditions and capabilities for promoting coherence.
This model assumes that schools that orchestrate their improvement agendas in coherent
ways provide the means for teachers to reliably enact improvement strategies adaptively,
which in turn will result in measurable gains in student outcomes. Teachers who are able to
enact improvement strategies adaptively, according to Timperley et al. (2010), have the
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skills and knowledge to meet the learning needs of all students, including those who are
most vulnerable. For teachers to act as adaptive experts, they must select teaching practices
that are suited to student needs, and then, monitor and interrogate the effectiveness of those
practices (Le Fevre et al., 2016).
At the bottom of the diagram is an arrow showing the indirect benefits to instruction and
student outcomes when school practices, conditions and capabilities are highly coherent.
The assumption is that indirect benefits will occur because acting in coherent ways, as well
as supporting teachers to enact initiatives reliably, will also enable teachers to continuously
improve instruction more generally. This is because many of the organisational practices
underlying this study’s coherence model such as evidence-based decision making, the
establishment of a learning culture and collaborative problem solving, are characteristics of
effective high schools (Preston, Goldring, Guthrie, Ramsey, & Huff, 2016).
Before describing this study’s coherence model, I digress to explain why organisational,
instead of leadership, theory was the predominant frame chosen to examine why schools do
not routinely generate and sustain whole-school improvement in teaching and learning.
Leadership theory may have been a viable alternative frame in this study, as leaders, and
especially those at the top of the organisational hierarchy, control many of the levers for
influencing whole-school improvement (Robinson et al., 2017). The deliberate practices of
leaders can cohere organisational activity and resources around a set of whole-school
priorities (Bishop et al., 2010; Day et al., 2016; Hallinger, 2011; Hitt & Tucker, 2016;
MacBeath, 2007; Robinson et al., 2008). For instance, leaders that judge and shape
organisational activity based on a strong sense of moral purpose have been shown to enhance
school coherence (Hallinger, 2011; MacBeath, 2007) and reduce inequitable outcomes
(Bishop et al., 2010). However, leadership alone cannot explain why schools are unable to
generate and sustain whole-school improvement in teaching and learning.
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Organisational, instead of leadership, theory was chosen as the predominant frame in this
study because in schools, leadership, even in a distributed form, is only one of the many
school systems that influences its outcomes. Complexity theory helps us to understand that
outcomes in complex systems, like schools, are the product of the interdependent activity
occurring in the organisation’s nested systems (Cilliers, 1998). The functioning of a complex
system, such as the human body, cannot be understood by studying how the “leaders” of the
body, the nervous and endocrine systems, coordinate the body’s activities (Urry et al., 2018),
but requires examination of how the system’s cells, tissues and organs, through their
emergent properties, interact in often unpredictable ways (Cilliers, 1998; Urry et al., 2018).
Likewise, in examining how a school produces outcomes, its distributed leaders are only
one, albeit powerful, system in a school comprised of many nested systems. Understanding
why a school can or cannot lift the quality of teaching and learning for all students requires
understanding of the emergent properties of its nested systems (e.g., departmental learning,
professional learning, data-based decision making), including the leadership system, and
how those systems interact to produce outcomes (Cilliers, 1998). In this study, using a
coherence lens enabled more scope to think in divergent ways about how the problem of
inequity is created and can be solved and perhaps, may contribute unique insights into how
the leadership system interacts with other systems to improve outcomes for more students.
Conceptual Model for Coherence: Practices, Conditions and Capabilities
This study’s examination of coherence builds on the scholarship of three coherence models
from reputable sources. These are: the internal coherence model and practitioner tools for
developing coherence (Elmore et al., 2014; Forman et al., 2017; Stosich, 2014; Stosich,
Bocala, & Forman, 2018); the empirical study of coordination practices for coherence in
high schools (Robinson et al., 2017); and Timperley’s coherence through inquiry model,
developed from empirical and practitioner papers in various collaborations (Le Fevre et al.,
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2016; Timperley et al., 2010; Timperley, Kaser, & Halbert, 2014; Timperley & Parr, 2009).
While the theory underlying each of these models varies, the organisational practices
constituting coherence are broadly similar. Drawing on these models’ scholarship, this
study’s conceptual model will be explained.
Figure 2.2 unpacks what is meant by the “organisational practices, conditions and
capabilities promoting coherence” in the theory of action figure. At the bottom of Figure 2.2
are the foundations for coherence, consisting of conditions and capabilities. Conditions are
the shared beliefs and assumptions which govern the patterns of daily operation in a school.
The conditions, which can support or inhibit cohesive responses to learning and
improvement, are accountability (Elmore, 2004; Elmore et al., 2014; Robinson et al., 2017),
relational trust (Bryk et al., 2010; Robinson et al., 2017; Timperley et al., 2010),
psychological safety (Edmondson, Higgins, Singer, & Weiner, 2016; Higgins, Ishimaru,
Holcombe, & Fowler, 2012; Silins & Mulford, 2002) and self- and collective efficacy
(Elmore et al., 2014). Capabilities are the knowledge, skills and dispositions that individuals
and groups require to perform a particular function, which in this case is to carry out specific
improvement tasks or goals in a coordinated fashion (Robinson, 2010; Timperley et al.,
2010). Capabilities in the foundations are evaluative, instructional and organisational
(Timperley et al., 2010).
In the central circle are the school’s current practices for leading and organising
improvement. In keeping with theories that view organising as a process or emerging
accomplishment, the view taken here is that leading and organising improvements, which
have uncertain outcomes, is accomplished over time through socially dynamic practices.
Hence, organising emerges as teachers and leaders interact in the pursuit of a task or goal in
a particular context (Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Jarzabkowski, Lê, & Feldman, 2012). One
useful way of conceptualising how organising emerges is to examine how organisational
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routines as practices are generated and modified by actors over successive performances
(Jarzabkowski et al., 2012; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). Organisational routines as practices
are the “repetitive, recognisable patterns of interdependent action, carried out by multiple
actors” (Feldman & Pentland, 2003, p. 95). According to the principle of mutual
constitution, an existing routine may guide but does not determine the way in which actors
interact or the tools they use in their next performance. Thus, actors in each successive
performance adjust the routine to coordinate the work of improvement (Feldman &
Pentland, 2003; Jarzabkowski et al., 2012; Spillane, Parise, & Sherer, 2011).

Organisational
practices promoting
(or inhibiting)
coherence

Conditions
• Collective accountability
• Relational Trust
• Psychological safety
• Self- and collective-efficacy

Capabilities
• Organisational
• Evaluative
• Instructional

Coherence Foundations

Figure 2.2. Coherence conceptual model for coherence: Organisational practices and
foundations.
The double-headed arrows that extend from the foundations into the organisational practice
circle denote how actors, as they enact practices, can either grow or deplete resources in the
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foundation. Actors, as they enact and re-enact routines, generate organisational outcomes
(Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Sherer & Spillane, 2011), such as more or fewer of the
conditions and capabilities in the foundations. For example, Sherer and Spillane (2011)
studied how educators at a Chicago elementary school generated outcomes, many of which
were associated with coherence, as they repeatedly performed a 5-week-cycle of assessment
over 7 years. The 5-week assessment routine and accompanying tools and resources changed
patterns of interaction, which in turn improved outcomes in terms of transparency of teacher
practice, trust and mutual accountability. Thus, Sherer and Spillane (2011) conclude: “The
routines do not simply represent the norms and culture, but in fact it is through the design
and enactment of the routines that the norms and culture are built” (p. 643). Changes in
practice do not always result in enhanced outcomes (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Timperley,
2005), and, therefore, capabilities and conditions in the foundation can also be destroyed
through organisational practice.
As well as growing or diminishing the foundation, actors also draw on its social resources
and capabilities as they enact practices. For example, teachers collaborating to create a
coherent instructional programme are likely to draw on their existing reserves of trust in
order to negotiate their discrepant beliefs about what is driving student learning (Bryk &
Schneider, 2002). When the foundations, in terms of capability or conditions, do not have
sufficient reserves or they only exist in pockets, actors may find it difficult to think and act
coherently. For example, in a school with low relational trust, the social resources amongst
teachers may not be strong enough to allow for the healthy debate that is necessary to create
a coherent instructional programme. Alternatively, conditions and capabilities in the
foundation may be thinly spread. Thus, distributing resources such as expertise to where
they are needed to advance improvement, is a crucial organisational practice for growing
coherence (Robinson et al., 2017)
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2.2.1 Coherence conditions.
The conditions for coherence are the shared beliefs and assumptions which govern the
patterns of daily operation in a school and either facilitate or inhibit faculty’s efforts to
collectively learn about what matters for students. The interrelated conditions that are
necessary for interdependent learning are accountability, trusting working relationships,
psychological safety and efficacy.
Accountability has been identified as necessary for coherence (Elmore et al., 2014; Robinson
et al., 2017) and student achievement (Goddard, Hoy, & Hoy, 2000, 2003). Elmore’s (2004)
accountability model proposes that a school’s faculty are more likely to act interdependently
when there is alignment between teachers’ sense of personal responsibility and the faculty’s
collective expectations. Moreover, when individual and collective expectations are
reinforced in formal accountability mechanisms, mutual accountability is strengthened. In
contrast, when individual responsibilities, collective expectations and formal accountability
mechanisms diverge, the faculty may find it difficult to make progress with mutual goals
and tasks. Schools with weak accountability typically have preventable and undesirable
variation in quality or performance (Bryk et al., 2010).
Trust provides the social resources and controls for cohesive reform. In schools with
stronger trust, leaders and teachers are more likely to be able to negotiate through discrepant
views to solve complex problems and agree on shared goals (Bryk & Schneider, 2002;
Timperley et al., 2010). Bryk et al. (2010) explain that trust acts as the “social energy” for
school members to collectively persevere during improvement (p. 157). It allows teachers
to transparently discuss the specifics of their practice, work through the details of how to
make reforms work and take risks and exert effort in the most challenging moments of
improving (Bryk & Schneider, 2003). Trust also enables interdependent work because it
allows individuals and teams to progress with their tasks in the knowledge that their
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colleagues are also progressing with their tasks to a high standard (Okhuysen & Bechky,
2009). As Bryk and Schneider (2003) explain, environments that foster strong relational
trust often have “social controls,” which means that “extensive supervision of individual
work is not required, and shirking behaviour remains minimal” (p. 34).
Another salient condition for coherence is psychological safety, which is closely related but
different to trust in that involves individual actors judging whether it is safe to take learning
risks within a particular group. When teachers perceive a group is “safe,” they are more
likely to whole-heartedly engage in activities conducive with organisational learning such
as asking for help, trialling ambitious strategies, sharing mistakes or discussing a sensitive
problem with a peer (Edmondson, 2005; Silins & Mulford, 2002; Stringfield, Reynolds, &
Schaffer, 2008). Edmondson (2005) explains that a psychologically safe environment is not
a “comfortable” or “cozy” one (p. 238). Instead, it is one in which people are inclined to
critically discuss problems in order to advance organisational goals, rather than focus on
self-protection.
In addition to the above conditions for organisational learning, self-efficacy and collective
efficacy are conditions for coherence (Elmore et al., 2014; Forman et al., 2017). Efficacy
determines the extent to which individuals and collectives will commit, expend effort and
persevere towards aspirational goals for student learning (Bandura, 1995, 2001; Forman et
al., 2017). Forman et al. (2017) explain that teacher efficacy is central to coherence because
“to reach new and ambitious standards” of teaching, teachers need to show motivation,
passion and persistence, even when faced with feedback that their “current practice is
inadequate” (p. 187). Collective efficacy, in other words when a group of individuals
believes in the power of their joint capabilities and resources, increases the likelihood that a
school’s members will exercise their collective agency and work purposefully towards an
improvement goal (Bandura, 1995). Collective efficacy has been shown to significantly
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influence student achievement across a range of school contexts, regardless of
socioeconomic status (Goddard, Logerfo, & Hoy, 2004; Hoy, 2012). For Forman et al.
(2017), positive collective efficacy is central to coherence, as in addition to promoting
“staying power in the face of adversity” (pp. 189–190) and in pursuit of aspirational goals,
it also influences normative press on all teachers to contribute to a high standard in pursuit
of joint goals.
2.2.2 Coherence capabilities.
The foundation capabilities that enable interdependent learning about which aspects of
initiatives work and which do not work for students are organisational, evaluative and
instructional.
Organisational capabilities are embedded in a school’s structures, routines and norms of
interactions and, to a greater or lesser extent, allow interdependent work on improvement
goals. Brandsford et al.’s (2009) paper on distributed adaptive systems is most enlightening
in regard to organisational capabilities supporting coherence. They suggest that actors in
adaptive systems talk about their respective contributions to advancing system outcomes
and, in doing so, establish the infrastructure and practices for a “denser web of community
connections” (p. 850). Furthermore, leaders in adaptive systems ensure people have access
to the resources and expertise they require to advance the task at hand and are sensitive to
the “lived experiences” of their reforms (p. 847). Sensitive leaders think systemically about
the combined impact of multiple initiatives and consider ways to accomplish changes
without unduly disrupting the day-to-day work of teaching and learning.
Evaluative capability drives coherence by tightening whole-school understanding about
which instructional and organisational practices work best for students (Timperley et al.,
2010). Central to evaluative capability are learning routines or iterative inquiry cycles which
connect actors in developing deeper understandings and better responses to the question of
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“what is going on for learners?” and “how do we know?” (Timperley et al., 2014). Earl and
Timperley (2009) explain that evaluative capability is also about actors having a broader
mindset and curiosity, not only about student learning, but the performance of the entire
system to advance student learning. This curiosity or “inquiry habit of mind” ensures that
leaders “do not presume an outcome; instead, they allow for a range of outcomes and keep
searching for increased understanding and clarity”(Earl & Timperley, 2009, p. 5).
In schools with robust capabilities in organising and evaluating, school actors share common
frameworks, tools and understandings about how to evaluate and organise improvement.
Indeed, establishing these common understandings is a priority in comprehensive reform,
improvement science and continuous approaches to improvement (Bishop et al., 2010;
Bishop et al., 2012; Bryk, Gomez, Grunow, & LeMahieu, 2015; S. Park, Hironaka, Carver,
& Nordstrum, 2013; Peurach & Neumerski, 2015; Stringfield et al., 2008). For example, in
the United States, the Success For All (SFA) comprehensive reform programme requires
schools to agree to improvement roles and establish regular routines and protocols for
decision making, continuous improvement, classroom observation and feedback and team
meetings. In SFA schools, establishing these “base-level capabilities and culture” is a
mandatory step before schools are permitted to adapt SFA instructional practices (Peurach
& Neumerski, 2015, p. 405).
If common understandings, frameworks and resources in organising and evaluating are not
firmly grounded in what matters for students, they are unlikely to positively influence
student learning and achievement (Stosich et al., 2018; Supovitz & Riggan, 2012;
Timperley, 2005). For example, Stosich et al. (2018) report that leaders in six elementary
schools in California often failed to connect their professional learning in how to organise
coherently to its purpose—advancing instruction. To assist leaders in grounding their
professional learning in instructional matters, the researchers recommended that leaders
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define their instructional goals before assessing whether their current organisational and
evaluative arrangements allowed them to achieve those goals. Similarly, Supovitz and
Riggan (2012), in the United States, reported that 16 schools that substantially invested in
developing distributed organisational and leadership capability, promoted team functioning
but not necessarily student learning. The authors conclude that distributed teams were
impeded from making a difference to students because they lacked a common instructional
framework and resources. In combination, these findings confirm that developing an
organising and evaluative platform is critical, but not sufficient. In sum, it appears schools
are best to start improvement understanding with clear goals for student learning, and then,
define how they will organise and evaluate to achieve those goals (Stosich et al., 2018;
Timperley, 2005). Moreover, faculty’s collaborative improvement efforts must be grounded
in a coherent instructional guidance system (Supovitz & Riggan, 2012) which is tightly
linked to their impact on student outcomes (Timperley, 2005).
Accordingly, a core outcome of improving, and a coherence capability, is embedded
common understandings about instruction, which is called instructional program coherence
(Newmann, Smith, Allensworth, & Bryk, 2001). Newmann et al. (2001) examined
instructional programme coherence in a 3-year study of 222 elementary schools in Chicago.
They found that schools with improving instructional coherence had 17% and 19% gains in
reading and mathematics test scores respectively, compared to a gain of between 12% to
13%, on average, for all schools. In schools with high instructional programme coherence,
teachers had agreed on a common curriculum and had a shared conception of the
instructional strategies, materials and standards of learning they would expect at each year
level, including ways they would recognise and assess students to ensure they had met
standards. Furthermore, teachers had codified this shared knowledge of the instructional
programme in the curriculum, lesson plans, classroom resources, assessments and

23

professional development. Researchers also find that common instructional frameworks and
tools enable teachers to trial similar practices and then have in-depth discussions about the
specific nature of the variation in their practice and how this leads to positive or negative
influences on students (Bryk et al., 2010; Horn & Little, 2010).
While embedded instructional understandings support coherence, dogmatically demanding
fidelity to particular instructional programmes can restrict the development of cohesion.
Studies show that demanding fidelity may stop teachers from questioning the reliability of
strategies in their context or for particular groups of students, and, in doing so, prevent
adaptive responses to the unique needs of particular students (Newmann et al., 2001;
Timperley, 2005). Moreover, in schools running improvement programmes with multiple
and independent external providers, stipulating fidelity can put them at risk of creating
fragmented agendas, rather than harmonising different strategies to suit the local context
(Mintrop, Gamson, McLaughlin, Wong, & Oberman, 2001).
2.2.3 Organisational practices for coherence.
The organisational practices promoting coherence are synergistic: combined organisational
practices have more power to promote coherence than strength in any one area (Bryk et al.,
2010; Robinson et al., 2017). One classic study which found that synergy in multiple areas
distinguishes improving from stagnating schools is Bryk et al.’s (2010) longitudinal study
of the reform efforts in 401 Chicago elementary schools. The authors found that improved
outcomes for diverse students only occurred when organisational practices connected
parents, teachers, leaders and students to activities in the classroom. To be specific, schools
that sustained gains in student engagement and outcomes exhibited strength across five
factors that have much in common with coherence, namely: (1) teacher professional
capacity, (2) close ties with parents and the community, (3) a student-centred learning
environment, (4) cohesive instructional guidance and resources, and (5) leadership. Strength
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across all five factors was necessary for better student outcomes. Moreover, if a school was
weak in one of the 14 indicators of these essential supports, it only had a 10% likelihood of
improvement. Consequently, Bryk et al. (2010) described the organisational practices of
improvement as analogous to the ingredients for baking a cake: if schools fail to use
ingredients with the right qualities, school improvement fails to rise.
Another potent example of the combined power of organising practices to create a culture
that is coherent and focused on improvement is the High Reliability Schools project
(Stringfield et al., 2008). Researchers partnered with 12 Welsh secondary schools that
agreed to work according to the high-reliability principles used in high-risk organisations
such as air traffic control towers and nuclear power plants, to ensure no failures. Driven by
a belief that failure is not an option for any student, HRS schools committed to studying and
embedding best practice and honoured people who found flaws in their system. As
delivering reliability requires exacting attention, each school limited itself to pursuing two
to four ambitious goals. Schools were also supported to develop a reliable infrastructure
including achievement databases, collaborative monitoring structures and regular routines
to identify and then document best practice in standard operating procedures. As well as
developing leader and teacher expertise in their core role, the entire faculty also learnt how
to generate worthwhile knowledge through evidence-based reflection with colleagues. In
effect, HRS schools strengthened coherence by developing ever-tightening understandings
of what worked and did not work for students, and this had benefits for student outcomes.
Compared to other Welsh schools, HRS schools made more rapid gains in GCSE, both
directly after and 5-years post the HRS intervention. On a value-added measure, the HRS
district was the highest rated value-added district in Wales.
Although there are no large-scale, longitudinal studies mapping the relationship between
coherence and achievement in New Zealand, researchers consistently find that sustained
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improvement seldom occurs when schools attend to pedagogical changes and professional
development, and not to how other parts of the school system should be improved to support
changes in the classroom (Berryman & Eley, 2017; Bishop et al., 2012; Hynds et al., 2016).
Moreover, Robinson et al. (2017), in a sample of five New Zealand secondary schools, have
shown that stronger organisational coherence at a point in time benefits longitudinal
achievement patterns. In this study, the extent that each school organised coherently to
introduce an initiative was assessed qualitatively across five domains of coordinating
processes (i.e., direction setting, organising for results, teachers’ professional learning,
teacher culture, strategic leadership). Schools that had higher ratings on the five domains
improved, rather than maintained, their student qualification patterns. In summary, studies
from both New Zealand and overseas indicate that coherent approaches to organising, across
multiple organisational domains, are associated with improvements in student outcomes.
Coherence practices depend on school context.
Research suggests that the practices required to promote coherence, and the extent of
coherence required to produce steady gains in student outcomes, are likely to depend on a
school’s context, such as its size and its community’s social and economic resources.
Smaller schools, as well as being advantageous for most students (Bryk et al., 2010;
Leithwood & Jantzi, 2009) find it easier to bolster coherence. Bryk et al.’s (2010) earlier
mentioned study of school improvement in Chicago, found that coordinating improvement
in smaller schools was more straightforward because it allowed for more face-to-face
coordination. Interacting in person facilitates stronger social ties and enables teachers to
negotiate and reach consensus amidst different beliefs and interpretations. As a result,
smaller schools, compared to large ones, were more likely to have an aligned curriculum
and to have tackled safety and order issues. Smaller schools also had more trusting
relationships between teachers, leaders and the community, which served as a resource for
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teachers to take risks to advance student learning and for parents to become involved in
school life.
Schools serving communities with extraordinary high levels of social and economic
deprivation find it more difficult to develop coherence and, also, seem to require more robust
coherence to sustain student outcomes than less deprived schools. As mentioned earlier,
Bryk et al. (2010) examined the relationship between coherence and student outcomes in
401 Chicago schools. Sixty-five of those schools were categorised as serving severely
deprived neighbourhoods, defined as having few social resources and high levels of student
exposure to crime and abuse. In the 65 severely deprived schools, student outcomes were
more likely to stagnate. Deprived schools also experienced greater difficulty developing
coherence, and yet required greater coherence than the general sample of schools in the
study, to ensure gains in student outcomes. Consequently, Bryk et al. (2010) conclude that
school reform in severely deprived neighbourhoods requires broader interventions that
attend to social and community activities, as well as extra funding to build the school
neighbourhood’s social capital.
Worldwide research finds that the organisational practices necessary to promote coherence
in schools serving communities with fewer socioeconomic resources or vulnerable students
should attend to setting aspirational academic standards and tailoring their strategic direction
to the community context (Bishop et al., 2010; Hynds et al., 2016; Klar & Brewer, 2013;
Moral, Martín-Romera, Martínez-Valdivia, & Olmo-Extremera, 2018). In New Zealand,
aspirational standards for Māori students should be tied to targets that are regularly
monitored and reflect an asset-based, rather than deficit-based perspective on what
indigenous and under-served students can achieve (Bishop et al., 2010; Hynds et al., 2016).
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Coherence practices depend on a developmental stage.
School leadership and improvement research suggest that what constitutes effective
coordinating and learning practice may vary according to a school’s developmental stage or
a school’s existing coherence conditions and capabilities (Copland, 2003; Day, Qing, &
Sammons, 2016; Penuel, Riel, Krause, & Frank, 2009). Day, Gu, and Sammons (2016), in
a mixed methods study of effective secondary and primary schools in England, found that
organising strategies used by principals evolved as a school’s capacity improved. For
instance, during early developmental phases, decisions were made primarily by the
principal. However, as distributed leaders became more capable in areas such as using data
to set high expectations and in observing and coaching their teams, decision making and
problem solving were delegated more broadly.
At advanced levels of coherence, as the responsibility for improvement becomes more
distributed, research suggests schools may need to reconfigure their whole-school systems
and their conditions, if the improvement activity is to remain coherent. Specifically, research
on self-organising systems (Bain, Walker, & Chan, 2011; Stringfield et al., 2008) and highly
distributed inquiry (Copland, 2003) suggest the following conditions are necessary for
cohesive improvement activity in distributed teams: teams are self-managing and generate
reform ideas (Bain et al., 2011; Copland, 2003); teams use clear principles and frameworks
for organising their activities and coordinating with other teams (Bain et al., 2011;
Stringfield et al., 2008); teams update pedagogical tools and frameworks as knowledge
about how to use them becomes more granular (Bain et al., 2011; Stringfield et al., 2008);
and regular feedback or evaluative cycles, involving students, connects teams horizontally
and vertically (Bain et al., 2011). In other words, to act coherently when improvement
activity is distributed, schools require robust coherence foundations, including high levels
of capability in areas such as evidence-based inquiry and decision making, and norms of
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transparency and mutual accountability. These advanced conditions and capabilities allow
and require senior leaders to step back, continuing to frame improvement, ask probing
questions and buffer distributed leaders from external distractions (Copland, 2003).
Coherence practices depend on the nature of the improvement goal or task.
Practices required to promote coherence may vary according to the nature of the
improvement task or goal. Dependent on the nature of the task or goal, practices may need
to either tighten or loosen relationships between the parts of a school’s system. Weick (1976)
describes parts of an organisational system that are loosely coupled as being unresponsive
to others. Loosely coupled parts “are somehow attached” and yet they “retain some identity
and separateness,” which means that attachment between the parts “may be circumscribed,
infrequent, weak in its mutual affect, unimportant, and slow to respond” (p. 3). To achieve
certain goals or tasks, such as when parts need to respond flexibly to local conditions, loose
coupling is more likely to support coherence. For instance, in order for a teacher to respond
as an adaptive expert in the classroom, links between planned units of work and actual
instructional practice may be loosely coupled so that the teacher may respond flexibly to
address students’ misunderstandings of a particular concept. Also, Spillane and colleagues
(Spillane & Burch, 2006; Spillane & Hopkins, 2013) conclude that loose coupling between
initiatives and departments enables strategies to be tailored to local circumstances, including
a subject-distinct teaching approach and curricular objectives. Furthermore, they note that
some subject departments may be more tightly coupled to particular school-wide targets
than others. For example, the English department may be more tightly coupled to a literacy
target than other curricular areas.
By contrast, to heighten responsiveness between parts, schools may tightly couple parts of
their systems. For example, exam systems in schools are tightly coupled. It is essential that
the student, the examination room, the exam papers and the exam administrator are prepared
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and ready to start at the correct time (Weick, 1976). Rules and schedules tightly coordinate
the exam system.
Coherence practices depend on school level and subject area.
Schools are nested systems comprising subject departments sitting within the school, and
classrooms sitting within departments. To date, much of the coherence research has focused
on whole-school practices and conditions promoting coherence (Bryk et al., 2010; Robinson
et al., 2017; Timar & Chyu, 2010). However, school effectiveness and improvement
research reveal that whole-school and subject- or curricular-area practices may interrelate to
produce more or less school coherence.
Sammons, Thomas and Mortimer (1996) examined the GCSE examination results in 94
London schools and their departments and found that few schools could be categorised as
highly ineffective or effective, but rather produced mixed results at department level.
Sammons et al. (1996) then examined practices used at each school level by conducting case
studies in a smaller subset of 30 schools, finding that both whole-school and departmentlevel practices contributed to effectiveness. For example, in effective high schools, academic
expectations and shared approaches and policies were necessary at both whole-school and
department level. Interestingly, the objective and the nature of the organisational practice
depended on the level (whole-school or department) at which it was conducted. For instance,
while both levels created common approaches and policies, the objective of this practice at
whole-school level was to manage student behaviour and discipline, whereas, at department
level, the objective was to create a shared approach to homework and assessment.
Practices and conditions may also differ from one curricular area to another. Spillane and
colleagues (Spillane & Burch, 2006; Spillane & Hopkins, 2013) have found that teachers,
dependent on their subject area, emphasise different instructional aspects (i.e., subject
content, material sequencing, the scope and dynamism of the subject content). The aspect of
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instruction pertinent to each subject area influenced departmental coordination patterns,
including the methods used for leading, patterns of resource usage and levels of cooperation
in each department. This suggests that the routines and tools (assessments, curricular
materials, textbooks) used to implement reforms in one department may look quite different
from another. Jarzabkowski and Fenton (2006) concur that pluralistic organising processes
may be necessary for organisations such as schools, where knowledge-based professionals
with different identities sit in separate subunits and face conflicting environmental demands.
If high-quality instruction is reliant on subject-specific organising practices, departments are
likely to be critical centres for embedding initiatives in ways that make sense to teachers and
students.
Factors Limiting and Facilitating Coherence
Coherence is not routinely achieved or maintained in schools. It has been shown to vary
from one school to the next (Bryk et al., 2010; Robinson et al., 2017; Timar & Chyu, 2010)
and to fluctuate in schools over time (Thoonen et al., 2012). In this section I discuss why
some schools struggle to think and act coherently, while others can organise improvement
in coherent ways. I elucidate upon seven interrelated explanations for why schools do not
routinely achieve coherence. For each explanation, relevant organisational and leadership
theory and empirical research are discussed in order to garner a deeper understanding of
what facilitates and inhibits coherence and, especially, what schools have within their power
to maintain or resolve failures in their systems.
2.3.1 Failure to recognise change can’t be controlled.
Early theories of organising place senior leaders as the superior and central actors, those
who intentionally plan, coordinate and monitor change in order to accomplish specific goals
(Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009; Reed, 2006). However, researchers generally agree that these
models, which are based on notions of hierarchical, formal and rational organisations, often
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fail to explain why change unfolds in ways other than intended. For example, Supovitz
(2008), in a study of 15 American high schools implementing five types of reforms, found
they all iteratively changed as they moved through layers of the school system. In his own
words,
the reform that begins this journey is not likely to be the reform that is enacted in the
classroom. In fact, the reform may look very different in different departments within
a school, and even in different classrooms within a department. (p. 153)
As a result of understanding that reforms can spread, falter, and change in unpredictable and
unintended ways, researchers have attempted to identify the formal and informal factors at
individual, social and organisational levels which influence how change emerges (Feldman
& Pentland, 2003; Jarzabkowski et al., 2012; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009; Spillane et al.,
2011; Supovitz, 2008; Weick, 1995). On an individual level, researchers have examined
how actors, in their efforts to make sense of and organise initiatives, change them (Weick,
1995). For instance, a practitioner’s prior knowledge and beliefs about instruction have been
shown to frame how they interpret reforms and, in turn, determine the extent to which they
make substantive or superficial changes in the classroom (Coburn, 2004; Spillane, 1999;
Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002; Supovitz, 2008). On a social level, formal and informal
leaders and networks have been shown to splinter and block some initiatives and support the
spread of others (de Lima, 2007; Penuel et al., 2009; Supovitz, 2008). For example,
influential informal leaders can either disperse priorities by pulling resources and attention
in competing directions, or reinforce a cohesive direction by fostering collaborative learning
(Penuel et al., 2009). Whole-school conditions and practices also determine how reforms
unfold. For example, the progress and spread of reforms can be even or uneven dependent
on a school’s cultural norms and its whole-school structures and routines, which can both
constrain or facilitate collaborative work patterns and channel or disrupt the flow of
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expertise and resources to where they are needed to advance improvement (Robinson et al.,
2017; Supovitz, 2008).
If one accepts that both informal and formal forces interact to coordinate reform, coherence
is likely to be weakened if leaders fail to attend to both forces and the way in which they
interact. Indeed, recent research finds that schools that are able to foster a cohesive response
to student learning problems do so by attending to and amalgamating both formal, planned
methods with informal, emergent ones (Penuel et al., 2010; Robinson et al., 2017; Supovitz,
2008). For example, Penuel et al. (2010), in a case study of two American elementary
schools, found that schools which were able to respond cohesively to instructional problems
aligned informal and formal coordinating mechanisms. Examples of alignment included the
principal formalising routines requiring deeper reflection within an informal culture that
already valued collegial decision making, and the principal providing authority to informal
leaders that were recognised by their peers as instructional experts. In the school with low
alignment, informal and formal leaders worked at odds with each other, fragmenting focus
and resources. Recognising and aligning formal and informal forces is a theme that I will
revisit throughout this section.
2.3.2 Failure to concentrate a school’s resources on a few priorities.
Schools with weaker coherence are unlikely to have forged an organisational response to
improvement priorities. Studies show that when the improvement agendas of schools are
cluttered and teachers’ energy dispersed, reforms fail to gather whole-school momentum
(Timar & Chyu, 2010; Timperley & Robinson, 1998). Timar and Chyu (2010) observed how
15 low-performing schools in California used additional funding and technical assistance to
improve or to stagnate outcomes. In stagnating schools, they observed that:
Schools that were collections of classrooms and teachers with minimal interaction,
planning, or collaboration—in short, schools that were organizationally
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fragmented—used … monies in fragmented, opportunistic ways. On the other hand,
schools with a vision and a coherent plan tended to use funds in a purposeful manner.
(pp. 1912–1913)
Developing a plan that mobilises a cohesive response from school actors can be challenging.
Leaders must negotiate the diverse demands of multiple agencies, discrepant leader and
teacher beliefs about how to improve student outcomes, and different community aspirations
regarding what is best for their children (Honig & Hatch, 2004; Mintrop, 2012).
Furthermore, it can be difficult to obtain working consensus amongst teachers whose
identities and allegiances are closely tied to their departments and classrooms. Concerning
subject departments, distinct subcultures and subject-specific training and socialisation
(Siskin, 1997) can act as barriers to consensus-building efforts. Siskin (1997) found that
three high schools in the United States had difficulty navigating through issues of authority,
legitimacy and expertise to determine which aspects of vision and responsibilities resided at
the whole-school level and which were specific to subject areas.
Physical boundaries between classrooms, reinforced by norms of professional autonomy,
may also prevent schools from mobilising their entire faculty around a few priorities.
Professional autonomy norms that sanction individual judgement in matters of instruction
have been shown to impede teachers from reaching consensus about solutions to problems
of teaching and learning (Elmore, 2004; Timperley & Robinson, 2000). Newmann et al.
(2001), for instance, found that a factor contributing to weaker instructional coherence was
one principal’s reluctance to constrain teacher choice and engage his faculty in critical
discussions about the relative merits of instructional priorities or frameworks. Similarly,
Timperley and Robinson’s (2000) study showed how professional autonomy norms
inhibited teachers from agreeing on a common approach to improving outcomes for Pacific
Island learners in a secondary school in New Zealand. School leaders and teachers that were
34

governed by norms of “supportive collegiality” and “professional autonomy,” avoided
discussing the relative merits and qualities of proliferating improvement projects. As a result
of the extra workload caused by proliferating and overlapping projects, teachers reported
workload stress and noticed that the quality of improvement declined. This study
demonstrates what Robinson et al. (2017) describe as the “vicious cycle” where a cluttered
and fragmented improvement agenda produces teacher workload stress and disperses
school’s resources, which in turn contribute to poor-quality outcomes that fuel a need for
more solutions to address the inadequacy of the current approach.
Senior leaders who are able to muster support for a cohesive agenda do so by listening
attentively, making sense of tensions and balancing stakeholder perspectives (Honig &
Hatch, 2004; Mintrop, 2012; Robinson et al., 2017; Timar & Chyu, 2010). Honig and Hatch
(2004) describe goal and strategy setting when faced with pluralistic demands as a
“continual process of negotiating the relationship between schools’ internal circumstances
and their external demands” (p. 18). This negotiation requires leaders to think strategically
in order to decline or limit external demands (buffering), or to select and build relationships
with external parties (bridging). The processes of bridging and buffering enable leaders to
craft coherent improvement agendas. Similarly, Mintrop (2012) finds that school leaders
who are able to balance “external demands, teachers’ values and perceived student needs”
(p. 711) can craft a direction with greater “integrity.” Agendas with integrity are more likely
to mobilise collective action because they are credible to stakeholders (Honig & Hatch,
2004; Mintrop, 2012), support high-quality instruction (Preston et al., 2016) and are suited
to a school’s context (Day et al., 2016; Klar & Brewer, 2013).
In order to concentrate their faculty’s energies on a few areas, leaders define a clear direction
but remain open to alternative perspectives and findings (City, Elmore, Fiarman, & Teitel,
2011; Mintzberg, 2007). The essential devices for setting direction are a vision, which
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provides a picture of the whole task (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009), and goals, which are more
practical and “narrowly drawn” targets of something the school wants to achieve (Sinnema
& Robinson, 2012, p. 136). Although vision has been described as a broad picture of the
desired future (Hallinger, 2011), to enable coherence, scholars argue the vision needs to be
firmly grounded in a precise description of the work happening in a classroom (Forman et
al., 2017; Mehta & Fine, 2015). Goals are important because they signal priorities and
reduce distractions (Murphy & Torre, 2015). To enable coherence, goals should be specific,
have an academic focus (Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008) and be continuously maintained
over several years. Continuity of focus is maintained when schools adjust underlying
strategies to support attainment of goals (Robinson et al., 2017).
Another device that mobilises actors around a shared direction is a theory of improvement,
which explains the exact journey from the current state towards the vision (City et al., 2011)
or “how the gap between goals and the status quo will be closed” (Robinson et al., 2017, p.
11). The purpose of a theory of improvement is twofold: firstly to establish shared
understanding about how the school system will fit together in order to advance its entire
vision or a particular improvement goal (D. Katz & Kahn, 1966); and secondly, to elucidate
people’s respective roles in making improvement happen (City et al., 2011; Okhuysen &
Bechky, 2009). City et al. (2011) explain that a theory of improvement operates at multiple
levels (e.g., for the entire school system, an initiative or an instructional practice), although
it is critical that it grounds the vision by specifying the nature of academic tasks at the
instructional core. In order to concentrate energy on a few areas, a theory of improvement
should clearly state causal relationships between actions and outcomes, yet also be
“empirically falsifiable” (p. 41) so that teachers can rule out which parts of the theory do not
work in practice. Moreover, theories should be open ended enough to impel teachers to
generate in-depth understandings of the causal relationships between actions and outcomes.
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School leaders that effectively focus their school’s energy and resources use a mixture of
deliberate and emergent processes. For example, Robinson et al. (2017), in their study of
five New Zealand secondary schools that were coordinating an initiative, found that the
more coherent schools used a mixture of deliberate and emergent processes. Schools with
stronger coherence used deliberate mechanisms, such as documenting a few goals and
targets and then monitoring these through the vertical hierarchy. They also used emergent
coordination, such as engaging middle leaders in resolving problems that drove “creative
and transformational solutions” (p. 33) to reinforce priority goals. This study confirms
Mintzberg’s (2007) view that strategy “formulation and implementation merge into a fluid
process of learning through which creative strategies evolve” (p. 276).
In sum, there is a complex set of organisational practices associated with creating a direction
that coheres faculty in pursuit of improvement. Senior leaders must balance the art of
creating a compelling vision and manageable set of priorities to concentrate faculty’s
attention and resources, while at the same time creating the conditions for strategy to emerge
through collaborative and continuous learning.
2.3.3 Failure of distributed leaders to think and act heedfully.
As discussed earlier, in secondary schools, an array of distributed leaders mutually
coordinate improvement—more or less coherently. If one accepts that activities that
influence the extent of coherence in a school are spread over multiple leaders (Spillane et
al., 2004), a factor impeding coherence is leaders that are inattentive or indifferent to how
their practice interrelates with fellow leaders to produce organisational outcomes. In
contrast, heedful leaders, according to Weick and Roberts (1993), pay attention to and are
aware of how their actions fit with others. Similarly, Gronn (2002) uses the term conjoint
agency, which means that agents “synchronise their actions by having regard to their own
plans those of their peers and their sense of unit membership” (p.431).
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In a secondary school, there is a high requirement for heedful leadership amongst the senior
leadership team (SLT), as they have the authority and position to establish an organisational
approach to improvement that is coherent, or incoherent. Critical interdependent leadership
activities performed by the SLT include: establishing an aspirational instructional vision
(Murphy & Torre, 2015); concentrating the faculty’s energy on a few priorities (Robinson
et al., 2017; Timperley et al., 2010); and establishing formal structures, routines and tools to
influence teachers’ patterns of professional interaction (Coburn, Mata, & Choi, 2013;
Supovitz, 2008).
The SLT and middle leaders must also act heedfully in order to connect whole-school
improvement activities and resources with the critical work that teams perform to learn about
and embed initiatives (von Krogh, Nonaka, & Rechsteiner, 2012). The principal and their
senior leaders enable teams by resolving tensions between them (Robinson et al., 2017),
diverting organisational resources and expertise to where they are needed most (Coldren &
Spillane, 2007; Day et al., 2016; Supovitz, 2008) and removing blocks to teacher and student
learning (Robinson et al., 2017). However, it is middle leaders, particularly subject-area
heads in secondary schools, that are closer to and more influential in integrating and
embedding initiatives at the instructional core. Subject heads promote coherence by
translating initiatives into curricular visions and instructional programmes (de Lima, 2007;
Klar, Huggins, Hammonds, & Buskey, 2016; Leithwood, 2016) and by establishing the
conditions for departmental professional learning communities (Klar et al., 2016;
Leithwood, 2016; Printy, 2008). Curricular heads have also been found to exert upward
influence to remove barriers and optimise enablers to improvement (Bennett, Woods, Wise,
& Newton, 2007; Dinham, 2007). Together, these studies suggest that heedful interactions
between the SLT and middle leaders are essential for resolving problems of improvement
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and channelling the flow of expertise, information and resources to where they are most
needed to advance learning.
Heedful leadership may also be required to promote coherence across the matrix structure
of a secondary school. The matrix in a secondary school has subject areas on one side and
pastoral areas, with responsibility for the pastoral care of year groups or “houses” of mixedyear-level students, on the other. To date, there appears to be limited research on
coordinating improvement across a school’s matrix structure, which has the potential to
produce tensions and fragment whole-school improvement.
Research indicates that leaders may act with more heed of one another when organisational
practices make them more aware of one another’s actions. Awareness appears to be
enhanced when leadership teams have shared goals and collaborate to make sense of school
activities and performance (Barnett & McCormick, 2012). Another tactic for developing
heedfulness is to establish a school system that is aware of and responsive to small failures.
This is the approach adopted by the high-reliability (HR) schools mentioned earlier
(Stringfield et al., 2008). In HR schools, senior leaders establish organisation-wide learning
processes for detecting, understanding and responding to minute indicators of failure. These
stable cognitive processes draw distributed leaders’ collective awareness to resolving
failures, and create a school culture where heedful interacting, around solving those failures,
is the norm. The heedfulness of distributed leaders has been shown to produce a tightly
coupled and reliable organisation (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 1999). A similar learning
process that has the potential to increase distributed leaders’ heedfulness, which will be
discussed in the following section, involves routines for evaluating initiatives.
Schools may come up against challenges in their efforts to promote heed between the SLT
and middle leadership communities. Reports on schools’ purposeful and effective efforts to
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distribute leadership suggest it requires extensive efforts, including significant middle
leadership capability development in areas such as facilitating team meetings, respectfully
resolving conflicts and evidence-based decision making (Klar, 2012; Supovitz & Riggan,
2012). Studies also suggest that there are challenges associated with shifting roles and
authority when middle leaders assume more change leadership responsibilities (Klar, 2012;
Leithwood, 2016; Supovitz & Riggan, 2012). Leithwood (2016), for instance, in a review
on departmental leadership, observed that department heads might be uncomfortable
performing the broader responsibilities associated with instructional improvement, in
particular, instructional leadership. Also, senior leaders might be reluctant to release
authority, preferring to rely on department heads to act as “conduits for their own initiatives”
and leaving “little room for department-head initiative” (p. 126). In another study of
distributed leadership, Timperley (2005), in seven schools in New Zealand, also identified
authority challenges for leaders in the middle. Literacy leaders, spanning the boundary
between principals and teacher teams, were very effective at producing alignment between
the principal’s beliefs about effective improvement and teachers’ enactment of improvement
activities. However, they found it difficult to influence the principal when the principal’s
choices were detrimental for students. In sum, developing heedful leadership between senior
leaders and middle leaders needs to attend to issues of authority, capability and legitimacy.
2.3.4 Failure to engage actors in interdependent learning about initiatives.
Coherence involves promoting interdependent, not independent, learning in order to develop
in-depth collective knowledge about how initiatives work for all students (Robinson et al.,
2017). As discussed earlier, one critical organisational capability for promoting collective
learning is evaluation. Studies show that managers can intervene to promote evaluative
capability by introducing routines at both a micro- and a macro-level. A micro-evaluative
routine involves a group of educators working together over time to analyse and interpret
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information about their mutual efforts to introduce improvements (Schechter & Atarchi,
2014). Macro-evaluative routines connect groups of educators, learning units or
communities of practice (e.g., senior leaders, departments, improvement teams) as they
evaluate and learn about their initiatives (Coldren & Spillane, 2007). Examples of these
systemic routines are review and monitoring routines, and looping cycles of inquiry around
common problems of learning that connect communities of practice. Both the micro- and
macro-routines combine to produce interdependent learning. This section focuses on the
barriers and enablers to macro-routines and the next section on micro-routines.
Studies examining purposeful efforts to introduce macro-evaluative routines show they have
advantages for coherence. Macro-evaluative routines, which span classroom and
departmental boundaries and social networks, connect teachers so that they may develop
shared theories regarding how initiatives improve outcomes and resolve tensions between
external strategies and existing conditions and practices (Copland, 2003; Stringfield, 1995;
Stringfield et al., 2008; Timperley et al., 2010). Moreover, routines can also connect people,
ideas, resources and expertise to where they are most needed to advance improvement
(Coburn et al., 2013; Coldren & Spillane, 2007; Spillane et al., 2011).
Introducing macro-evaluative routines to facilitate interdependent learning about initiatives
in a secondary school context, where norms and boundaries sway teachers and departments
to learn as independent units, may be challenging. Okhuysen and Bechky’s (2009)
coordination theory, which identifies three integrating conditions for interdependent work—
accountability, predictability and common understanding—provides a useful framework for
understanding the likely barriers schools may encounter as they attempt to promote systemic
rather than isolated pockets of learning. Likely challenges to establishing the integrating
conditions in macro-evaluative cycles are discussed below.
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The first condition for promoting interdependent learning is to establish common
understandings regarding the questions and hypotheses faculty will jointly test in macroevaluative cycles. Scholars suggest that worthwhile learning questions and hypotheses could
include testing the theory of improvement underlying an initiative (Bryk et al., 2015) or
investigating hunches about why processes are not working for particular groups of learners
(Timperley et al., 2014). Reaching consensus on common learning goals is likely to be
challenging in a culture where professional autonomy pervades (Elmore, 2004; Timperley
& Robinson, 2000). Faculty may question the value of shared goals and avoid debating
competing theories in order to a consensus.
The second condition integrating macro-evaluative routines is predictability, which occurs
when communities of practice can anticipate how their learning activity fits with the work
of others as they evaluate initiatives. Macro-evaluative routines in schools typically connect
classroom, team and school layers in learning (Copland, 2003; Lai & McNaughton, 2013).
Thus, the routine promotes predictability by making interdependencies between layers
visible and, in doing so, allows each layer to anticipate what they should expect from other
layers. Creating a predictable, transparent learning process is likely to be in tension with the
predominant culture of privacy in schools, which in turn is likely to heighten teachers’ sense
of vulnerability.
The third and final integrating condition is accountability, which occurs when communities
expect each other to perform particular evaluative tasks to a certain standard in order to
answer questions or hypotheses. Active feedback loops between the layers or communities
of practice promote accountability because they provide the means for communities to
monitor their commitments to one another, identify and resolve learning barriers and share
significant outputs (Copland, 2003; Earl & Seashore Louis, 2013; Lai & McNaughton, 2013;
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Timperley et al., 2014). Interestingly, in Robinson et al.’s (2017) study of coherence,
developing accountability in New Zealand secondary schools proved particularly difficult.
In sum, introducing interdependent learning is likely to be challenging in a school culture
which values private, independent learning over transparent, collective learning, and which
avoids reaching consensus and holding colleagues to account. Therefore, introducing macroevaluative cycles is likely to heighten teachers’ sense of vulnerability. To reduce teachers’
vulnerability, so that interdependent learning can occur, conditions such as psychological
safety (Edmondson, 2005; Edmondson et al., 2016; Silins & Mulford, 2002) and trust (Bryk
& Schneider, 2002; Seashore Louis, 2006; Seashore Louis & Lee, 2016) are critical. As
Bryk and Schneider (2003) explain, teachers discern trustworthiness from a leader’s day-today behaviour, from which they make judgements about whether they are respected and
valued. Likewise, teachers will discern from leaders’ actions whether it is safe to take the
first steps towards collective learning.
2.3.5 Failure to promote in-depth learning about reforms
If teachers are to implement reforms adaptively to respond in-situ to the learning needs of
diverse students, they require an in-depth conceptual understanding of those reforms. Deep,
rather than superficial understanding, according to Timperley and Alton-Lee’s (2008)
synthesis of 97 studies, is developed when professional learning is intense, delivered over
multiple formats, and has the following qualities. Professional learning should:
engage rather than bypass teachers’ theories and provide and exemplify alternative
visions and practices. Teachers need to have a problem to solve, to have multiple
opportunities to learn relevant pedagogical content and assessment knowledge in
ways that integrate theory and practice, and to maintain a constant focus on how
teaching affects students. Better outcomes for students are sustained when the
organizational conditions support ongoing evidence-informed inquiry into the
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impact of practice on students. Take any of the ingredients out, and its impact is
likely to diminish. (p. 359)
As the quote shows, a critical part of quality professional learning is evidence-informed
inquiry. These micro-evaluative routines involve groups of educators working together in
connected cycles to evaluate and learn about their mutual efforts to introduce improvements
(Earl & Timperley, 2009; Forman et al., 2017; Horn & Little, 2010; Timperley & AltonLee, 2008; Timperley et al., 2010). Studies find that three characteristics of interactions in
micro-evaluative routines promote deep rather than superficial learning:
(1) Teacher accounts of instructional practice are specific and of high depth. Coburn et
al. (2013), in the context of maths reform, define high depth as “specific
conversations about what or how students were learning, the nature of the
mathematics involved in lessons, or the pedagogical principles underlying
instructional strategies.” By contrast, in low-depth conversations, teachers focus on
“general descriptions of lessons, a focus on technical matters involved in
orchestrating a lesson, or fleeting conversations about pacing or scheduling” (p. 86).
(2) Conversations between teachers should provoke dissonance between teachers’
current beliefs and knowledge and those underlying the initiative (Timperley &
Alton-Lee, 2008).
(3) Teachers should jointly evaluate the relationship between their current ways of
teaching and student learning (Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008).
Micro-evaluative conversations that involve high-depth analysis of teaching and learning
and the beliefs underlying instructional practice are not routinely accomplished in schools
(J. W. Little, 1990; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008; Vangrieken, Dochy, Raes, & Kyndt,
2015). A review of the literature on teacher collaboration by Vangrieken et al. (2015) finds
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that instructional conversations between teachers that allow for in-depth analysis of the
specifics of instruction were rare and that the underlying reasons were often “related to
cultural aspects and elements related to the mindset of teachers [and] a strong-rooted culture
of individualism, autonomy, and independence [that] appears to be profound in education”
(p. 36).
Patterns of interaction, when norms of professional autonomy pervade, are unlikely to
encourage teachers to question, change or reflect on their existing practice. For example, J.
W. Little (1990) found that when norms of independence governed schools, teachers’
interactions involved sharing of classroom stories to support one another and reinforce
common ground, which had the effect of maintaining existing teaching quality.
Another factor limiting deep learning in teams is cognitive biases and patterns of interaction
which limit teachers’ capacities to jointly evaluate which aspects of initiatives are working
for students and why. Cognitive biases, for instance, may drive actors to look for evidence
confirming, rather than disconfirming, how an initiative works (S. Katz & Dack, 2013).
Cognitive biases and practitioners’ prior knowledge and beliefs about instruction may also
lead them to misconstrue or alter reforms in ways aligned with their existing beliefs or
schemata about teaching. Thus, teachers can misinterpret a reform, believing it has a theory
similar to their own, even when it is actually substantially different and, therefore, change
their practice in only superficial ways (Spillane et al., 2002). Also, preferred norms of
interacting, whereby actors describe issues at high levels of abstraction, infer or assume what
others believe, overlook emotions and focus on convincing others of their perspective, may
also limit the ability of actors to detect and correct instructional and organisational problems
(Argyris & Schön, 1974).
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Interventions to overcome such norms and cognitive biases typically involve teams being
professionally developed and scaffolded in using conversational patterns that require
specific accounts and critical analysis of instructional matters (Annan, Lai, & Robinson,
2003; Coburn et al., 2013; Earl & Timperley, 2009; Lai & McNaughton, 2013; Timperley,
2005). There is a growing body of research in this area examining how facilitation styles
(Horn & Little, 2010), protocols (Levine & Marcus, 2010), evidence (Earl & Seashore
Louis, 2013; Earl & Timperley, 2009; Lai & McNaughton, 2013; Lai & Schildkamp, 2013;
V. Park & Datnow, 2009) and shared terminology and guidance about instruction (Horn &
Little, 2010) can help teachers recount the specifics of their practice and collaborate in its
analysis. In brief, the combined output from these studies suggests that when schools make
intentional efforts to structure conversational patterns using expert facilitators and fit-forpurpose artefacts, they are more likely to develop a deeper understanding of instruction.
Joint work and evaluative activity in teams should also produce visible, significant outputs,
such as aligned curriculum and resources. This serves several purposes from a coherence
perspective. First, it builds collective accountability for learning (Hackman, 1987).
Secondly, it is critical for developing instructional programme coherence (Newmann et al.,
2001); and finally, as teachers produce significant outputs, they develop mastery in a new
strategy (Forman et al., 2017). Without such rigorous joint work, initiatives sit on the
periphery of teachers’ day-to-day reality.
2.3.6 Failure to raise average quality and performance.
A critical outcome of coherence is “raising the average level of quality and performance
while at the same time decreasing the variation among units” (Elmore, 2004, p. 13).
However, producing even rather than uneven quality and performance in learning units (e.g.,
classrooms, subject areas, professional learning communities) in a secondary school appears
difficult. Hattie (2008), in his meta-analysis of factors relating to student achievement,
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concludes that the “greatest source of variance in our system relates to teachers” (p. 23).
Likewise, subject departments in schools are a significant source of variance in achievement.
Studies in a variety of countries (Highfield, 2010; Ko, Hallinger, & Walker, 2015; Sammons
et al., 1996) find significant differences in student achievement across departments within
schools, leading to conclusions such as “student achievement may not be determined by the
school a student attends but the department in which they have been taught” (Highfield,
2010, p. 186).
In order to raise average quality and performance in learning units, interventions such as
professional learning and evaluative cycles must attend to antecedent differences in their
capacity for improvement. Studies such as de Lima’s (2007), in a case study of a Portuguese
secondary school, demonstrate that learning units can be differentially responsive to wholeschool improvement. In one department, identified as loosely coupled, the departmental
leader developed no vision, required less teacher participation in decisions and set up few
structures for joint discussions or work. Accordingly, when compared to a tightly coupled
department, the loosely coupled one, which had a sparse social network and performed
limited meaningful teacher collaborative work, was less responsive to the whole-school
initiative. De Lima (2007) concludes that in loosely coupled departments “improvement
efforts may vanish into the empty spaces that divide or distance teachers and departments
from one another” (p. 296).
Due to these capacity differences, tailored solutions are essential. Approaches to resolving
capacity differences include tailoring professional learning (Timperley & Parr, 2009) and
purposefully situating expertise and resources in teams (Coburn et al., 2013). In order to
tailor solutions, senior and middle leaders play a critical role in monitoring performance
(Supovitz & Riggan, 2012) and spanning boundaries between the layers of a school system
(Coldren & Spillane, 2007; Timperley, 2005) to identify inadequate quality and performance
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and channel resources and expertise to where they are required to advance goals (Robinson
et al., 2017).
The conundrum schools face is that insufficient expertise, in and of itself, may be a barrier
to raising quality and performance. Leaders and teams performing an improvement task for
the first time may not have the organisational or instructional expertise to judge what is
impeding their progress. Thus, many successful school-improvement approaches report
using external experts to discern obstacles to team progress or to ensure decisions are in a
direction that benefits students (Hill, 2011; Lai & McNaughton, 2013; Timperley, 2005;
Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008). Indeed, Robinson et al. (2017), in their study of coherence
in secondary schools, conclude that weak cues between teaching and learning in schools
make judgements about performance adequacy difficult and, therefore, recommend that
expertise is used to coordinate improvement in a direction that benefits students.
2.3.7 Failure of the principal to catalyse coherent improvement.
In this analysis of why coherence is not routinely achieved in secondary schools, it is
apparent that schools in a self-managing context rely heavily on principals and their SLT to
catalyse coherence. For example, senior leaders hold primary responsibility for
concentrating a school’s resources on a few priorities, establishing the structures and
conditions for interdependent learning and tailoring solutions to address uneven outcomes
in teams. Moreover, I hope that this chapter has also highlighted that the practices underlying
coherence in a secondary school are many and complex and that they operate synergistically
to address coherence failures. As a consequence, many skills are required of senior leaders,
including systemic thinking, high levels of interpersonal skills, strong judgement, high
learning orientation and heedfulness.
School leaders also need to be able to accurately judge the best approach to organising
improvement dependent on a school’s developmental stage (Copland, 2003; Day et al.,
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2016). To support schools in making these judgements, Elmore et al. (2014) argue that
schools require more and better tools to support them in diagnosing where to expend effort
and resources in order to develop their coherence. In response to this gap, Elmore, Forman,
Stosich and Bocala (Elmore et al., 2014; Forman et al., 2017; Stosich, 2014; Stosich et al.,
2018) have developed a set of practitioner tools, resources and professional development
courses and activities. To date, there is no large-scale empirical research examining whether
the use of these practitioner resources enhances schools’ efforts to build capacity to improve
coherence. However, one study by Stosich et al. (2018), using the protocol in six elementary
schools in the United States, indicates some of the challenges leaders may experience as
they attempt to apply what they have learnt about coherence in their schools. Some leaders
misunderstood key coherence concepts or translated them in a superficial way when they
returned to their school. For instance, leaders misunderstood what interdependent teamwork
meant in practice, equating it to “staying positive, rather than with engaging in constructive
criticism” (p. 10). Also, some leaders superficially shared coherence concepts, like
psychological safety, with their teams, rather than applying those concepts in joint work to
solve instructional problems. As a result, some leaders struggled to build their school’s
capacity to think and act coherently. These findings highlight some of the difficulties leaders
may experience when they attempt to apply many of the abstract concepts underlying
coherence in practice.
Implicit beliefs governing actions may preclude senior leaders from organising
improvement in ways which promote coherence. Argyris and Schön (1974, 1996), using a
theory of action analysis, give numerous examples of how the beliefs of individuals, groups
or organisations constrain their choices in practice, leading them to produce unintended
consequences. A theory of action provides a causal map of how a person’s values or beliefs
explain their observed actions and the consequences of those actions, both intended and

49

unintended (Argyris & Schön, 1974). The authors differentiate between espoused theories
and theories-in-use. Espoused theories are the casual assumptions that actors tell us explain
their actions, whereas theories-in-use are the observed or actual theories governing the
actors’ actions. One reason why individuals, groups and organisations have difficulty
addressing organisational problems is that they are often not aware of their actual beliefs
and how these are producing detrimental outcomes.
Robinson (1993, 1998, 1996) has extended Argyris and Schön’s theory of action analyses
to examine how leaders’ beliefs about problems they are facing in their schools constrain
their approaches to organising and ultimately produce consequences other than those they
intended. For example, Robinson (1996) showed how one principal’s beliefs constrained
him from effectively modernising mathematics in his school. The principal believed
mathematics reform should be rapid, and also that staff should experience minimal
disruption or threat from reform. To satisfy these beliefs, the principal mobilised a small
team to develop maths instructional guidance at pace but, in order not to unduly disrupt
teachers, only allowed them limited time to socialise their instructional guidance with
teachers. As a consequence, teachers had insufficient opportunities to compare and contrast
their practice with the instructional guidance, and reliable instructional improvement did not
occur in every classroom. Interventions to support leaders to reveal and revise
counterproductive beliefs require skilled coaches. Coaches must be able to respectfully
engage leaders in understanding their theories-in-use and their implications, and then
thoughtfully engage leaders in considering alternative strategies (Robinson, 2018).
It is questionable as to whether New Zealand’s self-managing school system has the means
to identify and support principals whose actions reduce their school’s coherence. As Wylie
et al. (2016) identify in their article entitled “New Zealand Principals: Autonomy at a Cost,”
New Zealand’s self-managing school system has many of the components necessary to
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support leaders such as best-practice leadership models, principal development and
preparation programmes, and principal and school performance review processes. However,
due to a lack of integration across these components, principals’ specific learning needs are
not routinely identified and addressed. The authors conclude by questioning whether the
system in which principals operate connects them “with sources of knowledge, support, and
challenge. Principal effectiveness must be nourished; it is more than a matter of individual
commitment or confidence” (p. 288).
Principal turnover may also disrupt coherence in a school. For example, in one phase of Te
Kotahitanga, a project to introduce culturally responsive pedagogy in New Zealand
secondary schools, six of the 12 schools changed principal and, in all but one, improvement
outcomes were delayed or weakened. New principals allowed slippage against planned
deadlines and diverted resources away from Te Kotahitanga to other initiatives, leaving only
subsections of the teaching community practising culturally responsive pedagogy (Bishop,
Berryman, & Wearmouth, 2014). Moreover, several studies have found that principal
turnover has a negative impact on achievement (Rangel, 2018). For example, Miller (2013)
studied how turnover related to achievement in North Carolina. She found that student
scores on average started to decline 2 years prior to principals departing and continued to do
so for another 2 years after the new principal arrived. Five years after the new principal
starting scores had recovered. While researchers have yet to formulate a detailed
understanding about how principal turnover affects coherence and achievement outcomes,
it seems likely that turnover is detrimental to continuity in improvement approach, which
may be related to a downturn in student outcomes. Unfortunately, in New Zealand’s
devolved system, there are no system-wide approaches to succession planning in order to
ensure continuity of approach.
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This Study’s Coherence Domains and Practices
Four domains of organisational activity will be used to examine coherence in this study:
shared direction, collaborative infrastructure, strategy implementation and evaluation, and
team learning (see Figure 2.3). Conditions and capabilities supporting coherence are
interwoven into the domains and practices in this study. I made this choice because this
study aims to provide situated accounts of leading and organising improvement in schools.
Plenty is known about the mechanisms required to promote coherence. However, more
research is needed to understand how the social interactions and artefacts situated within
structures (Spillane et al., 2004) diminish or build coherence conditions and capabilities in
the foundation.

Shared Direction Domain

Collaborative Infrastructure
Domain

Team Learning Domain

Strategy Implementation &
Evaluation Domain

Conditions
• Collective accountability
• Relational Trust
• Psychological safety
• Self- and collective-efficacy

Capabilities
• Organisational
• Evaluative
• Instructional

Foundations

Figure 2.3. Coherence conceptual model: The four practice domains, conditions and
capabilities.
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The domains of organisational practices in this study are action oriented and synergistic.
Practices are “action-oriented” because they are dynamic and change with each performance
(Stoll & Kools, 2017). The dynamic nature of practices means that the reservoir of
conditions (e.g., trust, collective responsibility) and capabilities (e.g., instructional,
evaluative, organisational) rises and falls with action. Practices are synergistic: it is the
combination of practices across all coherence domains that produces coherent improvement
efforts in schools (Bryk et al., 2010; Robinson et al., 2017; Timar & Chyu, 2010). Below is
a synopsis of each domain and an explanation of how I distinguish between lower and higher
levels of coherence in each domain.
2.4.1 Shared-direction domain.
The purpose of direction setting is for the teacher and leader bodies to share a vision and be
able to explain how the current improvement activities, in combination, contribute to
progressing their vision. In brief, the practices necessary to develop this quality in schools
are:
•

Crafting a shared, credible vision and theory of improvement

•

Establishing and monitoring progress on a few priority goals

•

Expecting high standards for teachers and students

Schools will be deemed to be highly coherent in this domain when the leader and teacher
bodies have shared clarity on the school’s vision, goals and theory of improvement (Elmore,
2004; Murphy & Torre, 2015; Robinson et al., 2017). The vision and theory of improvement,
crafted in dialogue with internal and external stakeholders (Honig & Hatch, 2004), will be
credible (Robinson et al., 2017), reflect the school’s context and needs (Klar & Brewer,
2013; Mintrop, 2012) and embody ambitious academic standards for teachers and students
(Bishop et al., 2014; Hynds et al., 2016; Klar & Brewer, 2013). Schools will promote
continuity in their improvement agenda by setting two or three goals which focus activity

53

over several years and guide decisions like strategy selection and deployment of expertise
and time (Robinson et al., 2017). Leaders in coherent schools will have established
deliberate processes for setting, monitoring and addressing fluctuating goal achievement
(Murphy & Torre, 2017; Robinson et al., 2017) and emergent processes for staying attuned
to productive and unproductive patterns of improvement. This understanding of how
improvement is progressing will allow leaders to remove barriers and distractions and
distribute resources and expertise in order to free up productive patterns and curb the
unproductive ones (Robinson et al., 2017; Supovitz, 2008; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). In
schools rated high in this domain, teachers and leaders will have a shared understanding of
the mechanisms by which their current improvement activities, separately and together, will
improve teaching and learning, and of their own and others’ roles in delivering quality
improvement. Importantly, these shared understandings will provide a social structure for
interdependent work towards tasks and goals and a shared working theory about how
improvements will drive achievement, which through joint work will become more specific
over time (City et al., 2011).
Schools will rate low in this domain when educators lack shared clarity about the exact
mechanisms by which these strategies will lift student outcomes (Bryk et al., 2015; Forman
et al., 2017). School members are likely to have different beliefs about the drivers of student
achievement and how their combined efforts will advance student outcomes. Deliberate and
emergent processes for setting, monitoring and addressing progress against goals, and
observing emerging patterns of improvement activity, are likely to be irregular or
insufficient (Robinson et al., 2017). Consequently, teachers will also report a clutter and
proliferation of initiatives due to discontinuity in the improvement focus (Robinson et al.,
2017; Timar & Chyu, 2010).
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2.4.2 Collaborative-infrastructure domain.
The purpose of establishing a collaborative infrastructure is to connect people to each other
and to the resources and expertise they require to develop their capabilities, advance
interdependent work on improvement goals and embed learning. Schools strong in this
domain will use three practices:
•

Establishing a range of integrated professional learning experiences aligned with the
capabilities that need to be developed to advance improvement goals

•

Establishing a lateral and vertical collaborative infrastructure to connect people for
learning and interdependent tasks

•

Connecting people and teams with the resources and expertise they require to
advance improvement goals

•

Establishing a common base of knowledge and experience in instruction and
organising improvement

I evaluate schools as being stronger in this domain when their structures, routines and tools
situate and connect people with the resources and expertise they require to continuously
improve and advance priority goals (Forman et al., 2017; Robinson et al., 2017). Interactions
within these structures will reinforce a learning culture which values teacher participation
in instructional decision making and where teachers feel safe taking risks in the interest of
continuously striving to meet ambitious standards of teaching and learning (Forman et al.,
2017; Silins & Mulford, 2002; Sherer & Spillane, 2011). In addition, routines for continuous
improvement and decision making should clarify how best practice becomes incorporated
into instructional and organisational guidance (Stringfield et al., 2008). These common
frameworks and language should serve as a resource for in-depth collaborative work
amongst teachers (Horn & Little, 2010) and guide, but not restrict, high-quality instruction
suited to the student (Newmann et al., 2001; Timperley, 2005). Schools rated highly in this
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domain will also develop teachers through a series of intense professional learning activities
linked to improvement goals (Robinson et al., 2017; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008). These
integrated activities will build teacher understanding of strategies, methods for assessing
learning and pedagogical content knowledge, as well as providing opportunities for teachers
to link theory to practice and compare their own beliefs to the theories underlying new
strategies (Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008). Leaders will establish processes for monitoring
individual and team progress in learning and embedding strategies, taking action, where
necessary, to jointly solve problems, refocus teams on priorities (Robinson et al., 2017) and
provide timely input of expertise in order to enhance mastery in strategies (Forman et al.,
2017; Hill, 2011; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008).
In schools scoring low in this domain, professional learning events and the broader
collaborative infrastructure described above will occur irregularly or as discrete events,
leading to incoherent professional learning and a fragmented knowledge base. Disconnected
events will provide little opportunity for the sustained joint learning necessary for the
development of shared instructional guidance (Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008). Accordingly,
a lack of shared frames and terminology will make it difficult for teachers to describe and
resolve educational problems with their colleagues (Horn & Little, 2010). Schools rated as
less coherent in this domain are also likely to have less systematic support for collaborative
work: inquiry methodologies, observation and feedback routines, facilitation skills and tools
for promoting team effectiveness may not be available or widely understood (Forman et al.,
2017; S. Park et al., 2013). Teachers may report that barriers to improvement are
longstanding (Robinson et al., 2017).
2.4.3 Strategy-implementation and evaluation domain.
The purpose of this domain is to implement and refine strategies so that the school’s system
delivers for its students. As I am interested in coherence as a school orchestrates its entire
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improvement agenda, this involves implementing, evaluating and refining improvements at
all layers to optimise the entire system for students. The mixture of deliberate and emergent
practices outlined below is suitable for this purpose:
•

Establishing an effective system for inputting, maintaining and using fit-for-purpose
evidence

•

Refining existing infrastructure and strategies through regular and connected wholeschool evaluative cycles (i.e., macro-evaluative routines)

•

Implementing strategies to embody vision-in-action

Schools will be assessed as stronger in this domain when they put their vision into action,
by translating strategies into operational routines, structures, tools and interactions that
embody their vision (Timperley, 2005). In the context of this study, this will often require
schools to adjust existing organisational structures and routines which may be at odds with
their aspirational vision for students or do not fit with a new strategy (D. Katz & Kahn, 1966;
Stosich, 2018). Stronger macro-evaluation will occur when schools have instituted looping
and interconnected cycles of inquiry at individual, team and group levels (Copland, 2003;
Lai & McNaughton, 2013). In all inquiry sessions, fit-for-purpose evidence will be used to
test causal relationships between strategies and student outcomes and to monitor current
patterns of student outcomes and achievement (Earl & Seashore Louis, 2013; Earl &
Timperley, 2009; Lai & Schildkamp, 2013). Inquiry cycles will lead to teachers and leaders
agreeing on the next steps for refining strategies in line with what works for students and
developing tighter collective theories about what drives student achievement in their system
(Timperley et al., 2010; Timperley et al., 2014). Leaders will frame all evaluative processes
on solving student problems first (Timperley, 2005) and encourage teams to regard problems
of improvement as a natural consequence of the current design of the system (S. Park et al.,
2013).
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In schools scoring lower in this domain, measurement infrastructure and inquiry routines
and norms will not enable improvement in a direction aligned with student outcomes.
Infrastructure and routines for specifying, collecting and maintaining evidence will be
fragmented and act as a barrier to teachers using evidence to evaluate changes (Robinson et
al., 2017). Macro-evaluative routines may not be regular enough or may lack connections
across organisation levels. Hence, inquiries may seem disjointed from prior learning and
provide few opportunities for the teacher and leader collectively to generate a more granular
understanding of what drives student achievement.
2.4.4 Team-learning domain.
While the previous domain covered macro-evaluative routines or the whole-school routines
and conditions that connect learning units or communities of practice in learning about an
initiative, this domain covers micro-evaluative routines or the evaluative processes
occurring in each learning unit. In the team-learning domain, a group of educators works
together over time to analyse and interpret information about their mutual efforts to
introduce improvements. Through these efforts, their purpose is to continuously improve
and embed strategies in their daily practice. Teams in New Zealand secondary schools
consist of improvement teams, and subject-area, pastoral-area and grade- or year-level
teams. To continuously improve and embed strategies, departmental teams, in particular,
need to translate school-wide strategies to suit their curricular areas, advocate for schoolwide resources and champion alternative theories about critical success factors for students
(Bennett et al., 2007; Leithwood, 2016). Accordingly, practices in this domain have been
broadened to include this translating and linking role. Learning-unit practices associated
with highly coherent schools in this domain include:
•

Conducting regular and connected knowledge building and inquiry cycles to answer
questions of increasing specificity

58

•

Agreeing on ambitious standards and holding one another accountable for refining
practice in line with these standards

•

Engaging in critical discussions about teaching and learning

•

Linking team improvement activities to school-wide ones

To score highly in this domain, teachers in teams will be working interdependently towards
shared, ambitious instructional goals (Timperley, 2005; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008).
Teams will engage in a range of collaborative activities to embed strategies into classroom
plans, the curriculum, shared instructional guidance and so on. Furthermore, teachers in each
learning unit will engage in inquiry and knowledge building cycles to amalgamate new
strategies with existing practice in ways best suited to students. Through these cycles, teams
will ask increasingly tighter questions about the relationship between teacher, student and
material to develop successively deeper theories of improvement and more exacting shared
standards (Forman et al., 2017; Lai & McNaughton, 2013; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008).
Teams will engage in critical, respectful discussion using fit-for-purpose evidence that
enables teachers to collectively examine students’ performance relative to benchmarks,
identify student learning needs and examine how their practice contributes to learning
patterns (Lai & McNaughton, 2013; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008). In these discussions,
teachers will provide transparent accounts of the specifics of their practice (Annan et al.,
2003; Horn & Little, 2010; Lai & McNaughton, 2013) and engage in collective deliberations
towards general frameworks for teaching and learning (Horn & Little, 2009). Team norms
during inquiry and interdependent work will place teachers as the central agent in the
teacher–learning relationship (Earl & Timperley, 2009) and reinforce high-expectation
norms in regard to all teachers contributing to goals (Forman et al., 2017). Teachers will
listen, question and pay attention to their colleagues with alternative beliefs, as well as
support them in their endeavours to learn and take risks (Earl & Timperley, 2009).
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Team leaders will set the tone for learning and interdependent work by setting up effective
team structures and processes (Forman et al., 2017), modelling their willingness to learn in
line with new understandings (Silins & Mulford, 2002), allowing mistakes and dissent
(Edmondson, 2005; Edmondson et al., 2016) and framing work against aspirational
standards for teachers and students (Bishop et al., 2014; Forman et al., 2017; Silins &
Mulford, 2002; Timperley, 2005). Finally, leaders of effective teams will act as vertical and
lateral conduits, advocating on behalf of the team for resources and expertise, and ensuring
their teams progress and latest theories about teaching and learning influence school-wide
evaluation (Bennett et al., 2007; Leithwood, 2016).
In schools scoring poorly on this domain, teachers will operate in silos and according to their
personal priorities, theories of improvement and standards. Teams may meet irregularly, or
more often but focus on administrative concerns or completing mandated tasks. Teachers
will have collegial conversations in passing that reveal little of the depth of the academic
tasks they set students in the classroom (Coburn et al., 2013; J. W. Little, 1990). Team
members may feel unsafe or uncomfortable offering dissenting views or commenting on the
practice of their peers (Edmondson, 1999; Edmondson et al., 2016; Silins & Mulford, 2002).
Departments or pastoral teams struggling in this domain are likely to have few systematic
or regular processes for observing, collecting evidence and codifying best practice. Leaders
may lack clarity in their role (Fitzgerald, 2009) and are unlikely to secure resources and
expertise, or advocate on behalf of their team to advance improvement.
2.4.5 Measuring coherence.
While instruments have been developed to measure aspects of coherence (e.g., trust and
organisational learning; Bryk et al., 2009, 2010), the only instrument developed specifically
to measure coherence is the internal coherence survey (Elmore et al., 2014; Stosich, 2014).
This survey measures teacher perceptions of their school’s coherence through 10 factors:
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leadership for learning, psychological safety, professional development, collaboration
around an improvement strategy, teachers’ involvement in instructional decisions, shared
understanding of effective practice, support for team, team processes, individual efficacy
and collective efficacy. Initial work to develop the survey was extensive, including drawing
salient dimensions from other instruments, an extensive literature review and field testing
(Elmore et al., 2014; Stosich, 2014). The validation study of the internal coherence survey
involved expert review, cognitive interviews and principal components analysis to examine
its factor structure. Participants were 2,550 elementary and middle school teachers and
teaching assistants in the United States. Internal consistency of the 10 dimensions that
underlie internal coherence was high, ranging from .87 to .97, which indicates that the items
reliably measured each of the dimensions. A limitation of this instrument from the
perspective of this study is that the items and its validation are specific to an elementary and
middle school context, not a secondary school one.
The internal coherence project has also developed a rubric as a tool for charting a school’s
progression in developing coherence. Forman et al. (2017) report that the rubric, in
combination with survey data, provide tools for supporting practitioners to deepen their
understanding of coherence and their school’s next steps for strengthening their coherence.
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Methodology
This chapter begins by justifying and describing the methodological lens and case study
research design, including how cases were selected. I then describe the mixed methods data
types, including the procedures used for selecting participants, collecting and analysing data,
and ensuring the reliability and validity. Next, I describe the approach to cross-case analysis
and interpretation before finishing with an explanation of how this study addressed ethical
considerations.
Methodological Lens
The primary motive for this research was to generate actionable knowledge about how
schools might more routinely accomplish coherence. This pragmatic intent is elaborated by
Greene and Hall (2016):
The pragmatic inquirer’s antennae are attuned to generating useful, practical
solutions to the important problem being studied. The pragmatist attends to context,
practicality and instrumentality—not philosophy—in service of this overall
commitment to problem solutions. (p. 138)
In order to find workable solutions to problems, researchers adopting a pragmatic stance can
flexibly select the most suitable design and methods to answer their research questions
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).
Research Design
This research utilises case study methodology that employs mixed methods to answer the
following questions:
1. How coherent are secondary schools as they implement improvement?
2. What is the relationship between coherence and student outcomes?
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3. What facilitates and inhibits secondary schools from achieving greater coherence
while implementing and sustaining improvement?
To be more specific, the research design is a case study with nested mixed methods and
problem-based methodology (Guetterman & Fetters, 2018). Coherence, the phenomenon of
interest, was studied through three cases (Stake, 2006) of secondary schools introducing
improvement.
Nested within the case study were mixed methods (Guetterman & Fetters, 2018), which
enabled collection and analysis of the types of data necessary to understand the patterns of
student achievement and coherence in each school. As coherence is a complex
organisational property, quantitative data provided a holistic understanding of the extent of
coherence in each school. Complementing this whole-school picture were qualitative data
that furnished richer accounts of the practices used to organise improvement in each school
and their consequences for coherence. Mixed methods techniques were used to merge the
qualitative and quantitative data so that patterns of coherence and student achievement could
be interpreted within and across schools (Bazeley, 2012; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011;
2018; Slonim-Nevo & Nevo, 2009).
The second nested method was problem-based methodology (PBM) (Robinson, 1993, 1996,
1998). PBM served two research purposes. First, it allowed the development of causal
accounts of the extent of coherence in each school. Second, the dialogical model for joint
social inquiry with practitioners embedded within PBM was used to generate and test
theories to explain each school’s coherence. Thus, in keeping with the pluralistic stance
associated with pragmatism, different types of data and methods were combined to answer
the research questions (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2018).
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3.2.1 Case methodology.
A case study approach was chosen to explore coherence in secondary schools, as actors carry
out the work of improvement, because issues being studied are “complex, situated” and there
are “problematic relationships” within the school system (Stake, 2006, p. 10). Coherence,
as the phenomenon of interest, is a quality of schools that have distinct contexts (e.g.,
community circumstances, the principals’ tenure), conditions (e.g., levels of trust and mutual
accountability) and capabilities (e.g., leadership skills and knowledge). As such, the ways
in which school actors organise improvement is likely to depend on and interact with each
school’s unique situation (Stake, 2006), to produce more or less coherence. Thus, the cases
tell situated stories about each school’s approach to leading and organising improvement
and its consequences, both negative and positive, for coherence and student outcomes. From
these stories, generalisations will be made about the organisational practices and conditions
associated with different levels of coherence and what limits and facilitates schools in acting
more or less coherently (Stake, 2006).
As coherence is an organisational condition, schools have been selected as the bounded
system (Stake, 2006). Within this system, students and parents are included for two reasons.
Firstly, studies find that factors such as ties with families and the community (Berryman &
Eley, 2017; Bryk et al., 2010) and student learning culture (Bryk et al., 2010) are essential
if schools are to improve. Secondly, initiatives often require students and their parents to
perform particular activities if they are to work as intended. Accordingly, it was necessary
to examine how schools’ arrangements enabled students and caregivers to fulfil these
responsibilities. Improvement partners, which design external initiatives and work alongside
schools to introduce those same initiatives, were not included in this study. While previous
studies find that external partners’ activities are likely to positively and negatively influence
coherence (Peurach & Neumerski, 2015; Robinson et al., 2011; Timperley & Parr, 2009),
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partners were excluded in order to manage scope and to focus research on activities that
schools have the means and authority to change.
A case study method also allows for evaluation of the relationship between coherence and
student outcomes. Timperley (2005) argues that more of a leadership and organisational
quality is not inherently better if it does not promote student learning. The same normative
position is taken here with coherence. Schools are only deemed to act coherently if their
actions benefit students. Accordingly, changes in student achievement in the schools in this
case study were tracked.
Case selection.
Three secondary schools were selected based on three criteria. First, as far as possible,
efforts were made to select schools that had principals who aspired to lead and organise
improvement in ways that promoted coherence. This was done by asking principals, at the
initial briefing, about their motivation for participating in the study. Also, a condition of
participating was that the principal commit to arranging a coherence workshop with five to
10 leaders early on in the period of data collection. At the workshop, participants developed
their understanding of this study’s coherence definition through an exercise in which the
researcher firstly explained the coherence domains. Then, participants discussed how they
would rate their school on each domain, justifying the decision with organisational practice
examples. Also, the principal explained their reasons for wanting to participate in the study,
including their perspective on how coherence might support improvement at their schools.
The second criteria for selecting schools was that they all had at least one initiative in
common. While schools’ visions and goals were distinct, and therefore the composition of
their improvement agendas varied, having one initiative in common made it easier to check
whether distinct ways of organising at each school were a by-product of their different
improvement agendas or each school’s context and approach to organising improvement.
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The initiative, called Starpath, was also pertinent for studying coherence throughout the
school system because its organisational routines were intended to be co-performed by
leaders, teachers, students and parents.
Schools were also selected to be as homogeneous as possible along dimensions that prior
research suggests may have a mediating effect on coherence. Therefore, schools were all
non-denominational, served ethnically diverse students in Year 9 to Year 13 and had similar
roll sizes of between 1,100 to 1,500, which is medium to large in the New Zealand school
context. The three selected schools—River Valley College, Eastview High School and
Greenville High School (all names are pseudonyms)—had similar, but not identical
community socioeconomic circumstances. River Valley’s community socioeconomic
circumstances were rated as Decile 3, Eastview’s as Decile 2 and Greenville’s as Decile 1.
Each decile band contains approximately 10% of schools and schools are rated based on the
socioeconomic circumstances of their community. A Decile 1 school has the highest
proportion of students from a low-socioeconomic background, whereas a Decile 10 school
has the lowest proportion (MoE, 2019). Thus, schools in this study drew students from the
lowest three decile bands.
While schools were quite well matched in terms of school size, school type, and
socioeconomic circumstance, difficulty recruiting schools to participate meant the tenure of
principals differed across the three case schools. In the end, this was fortunate as it provided
an opportunity to examine how principal turnover impacted upon organisational practices
and coherence levels. River Valley’s principal had the longest tenure, Eastview’s principal
started 6 months prior to data collection and Greenville’s left at the end of data collection.
As principal turnover has been shown to lead to a dip in achievement results (Miller, 2013),
and is associated with the poor embedding of initiatives (Bishop et al., 2014), I hypothesised
that it was likely to have a detrimental effect on coherence.
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3.2.2 Mixed-method data collection and analysis.
A mixed-method approach was used to study each case because it offers flexibility to answer
multiple research questions about social phenomena (Sammons, 2015). It is suited to
studying social phenomena such as coherence because it allows qualitative and quantitative
research to inform one another and be integrated at designated points during the research
process (Greene & Hall, 2016; Sammons, 2015).
This study’s concurrent design required collecting quantitative and qualitative data at the
same time and then integrating that data in order to provide a comprehensive analysis of
why coherence is not routinely achieved in secondary schools. Figure 3.1 shows the three
strands of data collected for each school. On the left-hand side is the quantitative strand
(QUANT 1) measuring student achievement; in the middle, the quantitative strand (QUANT
2) measuring the extent of coherence; and, on the right-hand side the qualitative (QUAL)
strand examines the extent of, and reasons for, the observed coherence levels in each school.
The analysis involved writing case studies of the qualitative data alongside interpreting the
summary statistics for the quantitative measures for each case study school, noting points of
comparison and contrast as each type of data was analysed. Armed with three cases, crosscase analysis was then conducted to draw out patterns, similarities and differences across
the sites. The outputs of this analysis were a refined coherence framework and rubric and a
comprehensive discussion of what facilitated and inhibited each school from acting more or
less coherently.
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Existing theory and research informs conceptual model and rubric of practices
Informs development
of survey items

QUANT 1
Collect case data on
student achievement
Procedures
• Collect data on
student enrolments
and pass rates on
NCEA Level 1, 2 & 3
Outputs
• Data prepared for
analysis

QUANT 2
Develop coherence instrument
Procedures
• Select pilot school and administer
survey (N=12)
Outputs
item scores
• Participant feedback
• Coherence survey (34 items
across 4 domains)
QUANT 2
Collect case data on coherence

QUAL
Collect case data on coherence
Procedures
• Select senior leaders, middle
leaders, teachers, and student
from the same three schools
• Semi-structured interviews
• Observations
• Collection of improvement
artefacts
Outputs
• Transcripts
• Field Notes
• Artefacts

Procedures
• Invite faculty to participate
(N=201)
• Survey measure: coherence
Outputs
• Numerical item scores

QUANT
Analyse case data on
student achievement
Procedures
• Cochran-MantelHaenszel test
Outputs
• Odds ratios

QUANT 2
Analyse case data on coherence

QUAL
Analyse case data on coherence

Procedures
• Exploratory Factor Analysis
• Descriptive tests (T-tests &
MANOVA)
Outputs
• Factor loadings
• Measures of fits
• Correlations
• Descriptive statistics (Means,
SDs Sig. Values)

Procedures
• Coding of practices
• Theory-in-use testing
Outputs
• Coded text
• Case studies x 3
• Observed theory of
improvement analysis x 3

Procedures
• Quantify qualitative data
• Cross-case analysis of coherence and
student achievement

Merge the
results

Outputs
• Updated coherence framework and
rubric
• Cross-case patterns of practices,
coherence levels and achievement

Interpretation

Figure 3.1. Model of parallel data collection across three cases, converging into cross-case
analysis.
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A mixed methods approach was adopted for reasons of complementarity and development.
Green, Caracelli, and Graham (1989) identify five reasons for conducting a mixed methods
study: triangulation, complementarity, development, initiation and expansion. The primary
reason for mixing methods in this study was complementarity—to enhance, elaborate and
clarify understandings and explanations about coherence. The quantitative data captured a
larger sample of a school faculty’s perceptions about the extent of coherence than the
qualitative data, which provided rich descriptions of practices, conditions, capabilities and
beliefs that describe and explain how coherence is facilitated and inhibited in a school’s
context. A secondary, but essential, reason for conducting mixed methods was development.
Researchers with a developmental aim seek to improve the “validity of constructs and
inquiry results by capitalising on inherent method strengths” (Greene et al., 1989, p. 259).
In this instance, early findings from the qualitative case studies informed the development
of items for the survey. The survey, as well as providing descriptive statistics on the extent
of coherence in each school, was analysed in order to examine the relationships amongst
variables associated with coherence.
As denoted at the top of Figure 3.1, existing theory and research informed this study’s
conceptual model and its rubric of coherence practices. As well as drawing on existing
coherence models from Forman, Elmore, Stosich and Bocala (Elmore et al., 2014; Forman
et al., 2017); Timperley and colleagues (Le Fevre et al., 2016; Timperley et al., 2010;
Timperley et al., 2014; Timperley & Parr, 2005) and Robinson et al. (2017), this study also
drew on improvement models by Bryk et al. (2010) in the United States and Bishop and
colleagues (Bishop et al., 2010; Bishop et al., 2012; Bishop et al., 2014) in New Zealand.
Also, I relied heavily on the thought leadership provided around organisational learning
(Argyris & Schön, 1974, 1996; Edmondson, 2002; Edmondson & Moingeon, 1998;
Edmondson et al., 2016; Leithwood & Seashore Louis, 1998; Schechter & Atarchi, 2014;
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Seashore Louis & Lee, 2016; Silins & Mulford, 2002; von Krogh et al., 2012), coordinating
improvement (Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Jarzabkowski et
al., 2012; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009; Sherer & Spillane, 2011; Spillane et al., 2011) and
leadership (Day et al., 2016; Gronn, 2002, 2008; Robinson et al., 2009; Spillane, 2006;
Spillane et al., 2004; Timperley, 2005). Furthermore, as the rubric took shape, and I sought
to delineate the graduations associated with increasing coherence around particular
practices, I delved into the literature in specific domains. For example, to understand
graduations in the team-learning domain, I delved into the research on inquiry (Copland,
2003; Timperley et al., 2014); evidence-based decision making (Earl & Katz, 2002; Earl &
Seashore Louis, 2013; Earl & Timperley, 2009; Lai & McNaughton, 2013; Lai &
Schildkamp, 2013; V. Park & Datnow, 2009); improvement methodologies (Bryk, et al.,
2015; S. Park et al., 2013); team effectiveness (Coburn et al., 2013; Edmondson, 2002;
Hackman, 1987; Horn & Little, 2010; Levine & Marcus, 2010) and middle and departmental
leadership (Klar, 2012; Klar et al., 2016; Leithwood, 2016; Printy, 2008; Sammons et al.,
1996; Spillane & Burch, 2006; Spillane & Hopkins, 2013; Supovitz & Riggan, 2012). The
conceptual framework and rubric, in turn, informed protocols for the qualitative data
collection and were instrumental in identifying salient dimensions for the survey.
For each case, data were collected to describe and explain the extent of coherence and
analyse the achievement trajectories of each school. Before describing the data sources and
procedures used for gathering data regarding coherence, the procedures for developing the
survey, which measured the extent of secondary school coherence, are described.
Data procedures for QUANT 1: Measuring school student achievement outcomes.
Because this study aims to advance knowledge about which leadership and organisational
practices are associated with student outcomes, judgements about the effectiveness of
practices that promoted coherence were made relative to their impact on student
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achievement. NCEA, the compulsory national qualification for secondary schools, was used
to measure achievement. In brief, NCEA is a standards-based, criterion-referenced
qualification system in which students gain a certain number of credits for meeting a
particular subject standard. Credits are acquired as students complete external or internal
assessments against predetermined standards in order to obtain qualifications of increasing
levels of difficulty (Levels 1, 2 and 3). Typically, Year 11 students (15-year-olds)
accumulate credits towards a Level 1 NCEA certificate and work towards NCEA Level 2
and Level 3 certificates in Years 12 and 13, respectively.
The NCEA analysis compared the NCEA results for each school’s students to those of
similar students nationally. As there were only three schools in the sample, adjusted odds
ratios were calculated by the Cochran-Mantel-Haenszel test to estimate the odds of students
within a given school attaining an NCEA qualification (Mantel & Haenszel, 1959). This test
compares the odds that students in case schools will qualify for an NCEA certificate with
the odds that similar students nationally will gain that qualification. Similar students, in this
instance, are defined as those attending Decile 1 to 3 schools nationally, as all case schools
sat in these decile bands. As a reminder, lower decile schools serve a higher proportion of
economically disadvantaged students (MoE, 2019).
Data used to conduct the test was publicly available and related to the number of students
that passed NCEA Levels 1, 2 and 3 in each school and nationwide. Roll-based data was
used to calculate pass rates in preference to school-leaver data because it provides an
accurate picture of a school’s academic performance within an academic year. For each
school, 4 years of data were collected. As interviewee accounts of leadership and
organisational practices for leading improvement were historical and current, student
achievement data was collected for the 2 years prior to the data collection year and 1-year
post data collection.
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For each school, a weighted average of the estimates of the odds across the 3 NCEA levels
was calculated for each year. The weighted average provides a measure of association that
is adjusted for the level of certificates.

As the Cochran-Mantel-Haenszel odds ratio

compares NCEA level attainment in each school with the equivalent attainment within
Decile 1 to 3 schools nationally, an odds ratio of 1 indicates an equal likelihood of students
attaining an NCEA certificate within a given year. An odds ratio of greater than 1 denotes
that students in case study schools are more likely to achieve an NCEA qualification in a
given year than students in similar Decile 1 to 3 schools nationwide. One limitation of the
Cochran-Mantel-Haenszel test is that it overestimates the odds ratios in smaller schools
(Mantel & Haenszel, 1959).
Data procedures for QUANT 2: Measuring the extent of school coherence.
A coherence instrument was developed for two purposes: first, to determine what latent
variables underlie coherence in a secondary school and, second, to compare the relative
levels of those latent variables underlying coherence in the schools used in the case studies.
The survey developed to achieve these purposes measured the extent to which secondary
schools organise themselves to promote a unified and integrated response to improvement
strategies. Although previous researchers have designed comprehensive surveys to measure
the organisational practices and conditions necessary for improvement (Bryk et al., 2009,
2010) and coherence (Stosich, 2014), a specific instrument for this study, building on the
scholarship of these two surveys, was designed for two reasons. First, and most importantly,
previous surveys contain organisational practices generic to all school types and do not
contain items measuring coherence in secondary schools. Accordingly, this study’s survey
aims to cover practices distinct to a secondary context, such as those associated with solving
improvement problems across multiple subject and pastoral areas and engaging a more
mature student body in the improvement effort. A new survey was also developed so that
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the survey was practical to complete in a time-pressured school environment. Upon
discussion with school leaders, it was agreed that the survey should take each participant no
more than 15 minutes to complete. Therefore, the final questionnaire was designed to be
fewer than 30 items.
Coherence survey: Item development.
The survey was formulated using procedures similar to those described by Carpenter (2018),
which involve iteratively refining the survey through the following process: (1) a literature
review to define coherence as a concept and describe its domains and practices, (2)
qualitative research in a school, (3) expert feedback and a (4) pilot of the survey. This study’s
literature review was used to conceptualise coherence, identify the practices across four
domains and identify two relevant surveys (i.e., Bryk et al., 2009; Stosich, 2014). While
generating items, care was taken to ensure equal coverage of items across the domains and
to ensure that items were suited to a secondary school context (e.g., “Departments are on the
same page about how improvement strategies will make a difference for students”) and
considered students and caregivers as integral actors in the performance of initiatives (e.g.,
“Students’ families really understand what their child needs to do to achieve their academic
goals”).
Next, the conceptual definition and items were refined through qualitative research.
Interviews, and a workshop in a school used in this study, were used to test whether the
domains made sense to participants and to generate more elaborate examples of practice for
refining items.
After testing of the coherence concept and domains, I sought advice and critique from six
experts in the fields related to coherence, school improvement and leadership. Expert review
tightened the conceptual definition, ensured survey items covered and measured this study’s
definition of coherence and improved item clarity and succinctness (De Vellis, 2012).
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Experts raised two main criticisms. Regarding the conceptual definition, they sought
clarification as to whether the coherence practices supported improvement associated with
a particular initiative, or school improvement more generally. This feedback enabled
clarification that the survey was designed to measure the extent to which a school organised
improvement, more or less coherently, as they carried out tasks to advance their entire
improvement agenda, not just one initiative. Accordingly, items were adjusted so that they
applied to improvement more generally, by removing items that explicitly referred to a
specific initiative. For example, the item “In meetings I attend about Starpath, we are clear
about the purpose of our time together” was removed from the item bank because it made
explicit reference to the Starpath initiative. Expert feedback was also used to provide input
on gaps in the item bank and to improve item clarity and brevity. Item 6, for example, read
“I can clearly explain how the improvements we are implementing are going to raise student
achievements in 5 years’ time,” was simplified to read, “It is clear to me how the
improvements we are implementing are going to raise student achievement.”
The final item bank of 34 items was tested in a separate pilot school by 10 school faculty
members. Two minor changes were made to ensure items were clear to participants and to
make the language more specific to each school’s context. For example, Item 30, “Tutors
for a year group communicate similar expectations to students,” was adjusted to reflect
school-specific structures and language (i.e., “Tutors” for a “year group” or a “house
group”).
Coherence survey: Scoring.
The final version of the survey comprised two parts. The first part gathered demographic
information. Participants were asked about their organisational layer and the role(s) they
held at their school (e.g., senior leader, middle leader, teacher or other), departmental
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membership, and their pastoral roles (e.g., mentor or dean), including in which year group
they performed their pastoral role.
The second part asked senior leaders, middle leaders and teacher participants to think about
the ways in which their schools organised and led their school’s improvement agenda (see
Appendix A for a copy of the survey). Each statement was rated by participants on a 6-point
positively packed Likert scale with response options ranging from strongly agree (6) to
strongly disagree (1). Therefore, higher scores indicate that participants viewed their
school’s organisational practices and conditions as more coherent. Positive packing was
chosen to increase the likelihood of variance in item scores because staff are more likely to
agree to items concerning leadership and organisational effectiveness, and therefore scores
have been found to cluster at the top end of measurement scales (Brown, 2004).
Only positively worded items were used in the coherence survey. While a balance of
negatively and positively worded items can be used to control respondent biases (Podsakoff,
MacKenzie, & Podsakoff, 2012), the reasons for selecting positively worded items appeared
stronger. One reason was that combining positively and negatively worded items in surveys
can be mentally demanding for participants (De Vellis, 2012; Gable & Wolf, 1993;
Podsakoff et al., 2012). For teachers in the case schools, with conflicting work demands and
time pressures, a mentally demanding instrument of mixed-worded items would have been
more prone to misinterpretation or misreading. Positively worded items were also chosen so
that the requirement for reverse coding of negatively worded items was negated and because
researchers have found that mixed wording complicates factor interpretation. Specifically,
mixed-worded surveys are more likely to generate extraneous methodological factors
(DiStefano & Motl, 2006; Gable & Wolf, 1993).
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Coherence survey: Participants.
Survey participants (N = 201) were from the three case study schools and an additional
school recruited to pilot the survey. The procedures for collecting survey data were similar
in the three case schools. Participants were sent an email invitation to complete an
anonymous online survey. Before completing the survey, they gave informed consent. At
all schools, senior leaders informed teachers about the survey in whole-school meetings.
The survey was sent in the last few weeks of the final term of the school year so that
coherence was measured at the same time across all three case schools.
As shown in Table 3.1, response rates in case schools varied between 49% to 80%. Baruch
and Holtom (2008), confirming a previous study (Baruch, 1999), found that average surveyresponse rates in peer-reviewed journals were 52.7%, with quite a lot of variation around
that average (SD = 20.4). Based on this finding, it seems that response rates in this study,
while variable, are acceptable.
Table 3.1
Participants in Coherence Survey (After Data Cleaning)
River Valley

Eastview

Greenville

Pilot School

Number of surveys returned

68

59

34

12

Total number of school staff

85

96

70

12

80%

61%

49%

100%

Percent participation

Coherence survey: Dataset preparation.
To ensure data was of the required quality prior to analysis, it was screened for anomalies
and missing data (Osborne, 2008). Due to the small sample size, it was possible to inspect
the data for anomalies visually. This inspection revealed no extreme outliers or patterned
responses (Brown & Farruggia, 2012), and so, accordingly, no participants were deleted.
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Missing values analysis on SPSS 23 was then used to identify missing data points.
Dependent on the nature of the missingness, participants were either deleted, or missing data
points imputed. In line with Brown and Farruggia’s (2012) guidelines, participants were
deleted when they had 10% or more missing item responses because, at this level,
missingness is unlikely to be random. Using these guidelines, 28 participants were deleted,
and the dataset size went from 201 to 173 cases.
When a participant had less than 10% of their item responses missing, data was imputed.
Imputing missing data for small sample sizes, as in this instance, is increasingly
recommended by scholars in order to maintain statistical power (Cheema, 2014; Osborne,
2008). In order to determine if it was appropriate to impute missing data points, an
expectation maximisation (EM) algorithm (Cole, 2008) was used to check that missing data
points were at random and that data meet the condition of normality. R. Little’s (1988)
Missing Completely at Random test confirmed that the 12 missing data points were random
and could be legitimately imputed (χ2 = 281.34, df = 261, p. = .16). Concerning normality,
the degree of skew and kurtosis sat within the recommended values of |2.0| and |7.0|
respectively, indicating that the sample is normal (see Appendix B). As the data met
conditions of randomness and normality, the EM method on SPSS 23 as used to impute the
12 missing values. All values fell within the 6-point range of the survey scale and therefore
did not require any further adjustment.
As a result of these data preparation procedures, 28 participants were deleted due to
insufficient data and 12 missing data points were imputed. The final dataset was made up of
173 participants.
Coherence survey: Exploratory factor analysis
An exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was used to determine the number of factors
underlying the measured variables. This analysis was conducted because it does not impose
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any preconceived structure on the factor outcome (Fabrigar & Wegener, 2014). The factorextraction method selected was principal axis factoring. This was chosen because it
recognises that error can be shared between variables (Gorsuch, 1990). An oblique oblimin
rotation was employed because it allows simple factorial structures from factors that are
likely to be correlated, such as those in social sciences (Fabrigar & Wegener, 2014). The 34item coherence survey was subjected to EFA using SPSS version 23. To determine the
factors, multiple EFAs were conducted to identify the factor solution that did the best job in
accounting for the correlations, and which had factors or constructs that made theoretical
sense (Fabrigar & Wegener, 2011). The results are presented in the next chapter.
Coherence survey: Descriptive statistics.
As will be shown in the results chapter, EFA found two factors underlying coherence.
Accordingly, a paired sample t-test was conducted to compare the levels of coherence on
the two factors (whole-school coherence factor and team coherence factor) across the three
schools. Next, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted to compare
how the three schools differed on the two distinct, but interrelated, latent variables
underlying coherence in a secondary school. A two-way between-group MANOVA was
conducted with school as the independent, categorical variable, and the two latent factors as
the dependent, continuous variables. Preliminary assumption testing was conducted to check
for normality, linearity, univariate outliers, homogeneity of variance–covariance matrices,
and multi-collinearity, with no serious violations noted. Descriptive statistics are presented
in the next chapter.
Data procedures for QUAL coherence.
In each school, data describing and explaining coherence was collected over a 12 to 18month period. Data was collected from multiple sources in order to capture how people and
conditions in different communities fostered and obstructed coherence in their efforts to
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organise improvement. Data sources included interviews, meeting observations, artefacts of
the improvement process and field observations.
Interviews.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with senior leaders, middle leaders, teachers,
students, caregivers and the person responsible for coordinating student achievement data
school-wide. For senior leaders, interviewees included the principal and the senior leader
responsible for the Starpath initiative, which was common to all schools. Interviewees also
included two other randomly selected associate or deputy principals. Middle leaders were
purposely selected to represent a mixture of pastoral-area and subject-area heads. Middle
leaders and teachers were also selected to ensure a mix of capability levels, based on senior
leaders’ judgements. Obtaining a mix of capability levels was necessary because an essential
quality of coherent organising is lifting average quality and performance. Speaking to
middle leaders and teachers whose perceived capability varied, deepened understanding
about how organisational approaches reduced (or did not reduce) variation across units (e.g.,
teachers, teams, departments). Caregivers and students were randomly selected. Table 3.2
shows the numbers of participants in each school.
Table 3.2
Interview Participants at the Case Schools
Participants

River Valley

Eastview

Greenville

Senior leaders

4

4

4

Middle leaders

7

6

6

Teachers

5

7

5

Students

15

15

16

Caregivers

17

18

16
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Senior leader, middle leader and teacher interviews were semi-structured and typically 90
minutes long. Participants were asked to explain their school’s direction and improvement
priorities and to recount their experiences of implementing improvement strategies in their
schools. Participants were also asked why they organised improvement as they did. In
interviews with the person responsible for student achievement data, I asked them to
describe their role and to recount how data was used in their school to evaluate teaching and
learning processes. Student and caregiver interviews were 15 to 30 minutes long. They were
asked to recount their experiences of participating in and refining the academic conference
component of Starpath, in order to ascertain the extent to which schools enabled students
and teachers to fulfil their roles in improving student learning. The purpose of interviews
was to identify (a) the practices each school used to organise improvement (b) their
consequences for coherence and (c) the beliefs of senior leaders that led them to organise in
the way they did. Interview protocols are in Appendix C.
Meeting and field observations.
As coherence involves a shared sense of a school’s aims, and interdependent activity
towards those aims, interactions between leaders and followers that promote or diminish
coherence occur formally, incidentally and in private. A limitation of this study was that I
was not able to observe all of the critical interactions amongst leaders and followers that, in
synergy, produce a certain level of coherence. To triangulate findings from the interviews
and gain insight into informal exchanges that produce coherence, some field and meeting
observations were conducted. With regard to observations from meetings, senior leaders
were asked to nominate and explain how they used meetings to coordinate improvement in
their school. These included school-wide professional development, professional learning
community meetings and improvement team meetings. Five such meetings were observed
at River Valley, seven at Eastview and two at Greenville. Not as many meeting observations
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were completed at Greenville because of the unexpected departure of the principal.
Accordingly, Greenville’s sample is limited in this regard.
Artefacts of the improvement process.
Documents used to record and coordinate improvement were collected from each school.
These included school charters, communications materials, and templates and tools used to
coordinate routines and meetings, such as student achievement data, tools and PowerPoint
slides. These triangulated findings from the interviews and observations, and also provided
insight into how artefacts were used in each school to coordinate improvements and guide
the enactment of improvement processes.
QUAL Data analysis.
For each school, the results of a case study described the practices used by actors to organise
improvement, the consequences of those practices for coherence, and a causal account of
what limited and facilitated coherence in the school. As such, the case studies were analysed
and framed through a theory of action model. The approach originates from Argyris and
Schön (1974, 1996) and applications by Robinson and Timperley (Robinson, 1993, 1996;
Timperley & Robinson, 1998, 2000). To recap, Argyris and Schön (1974, 1996) explain that
theories of action that guide individuals’ actions and decisions are seldom those that they
report (espoused theory), but, rather, explanatory power lies with tacit or unconscious
theories (theories-in-use) that can only be inferred from observed action. The SLTs’
observed theory of improvement or theory-in-use (see Figure 3.2) comprises the beliefs that
governed their actions, the action strategies used to organise improvement (or improvement
practices) and the consequences (both intended and unintended) of these combined beliefs
and actions for coherence. The resulting observed theory map was used to answer Research
Question 3 because it provided a causal account of what facilitated and inhibited coherence
in each school.
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Individuals or collectives can hold theories-in-use or observed theories. In this study, I
sought to understand the constraints senior leaders perceived in their environment, which
both consciously and unconsciously guided their action (Timperley & Robinson, 2000) and,
in turn, had consequences for coherence.
Senior leadership
team’s beliefs
governing action

Observed practices for
leading and organsing
improvement

Consequences for
coherence

Figure 3.2. Model of observed theory of improvement (adapted from Argyris, 1996).
Each senior team’s theory-in-use or observed theory for organising improvement was
developed inductively. Following Robinson’s (1993, 1996, 1998) problem-based
methodology, the theory-in-use of the SLT of each school was iteratively documented,
tested and revised throughout the data collection and analysis stages of this study.
Throughout data collection, I drafted and re-drafted causal theories describing how senior
leaders’ beliefs governed their choices about how to organise improvement and their
consequences, both intended and unintended, for coherence. After each draft, I gathered
confirming and disconfirming evidence in interviews and meeting observations and sought
feedback from practitioners on rival hypotheses and explanations. This iterative hypothesis
testing continually developed tighter explanations for the observed levels of coherence in
each school.
A second model that framed analysis of each school’s organisational practices was the
coherence framework and its four domains (see Figure 2.3). Initial coding was deductively
driven by the rubric developed from the literature (Yin, 2009) comprising the four domains
of shared direction, collaborative infrastructure, strategy implementation and evaluation,
and team learning (see Appendix D for the coherence rubric). In the rubric, each domain is
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further described by two or three outcomes which describe the coherence outcomes schools
should expect if they are consistently organising in ways that foster high levels of coherence.
Interview transcripts and meeting and field notes were coded in NVivo 10 and 11, with the
four domains as parent nodes and the outcomes as child nodes. In addition to this top-down
analysis, bottom-up processes were then used to refine, revise and add more in-depth
practices underlying each coherence outcome, based on findings of how particular
leadership and organisational practices enhanced or depleted coherence.
3.2.3 Cross-case analysis and interpretation.
A cross-case analysis was conducted in order to deepen understandings about coherence and
the facilitating and inhibiting conditions in each school (Borman, Clarke, Cotner, & Lee,
2006; Eisenhardt, 1989; Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). In order that levels of
coherence, as measured by quantitative and qualitative methods, could be compared,
qualitative data was quantified using the rubric (Bazeley, 2012; Creswell & Plano Clark,
2011). Qualitative data were coded in NVivo and was then used to rate schools at one of
four levels of coherence (No coherence, Emergent coherence, Established coherence and
Distributed coherence) on each of the rubric’s indicators. Detailed descriptions of this rating
process can be found in Appendix D.
Although data was quantified, I remained open to the possibility that the survey and
qualitative data could be measuring different aspects of coherence. For example, as the
analysis proceeded, it became evident that the rubric delineates between practices at four
levels, and the highest level—“Distributed coherence”—was not measured in the survey. As
already mentioned in the literature review, at the Distributed coherence level, a school’s
faculty has a strong shared sense of “the way they work around here,” which is evident in
agreed evaluative and knowledge-sharing processes, standards of work and decision-making
criteria. These shared understandings allow senior leaders to step back in the knowledge that
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distributed leaders will act cohesively (Bain et al., 2011; Copland, 2003; Stringfield et al.,
2008). The depth of these shared understandings was not measured in the survey. Therefore,
the survey chiefly measures up to the “Established coherence” level. At this level, senior
leaders still play a significant role in orchestrating practices to promote coherence.
The cross-case analysis of the factors facilitating and limiting coherence in each school was
an iterative process because themes emerged and evolved during coding. Informed by the
literature review, I anticipated that certain barriers and enablers (e.g., interdependent
learning, boundaries, in-depth or superficial learning conversations, principal turnover)
would be evident in case schools. As the analysis continued, these barriers and enablers were
refined through an array of cross-case analysis tactics, leading to the grouping of some
barriers and the dropping and addition of others (Eisenhardt, 1989). No barriers and enablers
were discarded for lack of evidence: almost all limiting and facilitating factors identified in
the literature played some part in producing fragmented or cohesive improvement responses.
Barriers and enablers fell into two categories: those that were specific to a school’s context
or approach to organising and those in common to all schools. When barriers and enablers
were organisational practices, these rich examples contributed to redefining the rubric
indicators. When barriers were in common to all schools, I also went back to the research to
see if there was evidence of how highly coherent schools had overcome that barrier. The
question driving this iterative refinement of barriers and enablers was: Why is coherence not
routinely achieved in schools?
3.2.4 Trustworthiness of qualitative research.
In this research, the following validation strategies (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Robinson,
1993; Yin, 2009) were used in order to assess the accuracy and quality of the qualitative
data, the analysis and the interpretation within and across cases.
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Member checking: All interviews were audio recorded and professionally transcribed
verbatim. Participants were asked to check transcripts for accuracy, which were changed on
request. Disconfirming and confirming evidence of organisational practices used for
coordinating improvement was also iteratively sought throughout data collection. Two
checking meetings, towards the end of data collection, were also held with senior leaders.
The purpose of the first meeting was to check the accuracy of my current understanding of
each school’s forums and routines for organising improvement. This meeting also assessed
whether senior leaders, middle leaders and teachers had a shared sense of the school’s
coherence obstacles and solutions. The purpose of the second meeting was to check the
explanatory accuracy of the observed theory for improvement, which provides a causal map
of the beliefs governing senior leaders’ actions, the practices schools used for organising
improvement, and the consequences for coherence. In the checking meetings, current
evidence and explanations for coherence were presented to senior leaders, and we engaged
in critical dialogue to thoroughly examine different views and perspectives. The aim was
not to gain senior leader agreement to my theories, but to “attain warranted agreement about
what counts as the best theory” (Robinson, 1993, p. 54) describing and explaining coherence
at each school.
Peer review and debriefing: Regular meetings throughout data collection and analysis
enabled my supervisors to challenge my understandings and interpretations. This critique
was crucial because of the high level of expertise required for developing explanatory
models and engaging in critical dialogue through mutual researcher–practitioner critique
(Robinson, 1993). Accordingly, Viviane Robinson and Helen Timperley, who have a wealth
of research experience in theory of action analyses (Robinson, 1993, 1998, 1996; Timperley
& Robinson, 1998, 2000), critiqued versions of my senior leader observed theory of
improvement. They probed for disconfirming and confirming evidence, sought rival
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explanations and tested the extent to which each theory accurately described and explained
the nature and level of school coherence. Also, Viviane Robinson attended the senior leader
checking meeting, to ensure the researcher involved participants in a “dialogical process that
is simultaneously critical and collaborative” (Robinson, 1996, p. 256) and tested my own
and senior leaders’ assumptions and beliefs.
Triangulation: Multiple sources of data and perspectives from organisational actors at
different organisational layers enabled corroboration and convergence of evidence (Yin,
2009). For example, data from meeting observations confirmed leadership styles described
by teachers.
Context-rich, discrepant case analysis: The recursive inductive and deductive process of
seeking confirming and disconfirming data during data collection, coding and interpretation
enabled existing themes to be refined and new themes defined. Each case study provides
context-rich descriptions, reports disconfirming evidence and rival explanations (Merriam
& Tisdell, 2016). This writing approach should allow readers to evaluate the researcher’s
interpretations and determine the extent to which findings are transferrable to other contexts.
Researchers’ position: To promote validity, researchers have a responsibility to promote
self- and reader awareness of their natural biases (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Taking a
pragmatic stance was natural for me as I have worked as a consultant in business and the
public sector, trying to develop workable solutions to problems of improvement. Although
I have worked across many sectors, but not in education, learning about this sector’s distinct
drivers, organisational arrangements and context was an additional learning challenge which
I pursued through inquiry with practitioners and reading and listening to educational
researchers. The advantage of my background is that I viewed secondary schools and issues
of coherence from a fresh perspective, questioning norms and standard practice in the
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educational context. The disadvantage is that my perspective is not nuanced from having
teaching experience.
3.2.5 Ethical considerations.
Attention to ethical considerations was one way of ensuring the reliability and validity of
knowledge in this study (Rossman & Rallis, 2019). One ethical consideration, related to the
organisational nature of this research, was to ensure participants were safeguarded from the
impact of the power differentials inherent in organisations (Rossman & Rallis, 2019) such
as schools. Participants required safeguarding because they were commenting on the
effectiveness of their school, which they relied on for either employment or education. A
second consideration was to adjust the ethical approach based on the participants’ varied
roles in the research process and with an awareness of how power influences the researcher–
participant relationship (Karnieli-Miller, Strier, & Pessach, 2009). A summary of the ethical
approach associated with these considerations and others are outlined below:
•

Voluntary participation, right to withdraw and informed consent: Informed consent
for the school was obtained from the principal. Within schools, individual
participants volunteered to participate and were assured that their choice to
participate or withdraw would not disadvantage them in any way or affect their
relationship with their school. As much information as possible was given to schools
and individuals before consent, and during the research process, participants,
especially the most vulnerable, were reminded of their rights.

•

Protection of research participants: In order to protect schools’ and individuals’
identities, pseudonyms have been adopted for schools and random codes assigned to
individual participants. Also, data describing schools and participants has been
minimised in order to protect schools from being identified by readers. All data is
stored in computer files protected by passwords known only to the researcher. In
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addition to efforts made to conceal identities, processes for selecting and arranging
middle leader and teacher interviews ensured senior leaders could not be sure who
had been interviewed.
•

Ensuring a reasonable ratio between participant risk and potential benefits: In order
to ensure risks to individual participants within their school environment were
minimised, individual participants were sent their transcripts to check so they could
edit material they deemed sensitive. Off-the-record comments were ignored. Steps
were taken in senior leader feedback sessions to ensure that individual data was
anonymised and not recognisable. For example, no reference was made to particular
departments or projects within the school.

Ethics approval for this research was granted by the University of Auckland Human
Participants Ethics Committee (Reference number 013122). Please see Appendix E for
examples of the participant information sheets and consent forms.
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Findings: The Factor Structure of the Coherence Survey
The three findings chapters report how the case schools advanced, maintained or
undermined coherence as they sought to coordinate school-wide improvement. Chapter 4
and Chapter 5 provide context for cases studies. Chapter 4 proposes a factor solution for
coherence in a secondary school, thereby refining this study’s conceptual model for
coherence. Chapter 5 analyses the quantitative data on the relationship between student
achievement and coherence in the three case schools, thereby identifying some patterns
requiring further inquiry in the case studies. After this context, Chapter 6 contains that case
studies of the three schools. These provide in-depth analysis of the practices schools used to
organise their improvement agendas, and the consequences of these for coherence. The cases
also illuminate what facilitates and inhibits each of the secondary schools from acting more
or less coherently.
Validating the Coherence Survey: Exploratory Factor Analysis
The EFA of the survey involved identifying latent variables underlying coherence in a
secondary school. Recent research indicates that robust factors solutions can be achieved
with small sample sizes, like those in this study, if item communalities are greater than 0.6,
there are at least three items per factor and the solution only has a few factors (Hogarty,
Hines, Kromrey, Ferron, & Mumford, 2005; Russell, 2002). Thus, while this study’s sample
size (N = 173) to variable (p = 32) ratio (5:1) fell at the lower end of traditional
recommendations, the chosen factor solution fulfilled the majority of these criteria: initial
communalities, or squared multiple correlations between items and all other items, were 0.6
for all but three of the 23 items; there were only two factors, and each factor had four or
more items loading on to it. Accordingly, it seems unlikely that the results will be distorted
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due to the data being unsuitable (see Appendix F for item communalities and correlation
tables).
Multiple criteria were used to determine which factor structure was the best fit for the
correlations. The first criteria were factors with eigenvalues of greater than 1. Two factors
with eigenvalues greater than 1.0 were found, explaining 62.0% and 6.1% of the variance
respectively. These two factors accounted for 68.0% of the total variance, which is an
acceptable percentage of variance in social sciences (Hair, Black, Babin, & Anderson,
2014). An examination of the scree plot showed two data points clustering together at the
bend, indicating that the factor solution could have 1, 2 or 3 factors. Therefore, 1-, 2- and 3factor solutions were run in order to find a solution that best met the following criteria:
having item loadings above .30, few or no item cross-loadings, and each factor having three
or more items. Most importantly, the chosen solution needed to make theoretical sense
(Costello & Osborne, 2005; Fabrigar & Wegener, 2014). The best-fit solution against these
combined criteria, which fitted with the eigenvalues greater than 1 rule, was the 2-factor
one. Five items in the 2-factor solution were eliminated because they did not contribute to a
simple factor structure or had cross-loadings of .30 or above (see Appendix G for a list of
deleted items).
To examine the 2-factor solution’s factorability and strength of relations, three other
conventional criteria were used: item communalities, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) value,
and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity. Item communalities, or shared variance between the items,
ranged from .44 to .78, which indicates an acceptable fit between the data and the 2-factor
solution (Costello & Osborne, 2005). The KMO value of .96 indicates that the shared
variance is “marvellous” (Beavers et al., 2013). Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity was also
significant (" ! (253) = 3579.0, - = .00), supporting the factorability of the correlation
matrix for the 2-factor solution.
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4.1.1 Identifying salient dimensions.
To determine whether the 2-factor solution made theoretical sense, the factor loadings for
the two constructs were examined by the researcher and her doctoral supervisors (See Table
4.1). As a result of these discussions, the two components were labelled as “whole-school”
(items = 19) and “team” (items = 7) coherence. As the labels suggest, the whole-school
coherence construct captures the organisational practices and conditions that enable
coherent improvement efforts at whole-school level, whereas the team construct captures
the practices and conditions for coherent improvement efforts in teams, such as pastoral
areas and departments, and perhaps professional learning communities too. Three items
were removed from the team factor because they did not make theoretical sense (see
Appendix G for a list of deleted items). After taking these items out based on theoretical fit,
the team coherence factor had four items. Table 4.1 shows the factor loadings for the two
extracted constructs. The Cronbach’s ! was .97 for the whole-school factor and .88 for the
team factor, which indicates that the items are reliable and consistent in what they measure.
The extent to which the two constructs converged was also examined. This was necessary
because of the earlier assumption that factors were likely to be correlated. The correlation
between the two factors was strong, .71, indicating that they shared a high proportion of
variance in common.
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Table 4.1
Factor Loadings for the Two Extracted Constructs
Item

Coherence Factor
Wholeschool

10

The various initiatives fit together to deliver on our school goals

.95

7

.92

17

Leaders listen to the problems we have implementing
improvement strategies
Leaders convey agreement about how improvement strategies will
lift achievement
It is clear to me how the improvements we are implementing are
going to raise student achievement
Teacher feedback influences school-wide decisions about how
improvements are implemented
We think carefully about the fit between new and existing
initiatives
We regularly monitor initiatives to make sure they are working

5

Staff discuss whether a new initiative will serve our strategic goals

.79

14

We always learn lessons from our prior attempts to implement
initiatives
Leaders protect the time required to learn new initiatives

.78

We act on feedback parents give us about how to engage them in
their children’s schooling
Our various improvement efforts fit together in a coherent way

.76

The changes we are introducing support our goals for lifting
student achievement
When problems affect everyone, we solve them as a school

.71

It is clear how success will be measured for each of our
improvement strategies
There are a manageable number of improvements/initiatives
running at once
Students’ families really understand what their child needs to do
to achieve their academic goals
The right resources are allocated to meet our improvement goals

.69

We have a coordinated approach for analysing student data at a
class, department and school level
Departments use similar routines to improve student achievement

.53

12
6
24
1

13
11
20
18
9
26
25
21
32
15
33
34
27
30

Teacher groups discuss the detail about how to make
improvements work in the classroom
Departments are on the same page about how improvement
strategies will make a difference for students
Tutors for a year group communicate similar expectations to
students

Team

.92
.88
.86
.86
.83

.77

.74

.69

.69
.66
.55

.94
.76
.70
.62
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4.1.2 Summary and implications.
Secondary school participants treat coherence as having a two-tiered structure, comprising
whole-school coherence and team coherence. While these findings are exploratory and
require more extensive confirmatory study, they suggest that coherence in a secondary
school is a two-level construct. At whole-school level, items covarying together mostly
concern establishing a shared direction and faculty collaborating to evaluate strategies and
solve problems of improvement. Many, but not all, of these practices are instigated from a
central position, often by senior leaders.
The items associated with team coherence, although not as conceptually clear as for wholeschool coherence, relate to teachers discussing the detail of how to make improvements
work in their classroom and, in addition, teams having similar approaches to organising
improvement and shared understandings about improvement. This suggests that participants
viewed team factors as including between- and within-team coherence. Teams in this
construct refer to subject departments, pastoral teams and other “teacher groups” (see Item
34) which, in a secondary school context, could include improvement teams or professional
learning communities.
A finding that participants view secondary school coherence as comprising whole-school
and team constructs is consistent with previous research. In schools, principals and other
senior leaders mobilise actors around a shared direction and establish the infrastructure and
conditions for fostering coherence, but, as improvement activities move closer to the
classroom, the nature of organising, and its outcomes, are heavily influenced by team
leadership and conditions (de Lima, 2007; Hitt & Tucker, 2016; Supovitz, Sirinides, & May,
2010). Furthermore, the internal coherence survey (Elmore et al., 2014; Stosich, 2014)
measures practices at whole-school and team level; two of the survey’s eight latent variables
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focus specifically on teams, namely on team processes and teams developing shared
understandings about effective practice.
The finding that participants conceptualise coherence as two-tiered in a secondary school
frames the case study analysis. Firstly, it compels consideration of which practices foster
coherence at a whole-school level and which at a team level. For instance, specific practices,
such as those for evaluating initiatives and fostering psychological safety, may exist in both
tiers and differentially affect the extent of coherence in each tier. Secondly, the finding that
coherence is comprised of two latent factors forces consideration of the relationship between
the two. Effectiveness research suggests that subject-department achievement outcomes are
more variable in some schools than others (Highfield, 2010; Ko et al., 2015). Perhaps then,
schools with more robust whole-school coherence will enable more teams to act coherently.
Two limitations need to be highlighted with respect to these findings. First, follow-up
research would benefit from generating and factor analysing a survey with more team items
based on a tighter conceptual definition of team coherence. This would provide the
opportunity to develop more distinct definitions of whole-school and team coherence. A
second limitation is that the study’s small sample size did not allow further statistical
analysis regarding the relationships between the constructs.
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Findings: Patterns of Coherence and Achievement
In this chapter, the quantitative patterns of student achievement and coherence across the
three case schools are compared. I begin by discussing the results of the analyses of
achievement data and then coherence, as measured by the survey and then the rubric. I then
discuss the relationship between these patterns of achievement and coherence.
Achievement Patterns
The achievement patterns in case schools over the 4 years data was collected were similar
to or weaker than the cohort of Decile 1 to 3 secondary schools nationally (see Figure 5.1).
However, in each of the 4 years data was collected, the likelihood of students at River Valley
College and Eastview High School passing NCEA were notably higher than at Greenville
High School. River Valley had the steadiest achievement pattern of the three schools: the
aggregated odds of students passing NCEA, relative to comparable schools in the Decile 1
to 3 bands, improved from 0.80 to 0.94 from the first to the second year, and was then
maintained for subsequent years. Eastview’s achievement patterns fluctuated over the 4
years; the odds of attaining NCEA qualifications were better than comparable students in
the first and fourth years and worse in the second and third years. The odds of students at
Greenville gaining NCEA compared to similar schools nationally was considerably lower.
Also, comparative patterns at Greenville fluctuated, increasing in the first and second years
and then declining in subsequent years.
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Figure 5.1. Aggregated odds ratio patterns for school achievement (NCEA) compared to
Decile Bands 1–3 nationally.
Coherence Patterns
School coherence was measured in two ways: the faculty’s ratings of coherence as measured
on the survey and the researcher’s ratings against the indicators on the coherence rubric.
5.2.1 Extent of coherence: Survey.
Descriptive statistics derived from the coherence survey found higher levels of whole-school
than team coherence. Across the three schools, factor means on a scale of 1 to 6 were
significantly higher for whole-school (M = 4.01, SD = 1.11) than team (M = 3.88, SD = 1.15)
coherence, t(172) = 1.92, p <. 05 (two-tailed). The whole-school mean was 0.13 larger than
the team mean with a 95% confidence interval ranging from -0.00 to 0.26. The effect size
for the comparison (d = .12) was lower than Cohen’s (1988) convention for a small effect
size.
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Using MANOVA, differences were found in coherence levels across the schools. Levels of
coherence, made up of the combined dependent variables of whole-school and team
coherence, differed significantly across schools F(4, 314) = 7.19, p = .000; Wilks’ " = .84;
partial eta squared = .08. As shown in Table 5.1, when the results for the dependent variables
were considered separately, only whole-school coherence reached statistical significance, F
= (2, 158) = 13.98, p = .000, partial eta squared = .15. This indicates a large effect size and
suggests that whole-school coherence contributes approximately 15% of the difference
between schools.
Table 5.1
Tests of the Difference in Whole-School Coherence and Team Coherence Between Schools
Factor

River Valley

Eastview

Greenville

F value

p

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

Whole-school
coherence

4.44 (.84)

3.47 (1.19)

3.88 (1.08)

3.49

.00*

Team
coherence

4.04 (1.05)

3.52 (1.11)

3.82 (1.18)

13.98

.03

*Significant Bonferroni adjusted alpha level of .025

Whole-school coherence at River Valley College (M = 4.44, SD = .84) was significantly
higher than at both Greenville High School (M = 3.88, SD = 1.18; p = .032) and Eastview
High School (M = 3.47, SD = 1.19; p = .000). The same pattern of team coherence was
observed between schools, but these differences were not statistically significant.
5.2.2 Extent of coherence: Rubric.
Coherence was also evaluated by quantifying each school’s case study evidence using the
coherence rubric. For each domain, schools were rated on a scale from 0 to 3 (0 = No
coherence, 1 = Emergent coherence, 2 = Established coherence, 3 = Distributed coherence)
(Appendix D provides information on how domain scores were calculated). Table 5.2 shows
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the ratings for each domain and for the constructs (whole-school and team coherence). Also,
in brackets are the scores each school achieved out of the possible maximum on each domain
(e.g., 4/6 indicates that the school scored 4 out of a possible 6 points on a domain).
Table 5.2 shows that overall coherence was rated as Emergent for all three schools,
indicating that schools were developing the conditions and capability to organise and lead
improvement in ways that promoted coherence. Closer examination of the domain scores
shows that within the Emergent band, River Valley (11 out of a possible 30) was slightly
more coherent than Eastview (9/30), which in turn was more coherent than Greenville
(7/30). River Valley’s stronger coherence is in large part attributable to its stronger wholeschool but not team coherence. In particular, it scored at the Established level on the shareddirection domain.
All three schools’ ratings on the team coherence construct were at the Emergent level. As
will be discussed in more detail in the case studies, the extent of coherence observed in the
case schools from one team to the next was highly variable (see Appendix D for details of
how team coherence was rated given this variability).

100

Table 5.2
Rubric Coherence Ratings and Scores on Each Domain
River Valley

Eastview

Greenville

Established (3/6)

Emergent (2/6)

Emergent (2/6)

Emergent (3/9)

Emergent (2/9)

Emergent (2/9)

Emergent (3/9)

Emergent (3/9)

Emergent (2/6)

Emergent (2/6)

No coherence
(1/9)
Emergent (2/6)

Whole-School Coherence
(= a + b + c)
Team Coherence (= d)

Emergent (9/24)

Emergent (7/24)

Emergent (5/24)

Emergent (2/6)

Emergent (2/6)

Emergent (2/6)

Overall Coherence (= a +
b + c + d)

Emergent (11/30)

Emergent (9/30)

Emergent (7/30)

Rubric: Coherence Domains
Shared Direction (a)
Collaborative
Infrastructure (b)
Strategy Implementation
& Evaluation (c)
Team Learning (d)
Rubric: Construct Scores

Together, the results from the survey and rubric indicate that overall coherence in all schools
was weak to moderate. While River Valley is the most coherent school on both the survey
and the rubric, the differences between River Valley and the two other schools is more
categorical on the survey than on the rubric. In terms of overall coherence levels, it is
difficult to differentiate between Greenville and Eastview. While Greenville’s coherence
was slightly stronger (but not significantly so) than Eastview’s on the survey, on the rubric
the reverse pattern occurred.
Patterns of Achievement and Coherence in Case Schools
As all three schools’ coherence sat within a relatively narrow range between weak and
moderate, it was harder to attribute changes in NCEA pass rates to coherence. What can be
concluded from the quantitative data is that weak to moderate coherence was associated with
pass rates that were similar to or weaker than comparative schools nationally.
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Within the existing patterns of coherence and achievement, certain patterns warrant further
investigation in the case studies. First, the case studies need to explore how River Valley’s
relatively stronger whole-school coherence provided the means for more reliable, but not
extraordinary, NCEA pass rates. Moreover, greater understanding is required of the reasons
why River Valley’s stronger whole-school coherence did not translate into stronger team
coherence. Secondly, the case studies may also illuminate what contributed to Greenville’s
and Eastview’s fluctuating patterns of achievement and why Greenville, despite having
similar levels of coherence to Eastview, had considerably lower academic outcomes over
the 4 years.
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Findings & Discussion: Case Studies
The following case studies explain the extent of coherence in each of the three case study
schools. The cases include (a) a description of the practices used to organise improvement,
(b) an explanation of those practices based on an analysis of the beliefs of the relevant senior
leaders and (c) the intended and unintended consequences of those practices for coherence.
First, I provide some contextual information that is common to all three schools.
Across-Case Improvement Context
Each school in New Zealand’s self-managing context has the power to set its improvement
agenda to achieve its vision and goals. A school’s improvement agenda typically contains a
mixture of externally sourced programmes and internally designed strategies. Externally
sourced programmes are mostly aligned to MoE strategic priorities and initiated and funded
by the MoE. MoE initiatives typically have overlapping priorities and principles, and it is
each school’s responsibility to integrate the MoE programmes and their school’s strategic
initiatives into a coherent improvement agenda. Sometimes programmes are initiated and
funded by other providers. For instance, Starpath was funded through a government
programme to improve tertiary sector capability (Kiro et al., 2016). Table 6.1 lists the MoE
programmes and initiatives which were active at each school at the time of data collection.
Table 6.1
Initiatives at Case Schools
Initiative

River Valley

Eastview

Greenville

Starpath Programme

ü

ü

ü

Digital Learning

ü

ü

Culturally Responsive & Relational Pedagogy (CRRP)

ü

ü

Positive Behaviour for Learning (PB4L)

ü

ü
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6.1.1 The Starpath Programme
The Starpath Programme aimed to reduce inequitable student achievement and tertiary
participation rates of Māori and Pacific Island students, relative to their Asian and European
peers. The logic of the programme was that students would achieve better qualifications and
participate more in tertiary education if school leaders and teachers used data to identify,
understand and address barriers to achievement, and if students were supported by whānau
(Māori word for extended family or family group), parents and teachers to develop and
engage in challenging but realistic academic and career goals. The five strategies
operationalising this logic were: (a) developing longitudinal databases of student
achievement; (b) using data to set challenging achievement targets for individual students,
groups of students and the entire school; (c) using data to track, monitor and then intervene
to support both individual students and groups of students; (d) establishing regular student
academic counselling sessions between a teacher and each student to keep track and support
each student’s progress towards their targets; and (e) holding regular parent conferences to
increase parental understanding of the educational system and of how to inspire and support
their child’s learning and achievement. As Starpath was common to all schools, more detail
about the programme is provided in Appendix H.
6.1.2 Digital Learning.
In the first phase of the MoE-funded Digital Learning programme, the focus was on
providing secure and safe internet provision. At the time of data collection, the government
signalled the importance of digital literacy in its policy documentation, and supported
schools through the provision of digital resources, networks and advice. However, it was up
to schools how they used these resources to drive improvements in teaching and learning
(MoE, 2017).

104

6.1.3 Culturally Responsive and Relational Pedagogy.
The focus of the Culturally Responsive and Relational Pedagogy (CRRP) programme was
on developing ways of relating to students and leadership that enabled “Māori students [to
achieve] education success as Māori” (MoE, 2013, p. 6). The Te Kotahitanga (Māori phrase
meaning “unity of purpose”) programme, discussed in the literature review, was a precursor
to the CRRP programme which inherited many of its aims, its theory of improvement and
school support systems. The CRRP programme requires teachers to use Māori students’
cultural capital and knowledge to build richer and more engaging learning experiences.
Dialogic and respectful interactions, both in the classroom and school-wide, should enable
the learner and the teacher to learn together. Leaders set the tone for CRRP by working
alongside the community and teachers to encourage culturally responsive pedagogy and
ways of interacting, and to take on the broader remit of addressing barriers to Māori students’
success within their school and surrounding community (Berryman, Lawrence, & Lamont,
2018; Bishop et al., 2014; Kia Eke Panuku, 2017). Typically, upon joining CRRP, schools
are supported through a process of evaluating their school against the programme’s
framework, which informs its design and implementation of priority strategies.
6.1.4 Positive Behaviour for Learning.
The Positive Behaviour for Learning (PB4L) programme aims to build an inclusive learning
environment and positive culture to maximise students’ social and academic development.
The PB4L programme requires schools to design and adopt interventions to encourage
positive student behaviour at three student tiers. The first tier focuses on the entire student
population, the second on student groups needing additional support, and the third on
individual students displaying chronic problem behaviour (MoE, 2015). Like CRRP, PB4L
schools are provided with resources that support them in defining their school’s expectations
for student behaviour, as well as teaching practices for respectfully acknowledging

105

appropriate,

and

discouraging

inappropriate,

behaviour.

Local

teams

support

implementation school-wide.
Case Study 1: River Valley College
River Valley’s case is compelling on two counts. First, because it allows examination of
why survey participants rated River Valley as significantly more coherent than the other two
case schools, and yet its pass rates over the 4 years that data were collected showed a steady,
rather than remarkable, increase. Second, this case elucidates why River Valley’s strong,
whole-school coherence did not filter down into teams.
One reason that River Valley’s whole-school coherence was the strongest of the three
schools was its pre-existing culture of orderliness, respect and inclusivity. In her interview,
the principal talked about the importance of treating people with respect and the privilege
of listening to and serving students and parents in her community. The senior team’s
commitment to staying abreast of faculty and community concerns was evident in their
actions. The team was observed seeking out, questioning and listening to others’
perspectives. Teachers consistently reported that the senior team listened to and acted upon
their concerns. As a consequence, the senior team stayed abreast of their school’s coherence
barriers. At a session designed to give feedback on findings, the principal and two senior
leaders were already aware of many barriers to coherence and were often part-way through
establishing solutions to these. When challenged by barriers that confronted their
unconscious beliefs about improvement, they exhibited a high level of interest to learn more
by asking questions to understand the details and check their understanding. In short, the
respectful curiosity of senior leaders to learn more from all stakeholders was an existing
condition that benefitted coherence. It engendered trust, made it safe for teachers to speak
up and supported senior leaders in removing obstacles to improvement.
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6.2.1 River Valley College’s improvement agenda.
In keeping with her beliefs about respecting individual perspectives and differences, the
principal’s vision was to build a school system that enabled every student to maximise his
or her success and to be well-rounded, contributing members of society. In order to enable
every student to be their best, she described three necessary conditions that her school must
establish for every student: each student knowing what goals they wanted to achieve,
knowing how they would achieve them and believing they could achieve them. According
to the principal, as a natural consequence of establishing these three conditions for every
student, River Valley school would achieve its targets for student achievement. The three
conditions guided her choice of initiatives and she was able to describe the mechanisms by
which each one contributed to establishing these conditions. Table 6.2 summarises River
Valley’s improvement agenda at the time of data collection.
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Table 6.2
River Valley College’s Improvement Agenda
Improvement areas

Strategy
duration

Improvement activities during data collection

Starpath

3 years

• Refining academic counselling routines and tools to improve consistency of delivery
• Delivering generic training to improve consistency in teachers’ academic counselling practice
• Refining routines and data tools for tracking and monitoring

Teaching & Learning

1 year

• Introducing cross-curricular professional learning communities for junior school classes
• Defining what teacher effectiveness meant at River Valley

Student Culture

3 years

• Aligning pastoral processes with school values
• Introducing systems to recognise personal excellence
• Tightening up non-attendance and lateness processes

Digital Learning

1 year

• Investigating technologies for digital learning and planning implementation in junior school for the following

year
• Trialling of technologies by some teachers
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6.2.2 River Valley College’s observed theory.
River Valley’s senior leaders’ theory-in-use or observed theory for organising improvement
was inferred from the way in which they actually organised improvement, not their espoused
approach to it. The beliefs which underpinned the way senior leaders led improvement are
listed in the left-hand column of Table 6.3. In the middle column, categorised against the
four coherence domains, are the leadership and organisational practices used by leaders
(both senior leaders and other distributed leaders) to coordinate improvement at River
Valley. In the right-hand column are the implications, both intended and unintended, for
organisational coherence.
As the case will show, a core belief driving the actions of many of River Valley’s leaders
was that they should “serve and protect teachers,” so that teachers could, in turn, improve.
Serving and protecting teachers involved senior leaders ensuring the conditions for teachers
were just right, before expecting teachers to actively engage in refining its planned
improvement strategies. Many of the conditions that senior leaders strove to get right
facilitated coherence. For example, senior leaders continually refined and narrowed their
improvement priorities and, in so doing, freed up teacher time to learn and improve in a few
areas. Also, senior leaders thought systemically about how strategies and existing conditions
fitted together, so their system worked for teachers and benefitted students. However,
“waiting to establish expectations until conditions were just right” was also detrimental to
coherence, particularly in teams. Senior leaders delayed settling on middle leaders’ roles in
embedding and integrating strategies because of gaps in their capability. They waited to
establish clear expectations that all teachers would trial literacy practices in their classrooms
because teachers were still learning about inquiry cycles. They waited to evaluate specific
improvements because routines and tools were not ready. Ultimately, waiting to define
expectations was detrimental to coherence because it stopped the faculty from reaching
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agreements on how they would work together to make strategies work for students. It is
likely that this approach also explained why River Valley’s relatively stronger coherence on
the whole-school coherence factor did not translate into stronger coherence on the team
factor.
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Table 6.3
River Valley College’s Observed Theory
SLT’s Beliefs

Coherence
Domain

Observed Improvement Practices

Consequences for Organisational Coherence

If senior
leaders’ serve
and protect
teachers,
teachers will
improve

Shared
direction

• Collaborating to orchestrate whole-school
improvement
• Tightening improvement priorities
• Weaving together existing conditions and new
strategies
• Waiting to be explicit about the school’s theory
of improvement

• Integrated strategies and existing conditions create coherent
student experiences
• Resources are distributed to advance priorities
• A tightly focused improvement agenda frees up teachers to
learn in priority areas
• Middle leaders and teachers don’t understand how
improvement activities will combine to benefit students

If senior leaders
integrate our
school system,
teachers and
students will
learn
Once senior
leaders get the
conditions
right, it is fair
to settle
expectations

• Waiting to settle on respective roles in
Strategy
executing robust packages
implementation
and evaluation • Allowing fragmented evaluative processes

• Many strategies are partially implemented or in the early
stages rather than embedded
• Respective roles in executing and evaluating strategies are not
defined
• Limited organisational learning about which elements of
initiatives work for students and why
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Collaborative
infrastructure

• Conducting high-quality generic training (not
tailored professional learning)
• Relying on senior leaders to resolve many
problems of improvement

• Approximately three-quarters of teachers perform some
strategies to a proficient, rather than to an adaptive expertise
level
• Routines and tools updated in line with teacher feedback
• Weak collective accountability for solving problems
• Uneven quality and performance in learning units persists

Team learning

• Integrating and embedding by some middle
leaders
• Allowing privacy and independent learning in
teams

• Improvements embedded variably in pastoral/subject areas
• Norms of teacher privacy and autonomy prevail
• Individual teacher beliefs, not collective standards govern the
quality of teacher practice

Domain: Shared direction.
On the rubric, River Valley was rated at the established level on this domain—the strongest
rating achieved for any domain across all schools. This was due to River Valley’s SLT acting
cohesively and in iterative cycles to craft coherent strategies and narrow their improvement
priorities. However, because senior leaders did most of the work to develop and evaluate
strategies, distributed leaders and teachers had limited opportunities to understand how
strategies fitted together to deliver for students.
Practice: Collaborating to orchestrate whole-school improvement.
Each senior leader took primary responsibility for leading one or two initiatives, as well as
collaborating with their peers to ensure systemic improvement. In practice, this meant that
senior leaders jointly critiqued strategy designs and implementation schedules, debated the
relative priorities of strategies in terms of advancing whole-school goals and conducted joint
work with other senior leader colleagues to combine new strategies and existing conditions
into coherent student experiences. The principal set the tone for this heedful interacting.
Below, she explains the approach taken by the senior team to developing and implementing
strategies:
We [the senior team] are collaborative in terms of developing these things [strategy
designs and implementation plans] and it is something that we typically trial with
each other before they are unleashed on the staff. We are very conscious of that.
(Principal)
As the SLT collaborated to advance whole-school improvement, they both contributed to
and drew on three essential capabilities and conditions: trust, mutual accountability and
evaluative capability. Practices that built these foundations were the regularity with which
senior leaders came together, both formally and informally, to debate and co-reflect upon
what we can do better (Principal). In these sessions, evidence of student learning problems
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and stakeholder perspectives informed their debates. Mutual respect and esteem were
evident in the ways the senior team spoke of each other, describing their colleagues as very
good leaders and their respective efforts as significant and quite remarkable.
As a result of the senior leaders’ high-collaboration, high-trust, high-accountability
approach to designing, introducing and evaluating improvement, they were able to describe,
in similar terms, how their current improvement activities would achieve their current goals
and future vision. As will be shown in subsequent practice sections, senior leaders’ shared
theory of improvement enhanced coherence in two ways. First, as City et al. (2011) note, it
enabled senior leaders to declutter by guiding their decision making about which strategies
were priorities and which could be declined or postponed. Second, clarity about how their
system fitted together to produce particular student outcomes enabled coherent student
experiences.
Practice: Tightening improvement priorities.
Senior leaders’ clear theory of improvement enabled them to strategically select initiatives
and distribute resources. The principal strategically selected initiatives when she sheltered
her school from external demands or actively sought out links with external parties
dependent on whether they fitted with her beliefs about the drivers of student achievement.
Honig and Hatch (2004) explain that strategically declining or limiting external demands,
called “buffering,” or strategically selecting and building relationships with external parties,
called “bridging,” are essential if leaders are to craft coherent improvement agendas. The
principal buffered when she declined daily requests to participate in surveys, research and
initiatives.
Senior leaders also buffered River Valley from external projects by declining two MoE
programmes—PB4L and CRRP. The senior team’s resolve to decline these initiatives was
shown by their willingness to manage the adverse consequences. These included forfeiting
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the extra funding and support attached to the MoE programmes and River Valley being rated
less favourably by the Education Review Office (ERO), the government agency responsible
for evaluating and publicly reporting on the quality of schooling. To explain further, the
ERO (2016) based its indicators for Māori student success on the CRRP project principles.
As a consequence of River Valley not adopting the CRRP project and its principles, it
received a less favourable ERO evaluation. To mitigate these adverse consequences, the
principal lobbied ERO’s staff to change its indicators, and the senior team went to
considerable effort to demonstrate how their current strategy was improving outcomes for
Māori students. In sum, the principal and her senior team required significant resolve and
confidence in their theory of improvement to maintain their strategic direction in the face of
positive and negative pressures from external agencies.
The principal also strategically selected initiatives to fit with her theory of improvement by
building bridges with strategically selected external parties. She did this in two ways. One
was by pursuing alternative funding to maintain worthwhile strategies when MoE funding
dried up; another was by scanning the external environment and cultivating relationships
with strategically important external experts. For example, when River Valley identified
academic counselling as a priority in its charter, the principal investigated the relative merits
of externally available programmes and, after identifying that the Starpath Programme was
the best fit for River Valley, cultivated relationships with the programme.
Practice: Weaving together existing conditions and new strategies.
Senior leaders’ shared theory of improvement also enabled them to think systemically about
how existing organisational infrastructure needed to be refined and how it fitted with new
strategies that benefitted students. For example, leaders held a theory that more students
could attain aspirational targets if their experiences across multiple formats (e.g., classroom,
academic counselling, assemblies, recognition schemes, careers services) all reinforced
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messages of high expectation and gave them the skills they needed to work towards
challenging targets. As the external strategy, Starpath, only attended to one format—
academic counselling—senior leaders changed existing formats to ensure they too enabled
students to reach their aspirational goals. There were many examples of senior leaders acting
systemically to align the existing infrastructure with new strategies to benefit students.
In one or two instances, there was evidence that students were benefitting from this systemic
approach. For example, senior leaders connected careers services, career pathways
programmes, work placements and academic counselling in an integrated package of student
support. This integrated package, which connected student support across pastoral areas and
careers services, was well resourced, continuously funded and supported by systematic
scheduling and communications. Perhaps because these services were reliable, more
teachers, parents and students reported using them. Furthermore, students at River Valley
were more likely to explain (a) how their work placements made schoolwork seem relevant
and (b) how their school goals supported their future career and tertiary study aspirations.
The student below describes how his academic counselling mentor and work-placement
coordinator were supporting his decisions about whether to pursue a university course or
apprenticeship when he left school:
Student: I talk to him [his mentor] and Mrs Carter.
Interviewer: Who is Mrs Carter?
Student: She is in charge of work placements. Because I just went and did the Air
New Zealand work-placement programme. So, I talk to her, talk to the guys doing it,
some people who have already finished it.
Interviewer: So, have they put you in touch with some other people who have done
it?
Student: Mr White [his mentor] did.(Student 05)
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Due to weaker practices in other coherence domains (which will be described later in the
case study), not all students’ experiences were as integrated as this one. However, this
example shows that integrating strategies in order to develop congruent student experiences
is beneficial for students. It also shows that a clear theory of improvement can provide a
map for how a school system can deliver for its students
Two observed beliefs of senior leaders led them to tighten and focus their agenda on a few
priorities and weave together coherent student experiences. One was a belief that “integrated
systems are necessary for students to learn.” A second was that senior leaders’ primary
responsibility was to “serve and protect teachers,” so that they, in turn, would learn and
improve. In this domain, senior leaders served and protected teachers by listening to
teachers’ workload concerns and responding to them in very tangible ways. This included,
as already discussed, strategically selecting and deselecting initiatives and, also, reducing
improvement workload by postponing planned improvement activities and carefully
monitoring smaller changes to ensure they did not dissipate teachers’ energies.
Consequently, although teachers and middle leaders did raise concerns about the inevitable
time pressures of teaching and the added workload associated with improvement, they did
so less than in other schools and said that a significant effort had been made to provide them
with sufficient time to learn and improve.
In this domain, I have shown that unifying a senior team around a shared direction was a
continuous, collaborative process that was worthwhile because it synchronised senior leader
actions to coordinate improvement. Together, senior leaders narrowed their improvement
priorities in pursuit of a few goals so that teachers could concentrate on improving in a few
areas over a sustained period (Robinson et al. 2017; Timar & Chyu, 2010). Also, they fitted
new strategies and existing infrastructure together in order to deliver coherent experiences
for students (Honig & Hatch, 2004).
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Practice: Waiting to be explicit about the school’s theory of improvement.
In interviews, teachers and middle leaders consistently recalled River Valley’s goals and
strategies. As part of a drive to encourage evidence-based decision making, senior leaders
had introduced several new goal-monitoring practices. The major one was a vertically
integrated departmental review process, which senior leaders carefully designed to ensure
HODs and their teams regularly reflected on their performance. Senior leaders were also
observed maintaining pressure on teachers to meet goals by regularly communicating
progress and stipulating the necessary teachers’ actions if River Valley was to stay on track.
This included visibly tracking progress on a “thermometer” in the staff room. While these
practices ensured that faculty could list goals and strategies, it did not mean they understood
the mechanisms by which those strategies would drive achievement and, therefore, their
respective roles in making improvement happen.
As senior leaders displayed an open, questioning style of interaction, it seemed, at first,
somewhat surprising that school members were not unified around a theory of improvement.
However, on closer examination, and as will be described in more detail below, it became
evident that senior leaders’ interactions with faculty limited rigorous debate around
alternative theories. Inadvertently, on many occasions, middle leaders and teachers were
positioned as passive recipients of improvements who provided feedback, rather than as
active evaluators, refining understandings about the mechanisms and standards required to
make improvements work for students.
Explicit debate and critique of River Valley’s theory of improvement was partly limited
because the senior team coordinated and conducted much of the improvement work
themselves. Teachers were often presented with the finished product, in the form of routines,
tools, timetables, professional development and so on, for them to critique. Thus, middle
leaders and teachers were positioned as reviewers and critics of improvement. While
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teachers said they appreciated that senior leaders listened to their input and responded to
their concerns, more than half also said that there were few mechanisms for discussing and
resolving student barriers and achievement issues during improvement. Below, a middle
leader explains that forums were designed to air teacher issues, not solve systemic problems:
I think the senior management team here is very good at understanding if people
[teachers] are feeling frustrated or knowing what might be difficult about
something... But I don’t know that we have a mechanism, like our meetings aren’t
designed at all for an opportunity to solve [problems of improvement and student
learning]. (Middle Leader 04)
When senior leaders did delegate problem solving to teachers, problems were not necessarily
framed to address both teacher and student concerns. For example, senior leaders told
teachers that they could decide on the ideal student–teacher ratios for mentoring, without
framing the problem from a student perspective or requiring teachers to justify their
decision. Such framing limited the extent to which teachers were required to engage in
higher order thinking about the purpose of mentoring, the mechanisms by which it worked
to achieve those purposes, and, therefore, the optimal number of students per mentor. In
sum, strategy design and evaluation processes, the design of meetings and problem-solving
framing all hindered collective debate about the drivers of achievement and, as a result,
limited faculty from developing joint theories about how they would collectively close the
gap between their current position and goals.
A complex and reoccurring pattern of beliefs explains why senior leaders restricted higher
order thinking and ultimately limited the extent that faculty shared a theory of improvement.
Although senior leaders said that it was essential for staff at all layers to debate, analyse and
evaluate improvement, their tacit beliefs in many instances stopped them from expecting
many middle leaders and teachers to do so, at this stage. In general, senior leaders believed
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it was not fair to reach an agreement on expectations until they had established the following
conditions:
(1) Middle leaders and teachers had the requisite capability to perform the task;
(2) A majority of middle leaders and teachers agreed that a strategy would work in
their school’s context; and
(3) Senior leaders had translated and refined strategies through iterative cycles of
teacher feedback into integrated, easy-to-use packages of structures, routines and
tools.
When one or all of these conditions were not met, senior leaders deemed it not fair to expect
middle leaders and teachers to either implement or evaluate strategies or both and, therefore,
postponed collectively defining standards or settling on respective roles in advancing
improvement. This pattern of waiting to agree upon expectations reoccurred and had many
detrimental consequences for coherence at River Valley. In the shared-direction domain, it
meant opportunities to collectively discuss and interrogate alternative theories were limited.
As a consequence of these beliefs and practices, there was weak understanding of the theory
of improvement outside of the SLT at River Valley. In interviews, teachers and middle
leaders could not explain how the various strategies that they were experiencing as new
roles, structures and activities would combine to drive student outcomes. As one subject
head put it concerning literacy improvement:
I just feel that they’re [literacy routines & structures] not quite meshing. I don’t fully
understand how the literacy lead group fits with the literacy inquiry groups for junior
teachers. We all know that literacy is really important, and our literacy
representative has given us a couple of good sessions that we’ve had in our
department. I don’t know…. it just feels like there could be more integration. (Middle
Leader 08)
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As I will show next, coordinating reliable improvement across classrooms is almost
impossible when teachers and middle leaders lack a shared sense of how each person
contributes to improving the organisational system (Bryk et al., 2015; City et al., 2011).
Domain: Strategy implementation and evaluation.
River Valley’s senior leaders expended considerable effort in translating strategies into
robust packages of professional development, routines and structures, which operationalised
improvement strategies. However, because senior leaders waited to settle faculty’s
respective roles in using and refining packages, many strategies were in a partial state of
implementation. Moreover, fragmented evaluative processes did not connect people to learn
about how to refine strategies, so they worked for all or many students, rather than some.
Practice: Waiting to settle on respective roles in executing robust packages.
Senior leaders’ robust theories of improvement for initiatives identified the practices and
standards necessary for each strategy to improve student experiences and learning (Elmore,
2004), and enabled them to translate strategies into integrated packages of roles, routines
and tools that embodied their strategic intent. However, because senior leaders believed it
was not fair to establish expectations before the conditions were “right,” often they did not
settle on respective roles or the standards necessary for these integrated packages to benefit
students. As a consequence, many strategies at River Valley were partially implemented or
in the early stages of implementation, rather than embedded. The circumstances which lead
to partial implementation of the tracking and monitoring process are described below.
The tracking and monitoring routine required faculty at all layers to track students’ credit
attainment in order to identify and target supports for students at risk of missing
qualifications. For this routine, and others, senior leaders introduced robust packages of
structures and tools to guide middle leaders and teachers to enact tracking and monitoring.
In interviews, senior leaders used tracking and monitoring artefacts to precisely explain the
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routine’s cycles and the interdependent activity required at different layers and within
different areas (i.e., pastoral and subject areas) to ensure that students attained their
qualifications. For example, below, the senior leader charged with coordinating tracking and
monitoring describes the subject teachers’ role:
So a couple of times a year we have given the subject teachers information on how
their kids are tracking on their literacy and numeracy credits ... So hopefully, the
idea is that if they knew that a particular [NCEA] standard was coming up that had
literacy and the kid did not have literacy they would be saying, “Look this will help
you get your literacy. You have got four credits, but you need ten.” (Senior Leader
01)
Note here the senior leader’s use of hopefully rather than a definite expression of the subject
teacher’s role. In line with their belief about settling on expectations once the conditions
were “right,” senior leaders appeared reticent to share their rich theories. Instead, as the
senior leader explains below, data was sent out to subject heads, pastoral heads and teachers,
with tentative expectations of use and no explanation of the underlying theory of
improvement:
Then we flicked it out. And again, there probably wasn’t an expectation that it was
talked about, but it was suggested, “Hey you may want to look at this because it
might help you with your department.” (Senior Leader 01)
When the principal and senior leader were asked why they waited to define roles and
collective expectations, they identified variable capabilities as an issue. In this excerpt
below, the principal, after receiving feedback on the “waiting to set expectations” pattern,
reflects on why they chose not to clearly define pastoral and subject heads’ roles, in this
instance, and others:
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I think one of the challenges that you always have is who you have on board at the
time. The middle leaders we have now, are now almost all different from the ones
you saw. And the capability is consistently higher…. But I think, in retrospect, you
are probably right in terms of setting the bar higher right from the start. And the
good thing is we are moving towards that, and this motivates us a little bit more
quickly. (Principal)
Two years after sending out tracking and monitoring data, senior leaders facilitated a session
with the pastoral and subject heads to agree how it would be used to target supports for
students. Waiting to reach an agreement on roles mattered because tracking and monitoring
appeared to be a voluntary rather than a collective strategy. Middle leaders’ and teachers’
descriptions of how they used senior leaders’ robust packages suggested that it was
dependent on their own idiosyncratic beliefs about whether the tracking and monitoring
routine was worthwhile and the standards that were necessary to make a difference for
students. Senior leaders did not act on these differences, thereby giving the impression that
they tolerated uneven quality and performance. In the quote below, a teacher expresses his
frustration that senior leaders had not explained how he should be using data for tracking
and monitoring and to improve the quality of teaching:
Who is our audience? Why are we doing it? What are the outcomes? Because at the
moment I feel like the message is largely, “if we use data, results will improve,” but
not talking a lot about how we’re using this data. (Teacher 02)
While the tracking and monitoring example was notable in that it took 2 years from
commencing the routine to settle on expectations, this general pattern was evident across
most strategies. As a consequence, many strategies were partially implemented and
embedded. A related practice, which will be examined next, and which contributed to
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teachers and middle leaders developing personal rather than collective theories and
practices, was fragmented strategy evaluation.
Practice: Allowing fragmented evaluative processes.
Senior leaders collected plenty of evidence about the effectiveness of strategies, interrogated
it and acted upon it. For example, when a parent survey indicated that mentoring quality was
variable, senior leaders sought more information from parents on the specifics of that
variability and instituted additional generic teacher professional development in response.
However, as will be shown below, an in-depth evaluation of initiatives was not possible for
two reasons. One was that evidence did not allow testing of educators’ theories or hunches
about the mechanisms by which strategies worked. The second reason was that routines
involving faculty in collectively trialling, evaluating and refining strategies at all layers (i.e.,
whole-school, team and classroom layers) were fragmented and irregular. Below I examine
the evaluative processes for academic counselling, which were representative of how
strategies at River Valley were evaluated.
One assumption inherent in River Valley’s theory of improvement for academic counselling
was that regular student attendance at quality counselling sessions would increase the
likelihood that students would align their study habits with their academic goals. If this
assumption held true, River Valley might have expected to see a reduction in the proportion
of students missing assessments or an increase in attendance at tutorials and catch-up
sessions. However, no data to test this assumption, and others inherent in their theory of
improvement, was collected. As a consequence of fragmented evidence, the logic for
academic counselling, and many other strategies at River Valley, was not tested.
As well as fragmented evidence, macro-evaluative processes at River Valley did not connect
people at all layers in regular cycles to collectively learn about and refine strategies (Lai &
McNaughton, 2013; Timperley et al., 2014). In effect, middle leaders’ and teachers’
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contributions to evaluating whole-school improvements were voluntary. For academic
counselling, pastoral heads were required to collect feedback from teachers, not evaluate
theories or hunches. Therefore, they were primarily positioned as information gatherers, not
leaders of learning. Likewise, teachers were not required to evaluate similarities and
differences in practice in order to develop more granular theories about whole-school
improvement. Instead, they were asked for ad hoc feedback and were therefore positioned
primarily as process critics.
In effect, by not connecting people at all layers in regular evaluative cycles, River Valley
limited organisational learning about the mechanisms by which strategies did and did not
work for students. Moreover, shared understandings about how to make strategies work for
students did not become increasingly detailed. For example, teachers and students said that
the “credit-update” process, which was used to update students on their progress towards
qualifications, motivated some students, but not others. In this subprocess of academic
counselling, the school communicated to students their level of concern regarding their
academic progress using a colour code that started at red for “concern,” orange for “student
is going okay” or green for “student is doing well” (School’s website). However, half of the
students interviewed said that, instead of motivating them to change their study habits in
order to achieve their goals, the credit-update tool was confusing or demotivating. For
example, the student below experienced self-doubt that she could alter her red credit-update:
Last year... I got like two greens, two oranges and two reds. And in my classes that
I have reds, I didn’t pass any assessment in that class just because of the way they
made me feel. Like it made me feel I couldn’t get anything higher than what they had
put down. (Student 07)
In contrast, for some students, the colour-coded update on the number of credits they were
expected to achieve motivated them to change their study habits. Three students talked about
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approaching teachers to find out the reasons for their red or orange progress updates. One
student started planning her assignment work on a calendar, and another attended a catchup session in his lunch hour. Senior leaders said they had anecdotal evidence of the
differential impact of the credit-update process on student motivation. However, due to
having no evaluative routines that connected faculty to learn, together, though the layers,
senior leaders could not determine the scale of and the causes of this problem. Furthermore,
teachers’ personal theories were developing and changing, but whole-school shared theories
remained static. As Bryk et al. (2015) explain, when theories about how to improve become
static, they lose their power to explain how strategies work in practice.
Domain: Collaborative infrastructure.
Senior leaders said that developing the capacity of River Valley’s collaborative
infrastructure was a priority. Consequently, they had established the routines, structures and
roles to connect people and the resources they required to advance learning and share
knowledge. However, as yet, many units within this collaborative structure were in the early
phase of development, and therefore River Valley was reliant on its senior leaders to solve
many problems that emerged through the work of improving.
Practice: Conducting high-quality generic training (not tailored professional
learning).
Tailored professional learning is differentiated from generic training in two ways. First,
tailored professional learning ensures teachers collaborate with peers in the high-depth
analysis of teaching and learning, including how their beliefs contribute to their instructional
practice (Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008). Second, tailored professional learning addresses
teachers’ or learning units’ specific learning needs.
A majority of capability development at River Valley was generic. Faculty reported that
generic training was of high quality, was aligned with River Valley’s improvement priorities
and addressed the pressing capability issues identified in its centralised evaluative cycles.
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As a result of the generic training and robust packages (discussed earlier), the majority of
teachers were able to perform strategies proficiently. By proficient, I mean that most
teachers were able to reliably enact routines to a standard defined by a set of high-level
outcomes. As academic counselling was the most embedded strategy, the practices used at
River Valley to achieve proficiency are described next.
Senior leaders continually refined academic counselling routines, tools and professional
development. As a consequence, in the third year of using academic counselling, River
Valley’s academic counselling notices, students’ academic counselling workbooks, the
school website and professional development all reiterated three high-level outcomes that
were expected in every successful academic conference at River Valley. Teachers in the
third year also noticed that expectations, at least concerning the three high-level outcomes
for academic counselling, were becoming more explicit, as this teacher describes:
[The senior leader responsible for academic counselling] is being more explicit
recently about expectations around parent conferences at a very basic level. We got
emailed …, he spoke about it, and we got given a piece of paper we stuck on the door
… for the parents saying, “By the end of this conversation you will know how many
credits your child has, how they’re progressing against their goals, what their goal
is.” … So, I think attempting to eliminate, as much as possible, inconsistencies in
approach across different mentors is really great because it means that you know
that I guess in some way if you tick those boxes, you’re doing your job. (Teacher 02)
Accordingly, teachers’, students’, caregivers’ and middle leaders’ reports all corroborated
that approximately three-quarters of academic counselling sessions reliably delivered
against these three outcomes. In other words, 75% of teachers were proficient in academic
counselling. Thus, this generic, rather than tailored, approach developed proficiency in
academic counselling, not adaptive expertise. Teachers were not routinely able to act as
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adaptive experts because professional learning did not provide opportunities for teachers to
self- and co-reflect on how particular counselling practices promoted or detracted from
students changing their study habits.
Practice: Relying on senior leaders to resolve many problems of improvement.
A common view amongst interviewees was that River Valley, over the past several years,
had strengthened its collaborative infrastructure. This included: improving the quality and
usability of evidence available for decision making; reconfiguring the purpose, membership
and agendas of many of its meetings; restructuring its departmental review process;
introducing roles to coordinate whole-school improvements into departments; and
establishing cross-curriculum professional learning communities (PLCs) in the junior
school. However, because senior leaders believed that it was “not fair to set expectations
until the conditions were right,” they often postponed requiring faculty to use this
infrastructure to solve problems of improvement.
In meetings, this “waiting to set expectations” pattern manifested in senior leaders
encouraging teachers to reflect on problems of improvement, but not requiring them to
debate problems in order to reach common understandings about their nature or causes. As
a result of problems not being specifically defined, participants were unable to jointly define
their next steps for solving problems within a reasonable timeframe. For example, in an
observed meeting for literacy coordinators, it became clear that many had experienced
difficulties facilitating literacy improvement activities in their respective departments, to the
extent that some had not even started. In response to this information, the senior leader
responsible for literacy asked many open questions and, in doing so, made it safe for
coordinators to explain their failures and brainstorm some potential obstacles (e.g., limited
theory-of-improvement understanding, insufficient capability). Summing up the session, the
senior leader finished by requesting coordinators come to her for help and made a generic
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request for literacy coordinators to keep their literacy hats on and keep talking to their
departments (Senior Leader 05). No specific next steps to solving the problems were
defined. Thus, the senior leaders framed the session to encourage reflection, not to reach an
agreement regarding how all coordinators would make progress facilitating literacy
improvements in their respective classrooms.
The problem with plenty of reflection and limited steps towards action was that it maximised
psychological safety at the expense of making progress on the task at hand (Edmondson,
2002, 2005). In the above meeting, and other observed ones, senior leaders promoted
psychological safety by asking questions about quality and performance, giving teachers the
benefit of the doubt that mistakes or failures were justified, and probing further to understand
obstacles to performance. However, Edmondson (2002, 2005) notes that psychological
safety only promotes learning when teams have clear goals and consequences for not making
progress. In other words, psychological safety needs to be balanced with accountability. In
the meeting above, and others, collective responsibility for understanding and addressing
problems of improvement was diminished by not holding people to account for making
progress within a reasonable timeframe.
Because collective responsibility for solving problems was weak in many instances, middle
leaders and teachers looked to senior leaders to address problems affecting progress or
quality in improvement. However, with too few senior leaders and so many strategies in a
partial state of implementation, it was not possible for senior leaders to monitor and resolve
all issues and identify and spread best practice. Furthermore, many problems of
improvement resided between senior leaders and middle leaders, and, therefore, an
interdependent approach was necessary to resolve them. Senior leaders could not understand
and resolve many of the issues affecting progress or quality in learning units (e.g.,
classrooms, pastoral areas, subject areas), because they were not close enough to
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instructional processes. Taking academic counselling, for instance: several interviewees said
they had noticed that quality checks, such as reviewing the quality of subject teachers’
comments and checking that parent conferences were booked, were occurring less
frequently than in the early stages of implementing academic counselling. As a consequence,
these interviewees said basic standards were slipping. One teacher said that subject teacher
comments for academic conferences did not match with the kids and commented people are
not fully putting the effort in (Teacher 03). Another middle leader expressed concern about
an inconsistency in the execution of strategies more generally, and, for academic
counselling, explained that booking rates … were really low for parent conferences (Middle
Leader 05). While some middle leaders described actions they had taken to address quality
problems, it was notable that often middle leaders and teachers blamed senior leaders for
these quality lapses.
In this domain, I have shown that senior leaders’ robust, generic solutions produced
proficient teacher practice. However, there was a risk that a lack of collective responsibility
for upholding standards and solving problems would allow these proficient quality standards
to dissipate over time.
Domain: Team learning.
Within teams at River Valley, the extent to which practices allowed teams to learn about
and embed initiatives interdependently was uneven. As a consequence, initiatives were
variably embedded and integrated into pastoral and subject areas. Also, in many teams,
norms of privacy and independence continued, and, as such, in these teams, the inquiry
lacked depth and specificity.
Practice: Integrating and embedding by some middle leaders.
The extent to which pastoral and subject heads integrated and embedded improvement
strategies was uneven. This assertion will be examined through the activity of pastoral heads,
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of which there were five at River Valley. Each head was responsible for the pastoral care of
a student year group. They used structures and routines, such as daily catch-ups with
students, academic conferences, year-group assemblies, attendance and lateness processes,
and reward and recognition processes to deliver their pastoral care. Most teachers also had
pastoral responsibilities (in addition to their subject teacher ones), acting as a mentor for a
group of 20 to 25 students in a year group. Mentors executed their mentoring responsibilities
in a daily catch-up with students and in academic conferences with students and parents.
Pastoral heads or deans who were effective at embedding academic counselling integrated
it with existing pastoral forums and routines and, in doing so, came up with novel solutions
to existing pastoral problems. For example, teachers and deans said engagement and
attendance at daily catch-up was a perennial problem. A pastoral head who was effective at
embedding incorporated existing pastoral systems, such as daily catch-up and student
recognition systems, with academic counselling to reinforce high student expectations:
So, what we do to try and make it [daily catch-up] valuable is to reinforce the key
messages. Every few weeks, we have a push on [recognition] badges. Make sure they
[students] are going through their [academic counselling] folder. Just stuff like that,
so they are always doing something. (Middle Leader 05)
Furthermore, it was evident from his actions that this head regarded himself as a leader of
mentors. He spoke about working alongside teachers to enforce high standards in the use of
pastoral routines and coordinating inductions for new team members. He was also observed
advocating school-wide to raise standards of pastoral care.
By contrast, the dean below had not leveraged academic counselling to address the existing
student engagement issues she was experiencing in daily catch-ups. She explained: Well,
it’s [daily catch-up] such a problem that’s been around for so long, and we just don’t know
what to do about it (Teacher 05). This dean also expressed discomfort with the notion that
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she might influence higher standards in mentor practice. She saw her role in improvement
as troubleshooting administrative hassles and feeding teacher concerns back to senior
leaders. As a consequence of these combined practices, this middle leader troubleshot issues
that were an outcome of inadequate pastoral routines. Thus, contrasting examples show that
the extent to which pastoral heads embedded academic counselling, and integrated it with
existing pastoral infrastructure, varied.
Uneven embedding and integrating in pastoral areas is likely to have contributed to students
having more or less valuable daily catch-up experiences. Half of the Year 12 and 13 students
interviewed said that daily catch-up was only used to take the roll and distribute school
notices. Only one student had an outstanding daily catch-up experience. As she explains
below, her daily catch-up assisted her in maintaining momentum towards her academic and
career goals:
It is like a careers class, where they help you with what career pathways to take and
things like that. It is really interesting ... It is a time for teachers to see what you need
to catch-up on.... Even though they are not an English teacher they will help me with
like, “Oh this assessment is due this date and things like that.” (Student 11)
While different levels of capability are likely to have contributed to the middle leaders acting
in variable ways to embed and integrate strategies, an absence of certain whole-school-level
practices allowed unevenness to persist. These included, as discussed above, senior leaders
postponing settling on middle leaders’ role in leading change and evaluating initiatives,
which limited middle leaders’ understanding of the theories of improvement underlying the
routines, structures and tools they were attempting to implement. It was noticeable that the
pastoral head who was effective at integrating had a better understanding of the mechanisms
by which strategies he was implementing would engage students, than the less effective
head.
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Practice: Allowing privacy and independent learning in teams.
As will be discussed below, poor-quality practices for transparently examining teaching and
learning at River Valley persisted because of prevailing norms of teacher privacy and
autonomy. Individual teacher development processes, such as observation and feedback,
were sometimes not of sufficient quality to open up classroom practice to examination.
Subject teachers said they were expected to perform classroom observations but admitted
that processes were either not followed through or poorly executed for all groups, except for
provisionally registered teachers.
We do not use a template at all. So, it would just be, “Oh, some observations that I
have noticed”… It was a very casual, informal observation, and I just watched 20
minutes of the class. It was so stressful to watch that I said, “Well, I have to go and
plan my next lesson.” And I have not given feedback to the person, and I know that
the person would just really like some good feedback. (Teacher 04)
For pastoral processes, like academic counselling, there were no school-wide routines for
observing teachers and providing them feedback on their practice. The Starpath project team
had conducted observations, but they only covered some teachers, and there were no routines
to ensure observations continued yearly. As a consequence of irregular observation and
evaluation processes, opportunities for teachers to jointly refine and support each other, in
achieving standards, were limited. There was a sense, therefore, that teachers like the one
below felt that high standards of practice were individually, rather than collectively,
determined:
So ultimately I’m concerned about my performance. … I’d like to think that I’d
uphold those same standards in my role as a mentor. But the problem is there’s no
mechanism through which I can even request to be observed. There’s no best
practice. There’s no one that comes in from outside and goes, “This is what a great
… conference looks like.” (Teacher 02)
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In summary, privacy and independent judgements about academic counselling practice
contributed to weak common understandings about the standards of practice required change
to increase student learning.
Privacy and independence were perpetuated because, as discussed earlier, evaluative
processes did not require learning units to evaluate initiatives. Also, in this domain,
evaluative practices in learning units failed to create transparency about the specific
relationships between teaching and learning. By senior leaders’ admission, 2 years into a
programme to develop inquiry capability, evaluative practice only occurred in a few isolated
teams. Observation of team inquiry sessions, which compared the features of observed
conversations with those necessary to promote changes in teacher learning and practice
(Annan et al., 2003; Lai & McNaughton, 2013; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008), also
confirmed that, in many teams, inquiry capability was weak. Indicators of weakness were
teachers grappling to understand what assessments told them about student learning;
teachers sharing ideas and brainstorming long lists of potential teaching strategies to address
students’ skill gaps without evaluating their utility; and no critical examination of specific
teacher practice. From a professional learning perspective, inquiry in the learning units did
not allow teachers to develop a deeper understanding of new teaching strategies, assess the
fit of strategies with their current beliefs or test the links between teaching and learning.
Moreover, these inquiry practices allowed prevalent norms of teacher privacy and autonomy
to continue.
Strengthening inquiry capability within a reasonable timeframe appeared unlikely at River
Valley because teachers made no mutual commitments to trial strategies or collect evidence
of teaching and learning in the classroom. In effect, these soft collective expectations meant
that teachers in inquiry cycles were unable to conduct an in-depth examination of
relationship between teaching and learning. Improving inquiry capability within a
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reasonable timeframe also appeared unlikely because the faculty deemed their progress
acceptable in introducing inquiry. The consensus in interviews was the meetings themselves
had been worthwhile because they provided a means for teachers of a particular group of
students to meet and share ideas. This consensus that the status quo was acceptable was
likely to continue as there were no systematic mechanisms for teams to reflect if their inquiry
cycles had the qualities necessary to promote in-depth learning. Thus, it seems likely, as was
observed earlier, that improving inquiry was reliant on senior leaders obtaining feedback
and gradually improving routines and tools. In combination, these conditions meant
superficial sharing of classroom practice was likely to predominate for some time.
6.2.3 Summary of River Valley College’s case.
This case confirms findings from the survey that River Valley’s had strong whole-schoolcoherence, and that, in large part, this was due to coherent practices in the shared-direction
domain. The cohesive senior team strove to serve and protect teachers by tightening
priorities and removing clutter and, in doing so, focused its school’s energies and resources
on a few priorities. Priorities were also clear because senior leaders established vertically
integrated routines and school-wide communications that continually drew the faculty’s
attention to what needed to be done in order to make progress on River Valley’s student
achievement goals. Moreover, senior leaders, motivated to establish the “right” conditions
for teachers and students to improve, wove together existing organisational infrastructure
and new strategies to create coherent packages. In several instances, these packages guided
teachers, students and parents to work interdependently to execute strategies proficiently.
Strength in the shared-direction domain most likely explains how River Valley maintained
a steady student achievement trajectory over 4 years. By continually reinforcing its goals,
student achievement was maintained as the day-to-day constant, amidst efforts to improve.
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By decluttering its improvement agenda and translating strategies into easy-to-use routines
and tools, teachers had space to learn strategies, which worked well for many students.
Strength only in the shared-direction domain, however, did not translate to stronger team
coherence. Senior leaders’ desire to get the conditions “just right” for teachers, before setting
expectations, meant that they inadvertently absolved middle leaders and teachers from
participating in processes necessary for individual and organisational learning. It absolved
them from understanding and testing the theory of improvement underlying each strategy.
It absolved them from refining initiatives in order to make them work for students. It also
absolved them from participating in any joint work to collectively resolve problems of
improvement. In this regard, River Valley’s case is notable because it shows that it is not
possible to promote organisational learning about improvement strategies from a central
position. Even though senior leaders evaluated initiatives with a robust collaborative intent,
as shown by them inviting feedback, listening intently, collecting evidence and investigating
problems with input from stakeholders, learning was uneven and mutual accountability
weak.
Case Study 2: Eastview High School
Eastview’s case is a compelling one because it provides an opportunity to examine the
relationship between principal turnover, coherence and achievement. At the end of the year
prior to data collection, Eastview had appointed a new principal and senior leader. After the
principal changed, Eastview’s pass rates had declined but recovered fairly quickly—in 2
years, rather than the 5 years noted by Miller (2013). Therefore, in this case, it is interesting
to examine if and how coherence may have contributed to this faster recovery.
A pre-existing organisational condition that enabled coherence at Eastview was its student
culture of orderliness and high academic expectations. Interviewees’ accounts suggested
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that Eastview had forged its student culture over successive initiatives and many years of
consistent teacher–student interactions. The culture was embedded in Eastview’s values,
which were visible in pastoral systems and were used by leaders and teachers to affirm
student expectations. The entire senior team modelled how to expect high standards of
students, in terms of both academic performance and behaviour, at the same time as
supporting students and their families, based on a deep, respectful understanding of their
personal circumstances. The senior leader in charge of pastoral care explained that high
expectations, coupled with high levels of support, were essential for countering family
issues, such as poverty, drugs and violence, which affected student learning. The student
culture at Eastview was a resource for coherence: it provided a calm environment which
allowed faculty the time to advance the work of improving. The new principal recognised
that the existing student culture was an asset. He explained, students are proud to be here;
generally, they are respectful, [and] they have a positive attitude (Principal). He regarded
this culture as an essential platform for the next phases of improvement, which mostly
concerned lifting expectations further and strengthening student support.
6.3.1 Eastview High School’s improvement agenda.
The new principal and his SLT immediately embarked on a significant overhaul of its
improvement agenda (Table 6.4). Initially, this involved introducing four “improvement
areas,” which will be referred to collectively as the “planned” improvements. In response to
problems they noticed with existing systems, senior leaders also introduced two
“unplanned” improvements. Eastview’s improvement agenda was significant. Closer
examination of Table 6.4 shows that five of the six initiatives comprised multiple strategies.
Moreover, the impact of whole-school improvement on teachers escalated during the 18
months of qualitative data collection. At the beginning, strategies were being designed, and
therefore the combined impact of strategies on teachers was modest. However, new
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strategies were introduced one by one and, consequently, in the latter 9 months of data
collection, the impact on teachers had intensified and continued to do so.
To coordinate its planned, but not unplanned, improvements, senior leaders established
collaborative structures comprising a “strategic group” and “learning group” for each
improvement area. Each strategic group, comprising one of the SLT and between three and
six other handpicked individuals, was responsible for designing strategies and coordinating
their implementation. The remaining teachers divided themselves between the learning
groups. Learning groups met once a week to conduct professional learning in their selected
improvement area.
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Table 6.4
Eastview High School’s Improvement Agenda
Improvement strategy

Strategy
Duration
1 year

Improvement activities

Planned Improvement area:
Literacy

1 year

• Trialling reciprocal teaching by the learning group
• Training all junior teachers in reciprocal teaching methods
• Developing reciprocal teaching strategic group experts and planning implementation

Planned Improvement area:
Positive Behaviour for
Learning (PB4L)

1 year

• Developing PB4L strategic group experts, and conducting strategy development and planning
implementation

Planned Improvement area:
Culturally Responsive and
Relational Pedagogy (CRRP)

1 year

•
•
•
•

Unplanned Improvement:
Starpath’s academic
counselling

3 years

• Introducing new options-selection process school-wide

Unplanned Improvement:
Starpath’s tracking and
monitoring

3 years

• Enforcing more timely assessing and mark book updates school-wide
• Designing & trialling processes for more rigorous tracking, monitoring and supporting of at-risk students
• Introducing timetable with more learning time school-wide

Planned Improvement area:
Digital

•
•
•
•

Introducing technology infrastructure (e.g., Wi-Fi and student devices)
Producing digital learning rubric that specifies levels of teacher knowledge and skills
Appointing digital team and planning implementation for the following year
Trialling of digital technologies by most teachers in the classroom

Developing CRRP experts and conducting strategy development and planning implementation
Introducing CRRP observation tool school-wide
Appointing two new middle leaders as additional resources for CRRP
Collaborating with the local iwi (extended kinship group or tribe that is often descended from a common
ancestor and associated with a distinct territory) to conduct a joint science project
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6.3.2 Eastview High School’s observed theory.
Eastview’s senior leaders’ observed theory of how to organise improvement is summarised
in Table 6.5 and will be unpacked further in the rest of this section. The theory specifies
how senior leaders’ implicit beliefs about how to improve, and the actual practices they used
to lead and organise improvement, combined to both diminish and enable coherent
improvement. In the left-hand column are senior leaders’ implicit beliefs, which governed
the actual practices they used to organise improvement. In the middle column, categorised
against the four domains, are the leadership and organisational practices used by leaders
(both senior leaders and other distributed leaders) to drive and coordinate improvement. In
the right-hand column are the implications for organisational coherence.
In a nutshell, Eastview was the “just do it” school. The senior team, bolstered by a new
principal and a new senior leader, communicated a sense of urgency to act now, in order to
address problems of learning. As such, when faced with evidence of a learning gap, the
senior team quickly deployed resources and expertise to strategy groups and required them
to understand the gap and define a solution to address it. As a consequence strategy
development in the four strategy groups was swift. Also, because teachers received many
strategies from separate groups, improvement activity was significant and fragmented,
which placed heavy demands on teachers to make sense of the clutter in order to learn.
Fortunately, other practices associated with senior leaders impetus to make a difference for
students also enhanced coherence. Senior leaders’ just do it approach meant they took action
to bolster teacher and student expectations, which, while uncomfortable for some teachers,
focused people and resources on student achievement.
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Table 6.5
Eastview High School’s Observed Theory
Senior Leadership
Team’s Beliefs
If there is evidence
it works for
students, we just do
it
We’re a highperformance
culture—teachers
need to be
competent and selfsufficient

Coherence
Domain
Shared direction

Observed Improvement Practices

Consequences for Organisational Coherence

• Developing and translating strategies in silos
• Enforcing uncompromisingly high expectations
• Provoking (some) theory of improvement debate

•
•
•
•

Collaborative
infrastructure

• Establishing a minimal collaborative infrastructure
for planned improvements
• Establishing a robust collaborative infrastructure
for planned improvements
• Performing (limited) consultation on how to
organise in a cluttered improvement context
• Performing (limited) consultation on how to
organise given weaknesses in the professional
learning system

• Coordinators are developing strong technical and leadership
expertise
• Cluttered improvement workload disperses teachers’ attention
• Teachers display variable levels of comfort and ability to manage
their learning
• Whole-school conditions prevent teachers from learning all
strategies or developing in-depth understanding

Strategy
implementation
and evaluation

• Modelling learning at the whole-school layer
• Implementing collaborative structures (for some
initiatives), not connecting learning
• Tracking and monitoring student qualifications

• Leaders model how to learn about the drivers of improvement
• High-depth individual, not organisational, learning for planned
initiatives
• Detailed understandings, about how to make unplanned initiatives
work, are lost
• Tracking and monitoring process ensures teachers are focused on
student progress

Team learning

• Integrating and embedding by (some) pastoral
heads
• Performing (limited) critical, respectful discussion
about the relationships between teaching and
learning

• Mixed quality in academic counselling practice
• Limited tailored development
• Few opportunities for teachers to evaluate the relationship between
their practice and learning
• Standards of practice determined by individual teachers

We trust
professionals to get
on and do their job
If we provide every
child with the right
supports, they will
succeed

Strategies swiftly developed to meet student learning needs
No integrated plan to transform Eastview
High expectations for teachers and students
Faculty generally lack a shared understanding of how
improvements fit together to deliver for students
• Shared theories of improvement are developing for some initiatives
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Domain: Shared direction.
Significant strategy development in four separate areas at Eastview, with limited joint work
to integrate them, meant that most middle leaders and teachers had a weak understanding of
their school’s vision and theory of improvement. While faculty were unclear how everything
would fit together to deliver for students, senior leaders mitigated this weakness somewhat,
by setting high expectations for teachers and students and gauging the effectiveness of every
activity on the extent to which it promoted student learning.
Practice: Developing and translating strategies in silos.
Senior leaders rapidly established the means for the school’s four improvement areas to
develop strategies aligned with student learning needs. Swift progress was possible because
each strategic group had a clear mandate to address specific learning gaps and was assigned
a senior leader to facilitate progress and performance and to deploy resources and expertise.
Group members ensured strategies met student needs by analysing evidence to clarify their
needs and to identify the causes of any achievement gaps. Solutions to these gaps were
informed by research and best practice from other schools and developed in consultation
with parents, students and teachers. Accordingly, in less than 1 year, all four improvement
areas had developed coherent strategies and introduced new systems and structures to enable
implementation. For example, the digital strategy group rolled out the technology
infrastructure for digital learning, and the CRRP strategy group appointed two new middle
leadership roles to support its implementation. Thus, a potent mixture of clear strategic
priorities and strategic resource distribution enabled the swift development of strategies and
deployment of infrastructure.
As a consequence of Eastview simultaneously designing and introducing a significant
number of strategies, its faculty had a poor shared sense of how strategies would combine
to enable them to achieve their school’s vision and goals. Indeed, even strategic group
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members, like the one below, who could describe their group’s strategies, misunderstood
the purpose and questioned the value of the efforts of other groups. Accordingly, as the quote
below shows, when asked about how his work fitted with other strategic groups, this middle
leader said:
I don’t think there has been much clarity. I’m assuming it is coming—some real
clarity about where we’re heading, what the expectation is. At the moment it is just
out there and a little bit unknown to be honest. (Middle Leader 04)
Strategic group members, like the one above, had a poor understanding of Eastview’s entire
improvement agenda because they worked in silos. While this enabled swift progress, it
limited integration across the improvement areas. Senior leaders said integrating activity
across the four improvement areas was a priority, as the principal describes below.
Next, we need to embed and consolidate that [the work of the four improvement
areas], rather than add anything at all to it. From my perspective, that is going to
be one of my key jobs. Because the four areas have all really passionate, professional
and knowledgeable staff leading those areas and … sometimes they lose perspective
of the big picture because they are so passionate and involved within their area. So,
I’ve got to be conscious of that. (Principal)
Two factors, in combination, appeared to explain Eastview’s rapid, yet compartmentalised
approach to development across strategic groups. First, senior leaders believed “if there is
evidence that it works for students, just do it” and so they tightly coupled strategy design
work to student outcomes and urgently translated strategies into action. Pausing to integrate
strategies was at odds with their just do it belief, as it would have prolonged the time it took
for teachers and students to benefit from using these high-quality strategies. Senior leaders
also believed “we trust professionals to get on and do their job.” In this instance, the principal
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demonstrated that he trusted strategic groups by not getting involved in the detail or
requiring them to perform joint work to integrate and align their activity.
Secondly, strategic groups’ activity was unintegrated because the new senior team had
different opinions about the relative value and priority of improvement areas strategies. As
a consequence, in interviews and around the school, some senior leaders were strong
advocates for their strategic group but questioned the merits of all improvement areas.
Indeed, in a meeting almost 2 years after the start of data collection, it was evident that the
senior team had not yet reconciled their differences about strategy benefits and priorities.
Once strategic groups had produced their strategies and implementation plans, they
interfaced separately with faculty. For example, at a whole-staff meeting 14 months after
establishing strategic groups, they each presented in silos on some, but not all, of the
following topics: their approach strategy design, the learning problem they were addressing,
principles of teaching emanating from their work, strategies teachers might want to trial,
their implementation plans, evidence of progress implementing initiatives, and specific tasks
teachers were required to complete. This compartmentalised approach to communicating
with staff gave the sense that strategic groups were competing for teachers’ attention, rather
than presenting a cohesive plan to transform Eastview. The principal concluded the session
by explaining that improvement areas’ strategies were of equal importance, and then added,
I’m excited about the alignment of these and how they all come together (Principal). While
all strategic groups may have been equally crucial to achieving Eastview’s long-term vision,
the principal’s conclusion had not clarified teachers’ short-term priorities. The large volume
of information and fragmented nature of this presentation indicated a lack of reflection upon
how Eastview would coordinate its multiple streams of work.
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In summary, Eastview’s approach was to develop the right solutions and sort out
organisational arrangements later. From a coherence perspective, this immediately raises
concerns about a lack of systemic thinking and acting.
Practice: Enforcing uncompromisingly high expectations.
While

Eastview’s

improvement

agenda

was

fragmented,

senior

leaders

set

uncompromisingly high student and teacher expectations because they believed that “with
the right support, every child can succeed” and that in “a high-performance culture, teachers
need to be competent and self-sufficient.” In keeping with these beliefs, senior leaders
introduced several strategies designed to more tightly couple teacher activity and student
learning. For example, they tightened processes for tracking and intervening to support
students at risk of not achieving qualifications, and they introduced a new appraisal process
that required teachers to be observed twice yearly and to conduct two in-depth inquiries into
the relationship between their teaching and student learning. Senior leaders also
communicated uncompromisingly high expectations. For instance, in one staff meeting, all
speakers reiterated high-expectation messages. The principal, reviewing the results from the
previous year, said, I know some of you will say that last year’s cohort was a bad cohort,
but that is a poor excuse. The next senior leader said that Eastview’s declining scholarship
results were not acceptable, telling teachers that it was not good enough if you cannot teach
to this level. Next, a middle leader reiterated these high expectations by drawing attention
to the inequity in Māori versus non-Māori results and saying, we need to have the same
expectations for Māori as for everyone.
Resolute expectations were regularly communicated and closely monitored as the teacher
below describes, referring to the principal:
Teacher: You see him out walking around the school more, and he is constantly
telling us how he is looking at school data at staff meetings. He is constantly making
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us know that he is watching. And he is constantly, not constantly, but more than other
principals I’ve known, like sending emails, like mass emails.
Interviewer: What sort of stuff is he sending emails about?
Teacher: Just about that kind of stuff—like just making sure that your mark book is
up to date and that you are forwarding the at-risk students’ needs to the head of
department. So, he is constantly keeping us conscious of the school goals … we are
constantly being reminded that there is a standard that we should be trying to reach.
(Teacher 03)
As this quote demonstrates, some teachers, like the one above, were uncomfortable with the
extent of senior leader monitoring. In contrast, other middle leaders and teachers said the
higher expectations were refreshing. It was possible that teachers could have perceived
increased senior leader monitoring as an indication that senior leaders did not trust them to
act competently (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). However, at this point, and perhaps because
senior leaders’ high expectations had an unrelenting focus on the relationship between
teacher action and student achievement, there was no evidence of degraded trust. Indeed,
because senior leaders judged all activities by their impact on students, they clarified that
achieving its student achievement goals was Eastview’s ultimate priority.
Practice: Provoking (some) theory of improvement debate.
While faculty had weak shared theories about how, together, they would lift student
achievement, the principal did provoke some discussions regarding the theory underlying
his tracking and monitoring changes. In a session with middle leaders, the principal
promoted a shared theory by firstly painting a broad picture of what he expected tracking
and monitoring to achieve for students. Below, he describes these expectations:
[It] goes back to my original theory of creating fewer and fewer cracks or
strengthening the fibres of the kete [Māori word for basket or kit], the flax basket,
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so no one [students] falls through or very few fall through. We do not want anyone
falling through. Because I am conscious all the time, and when I got the job, I was
conscious that academic results aren’t good enough. (Principal)
Using the kete image to paint a broad picture, he next provoked middle leaders to elicit
alternative theories about how this picture could be achieved, with an open, rather than firm,
opinion about the solution. In the quote below, the principal explains how he floated
controversial ideas about what supporting students might involve:
Principal: And I’ve put out some options—“oh shall we have a 2-day stand-down for
continuing non-compliance?” Most staff didn’t want that. It goes against PB4L. It
goes against you know positive reinforcement of what we want the students to do.
“Okay an internal stand-down might be all right to get the point across,” but we
haven’t got the staffing to look after students to do that. ...[Then I suggested changes
to] co-curricular [activities], which is always an interesting topic—“Do we
withdraw students from co-curricular [activities], which they are passionate about
and often superb at? And it is the most enjoyable aspect for them in school – for
some students do we take that away from them?”
Interviewer: And what was the response to that?
Principal: It was quite split, which was interesting because there is a huge variety of
co-curricular [activities] that go on at the high school … And the end of it all you’ve
got to weigh it up—What are we doing for students? Is it setting them up for success
when they leave? And again, it is a fine line there because research shows that a
large number of students from Decile 1 and 2 schools struggle through the first year
of university. (Principal)
Middle leaders confirmed that these debates occurred, and that they had moved them some
way towards agreeing how they should track, monitor and support students at Eastview.
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Moreover, the debates also prompted discussion about how their approach to tracking and
monitoring fitted with the drivers of another strategy (i.e., PB4L) and existing school
processes (i.e., the school’s extracurricular programme). More activity of this kind was
required at Eastview to develop collective, rather than individual, theories as a basis for
coherent action.
Domain: Collaborative infrastructure.
Eastview’s collaborative infrastructure was robust for its planned improvements, but not for
its unplanned ones. Regardless of the infrastructure, senior leaders believed that teachers
should be “competent and self-sufficient” and “trusted as professionals” to learn to a high
standard.
Practice: Establishing a minimal collaborative infrastructure for unplanned
improvements.
Unplanned changes tended to be solutions to problems with existing systems, and, therefore,
senior leaders established a minimal professional learning infrastructure. One unplanned
change was requiring teachers, acting in their capacity as mentors, to help students selecting
their subject options. In interviews, several middle leaders and teachers said the introduction
of additional subject option responsibilities had been rushed, and, as a consequence, the
training and tools they received had not sufficiently prepared them to support students
adequately. The senior leader below explains how she responded to these teachers’ concerns:
And our [senior leaders’] attitude, I guess, was well if you don’t have those skills;
you need to get them because that is what modern teaching is about. You need to
know where subjects go. You need to know what the possibilities of careers around
there. And we know that we need to provide more professional learning, but we did
get some very angry emails around the time of the Term 3 … saying, “I’m really
upset about having to do this because I just don’t feel comfortable doing it.” And
really the answer is, “Tough. You are the professional, who else is going to give the
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students advice?” You can’t expect parents who do not know anything about
pathways to do that. A lot of people said, “Oh, it is the careers adviser’s job.” Well
you know, one careers adviser for 800 or 900 students, you can see that they can’t
even have time … we still expect that teachers can advise and where they feel they
cannot, they need to upskill. It is not a big deal to go down to the careers office and
take a copy of all the entrance requirements for university; you know the books. And
then to have those books and know what is in them and to look it up. Teachers should
be able to talk about what you need to get UE [university entrance qualification].
(Senior Leader 01)
In keeping with their be competent and self-sufficient and just do it beliefs, senior leaders,
in the first instance, introduced what was best for students and relied on individual teachers
to overcome learning obstacles. The problem with this approach was that some teachers
were ill-equipped to independently learn in order to respond to senior leaders’ high
standards. Later, I examine the impact of this pattern reoccurring over many initiatives.
Practice: Establishing a robust collaborative infrastructure for planned
improvements.
To enable teachers to learn the four planned improvements, senior leaders introduced a
robust collaborative infrastructure. Strategic group coordinators were essential vertical
conduits in this infrastructure, enabling the flow of resources, expertise and learning
between the whole-school layer and team layer (i.e., learning groups and also pastoral and
subject areas). In learning groups, coordinators supported teachers to make sense of
initiatives as they conducted in-depth inquiries. Learning groups met once a week to develop
in-depth knowledge about their improvement area, which culminated in each teacher
completing an inquiry project. The intent was that teachers would spend 1 year in each of
the four learning groups so that, by the end of the 4 years, they would have developed an in-
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depth understanding of all of the four improvement areas. In pastoral and subject areas, the
intent was that the strategic group coordinators would work alongside heads to embed and
integrate improvement strategies in their respective areas. The latter was untested at the time
of data collection as so many initiatives were in the early stages of implementation.
So that coordinators could fulfil their critical linking role between the whole-school and
team layers, senior leaders developed their technical and change leadership expertise. Early
on, this involved senior leaders modelling how to lead by establishing goals and timeframes,
coordinating work plans and distributing resources. Senior leaders also developed
coordinators by arranging field visits to nearby schools, asking technical experts to attend
relevant team meetings and creating opportunities for strategic group coordinators to
observe and then lead improvement activities. As coordinators’ technical and leadership
expertise developed, senior leaders stepped back and allowed coordinators to assume greater
responsibility for leading in their improvement area.
Within this collaborative infrastructure, senior leaders believed that teachers would be
competent and self-sufficient and trusted as professionals to ensure they developed in-depth
expertise in each of the four improvement areas. Unfortunately, as will be discussed in more
detail below, at this point, there were several obstacles to teachers’ learning. One was
Eastview’s fragmented and sizeable agenda which dispersed teachers’ attention and time
across many initiatives and limited their capacity to learn. Secondly, the quality of
interactions within teacher professional learning structures was often in the early stages of
development, and not yet sufficient to enable in-depth learning. Thirdly, at that point,
Eastview’s processes and structures enabled individual rather than collective understandings
about initiatives. Regardless of these three weaknesses, senior leaders upheld that teachers
learnt to a high standard. While maintaining high standards is necessary for coherence, when
whole-school conditions are not sufficient, it is also essential to consult with teachers on the
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best approach to organising in order to achieve those standards. Senior leaders often
overlooked this vital step.
Practice: Performing (limited) consultation on how to organise in a cluttered
improvement context.
As well as having a significant improvement agenda in real terms, a lack of integration in
conception and delivery added to Eastview’s cluttered improvement context. Below, the
quotes from teachers and middle leaders bring to life the clutter in paperwork, meetings and
communications that the teachers experienced, often with little advance notice:
So it was paperwork and paperwork and paperwork—professional learning
community templates, appraisal, PD reflections. There has been a lot of change
taking place … I don’t think people have actually thought about it – what are they
doing? They are making all these changes and new routines and things—what is the
impact on teachers? And I have seen teachers getting sick. (Middle Leader 05)
Some things are thrown in at the last minute … Like everyone wants their piece. For
example, the options process this year. The way that was suddenly changed and then
it was like, “Here you go—okay?” It is just sometimes rushed through with not much
consultation. (Middle Leader 04)
And having four areas is quite a lot. I mean we are all focusing on one particular
area, but we are getting exposure to the other three areas on a regular basis. So, I
think the overload from some people’s point of view is probably a bit too much. So,
people do not do what they should necessarily do, because they have run out of time
or it is all come way too much, and people start to shut down. Students do the same.
(Teacher 01)
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As these quotes illustrate, teachers’ attention was dissipated across multiple initiatives,
which matters for coherence as teachers only gain a surface appreciation of improvements
as they move from one thing to another (Robinson et al., 2017).
While teachers reported that senior leaders had coached them in terms of how to manage
multiple commitments, perhaps because of their just do it belief, senior leaders seemed
reluctant to take any substantive action to reduce the size or fragmentation of its
improvement agenda. For instance, senior leaders tried to relieve workload pressure by
directing teachers to work in one improvement area at a time, but, in other ways, took actions
which contradicted this advice:
I am aware that teachers have gone, “There is too much happening. Too much all
over the place,” and in actual fact teachers have only had to do the learning group
that they have been involved with, they have not been required to engage with CRRP
if they are in the PB4L area. And that is strictly all that teachers had to do, but the
Digital has bled out into everything. And because of that, and because of the speed
at which it happened, I think a lot of teachers are anxious. (Senior Leader 01)
Digital had “bled out” or spread school-wide because the senior team had requested that
families buy devices for school-wide introduction of digital learning. Understandably,
teachers wanted to be prepared, and in response to teacher demands, additional professional
development was arranged. Accordingly, all teachers, like the one below, did not see digital
development as optional:
Teacher: We have to do it.
Interviewer: How do you know you have to do it?
Teacher: They’ve said we are going fully digital next year; everything is going to be
in Google Drive. Lessons will be done through [Google] classroom and all the rest
of it. (Teacher 03)
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When workload stress was raised, senior leaders said they regarded it as a short-term
problem. They explained that in their 4-year plan, the scale of improvement would decline.
Accordingly, they overlooked consulting with teachers on how best to organise so teachers
could learn as per their high expectations.
Practice: Performing (limited) consultation on how to organise given weaknesses
in the professional learning system.
Although Eastview’s professional learning system for planned improvements had the
potential to develop teachers as adaptive experts, currently the quality of interactions within
its routines and structures was not yet sufficient for in-depth learning of the strategies. As
the quote below shows, senior leaders knew the quality of interactions in learning routines,
such as observation and inquiry, was developing:
We’ve repositioned appraisal … And so we are in our first year, and a number of
teachers are still struggling with what this is all about and why we are doing it. And
I’ll freely admit that because it is going to take a while before teachers truly
understand inquiry. (Senior Leader 01)
Moreover, due to variable learning group team processes and norms, there was wide
variation in the support and expertise teachers received to conduct their in-depth learning.
For example, in the digital learning group, team processes and norms scaffolded teachers as
they inquired into how to use technology to solve particular learning problems (e.g.,
improving paragraph structure using digital tools). At their weekly meetings, strategic group
coordinators projected an inquiry progress template onto the noticeboard. All teachers
updated the template, signalling what help they required from their group to advance their
inquiry goal. By regularly and transparently sharing their learning goals, their progress and
their challenges towards achieving those goals, the digital learning group created a
collaborative learning culture—a culture which enabled teachers to get tailored support to
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address their own learning needs. The quality of learning in other learning groups varied.
For instance, one middle leader said he had wasted his time in his learning group. Another
teacher said she felt uncomfortable telling her group about a failed instructional trial, and
so, therefore, had not made another attempt.
Given that the professional learning infrastructure was new, it was not surprising that the
quality of learning varied. For example, research suggests it can take years to develop the
quality of inquiry necessary for in-depth learning (Copland, 2003; Peurach & Neumerski,
2015). From a coherence perspective, the problem was that senior leaders did not consult
with teachers about how to best organise in order to achieve their high standards, in spite of
the varied quality of professional learning, sizeable and fragmented change agenda and
minimal infrastructure for unplanned improvements.
By not consulting, senior leaders inadvertently made these high standards unachievable for
a proportion of teachers. Some middle leaders and teachers were able to independently
prioritise in order to learn, whereas others struggled with this tension. Confident, and often
more experienced, teachers reported managing their workload in various ways, from
working longer hours or by prioritising certain activities over others. Sometimes this meant
that they did not read some paperwork or did not use particular tools. In many ways, apart
from them forgoing some improvement tasks, more confident and capable teachers acted in
line with senior leaders’ beliefs that trusted professionals, if given quality tools, could
competently and self-sufficiently learn and improve. For example, the teacher below
describes what he had learnt from using the new culturally responsive teacher observation
tool. While, at the present juncture, he did not have an in-depth knowledge of CRRP, he had
reflected on what CRRP meant, and this would form a foundation for the CRRP learning
planned the following year.
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It is so much bigger than just tokenistic gestures, like dropping te reo [te reo Māori,
the indigenous language of New Zealand] words into your teaching. It is a lot
broader than that—meeting students or trying to meet them where they are and
allowing them to achieve as individuals, rather than just adopting that factory-line
kind of mentality and that all comes into it. I personally was moved; I guess you
would say, by appreciating the bigger picture. (Teacher 07)
By comparison, teachers who seemed less confident, and often less experienced, who
comprised three of the seven interviewed, said they felt stressed or overwhelmed. They often
struggled to explain the purpose of improvement activities and expressed concerns about the
quality of their learning and the impact of workload stress on their daily classroom practice.
For example, the teacher below describes her to-do list, her approach to prioritisation and
her concerns that this was affecting the quality of her work:
Teacher: When we are given significant teaching, PB4L, Culturally Responsive and
Digital, focusing on your at-risk students, your extracurricular [responsibilities], my
appraisal evidence. It is just like [laughs], I am just going to do what I can—like the
minimal for each one because I want to do all of them.
Interviewer: Okay, so your approach is to try and touch every one [initiative and
task] and do something?
Teacher: But not the quality. (Teacher 05)
Eighteen months into a 4-year programme, it was too early to determine whether teachers
would be able to develop in-depth expertise in all of Eastview’s planned and unplanned
improvements. However, at this point, Eastview’s learning processes, rather than raising the
overall average quality of teaching practice, appeared to be increasing the range in teaching
quality because more able teachers were learning more than less able ones. Also, by not
consulting with teachers regarding how they would achieve their high standards, senior
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leaders did not generate reciprocal accountability for collectively, not individually, raising
standards (Elmore, 2004).
Domain: Strategy implementation and evaluation.
Due to uneven learning of improvement strategies, there was a high demand for strategy
evaluation processes to help teachers to collectively learn about how to make a difference
for students. While senior leaders modelled how to evaluate strategies, arrangements for
connecting learning units in evaluating initiatives were irregular, and therefore unlikely to
generate collective insights about how to make initiatives work at Eastview.
Practice: Modelling learning at the whole-school layer.
Driven by their belief, If we provide every child with the right supports, they will succeed,
senior leaders strove to develop deeper knowledge of the drivers of achievement. Below, a
senior leader demonstrates this curiosity as she asks increasingly focused questions about
the mechanisms by which reciprocal teaching had and could improve students’ literacy
levels, while remaining open to a range of possible interpretations (Earl & Timperley, 2009):
We are really excited about it [the improving literacy results], but we are still
working to understand it. Because we have got a number of things going on. Is it just
the reciprocal teaching? If it is just the reciprocal teaching will that effect flatten out
in Year 10? We are hoping not because we focused last year on the literal
questioning around the process and this year, we are going to focus on the
inferential. And also, our questions are, what else can we do to reinforce reciprocal
teaching? (Senior Leader 01)
While senior leaders were curious to understand the drivers of achievement in their school,
as will be discussed next, current practices often did not allow faculty to develop high-depth
understandings about initiatives.
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Practice: Implementing collaborative structures (for some initiatives), not
connecting learning.
Eastview’s approach to evaluating improvement strategies, again, depended on whether the
improvement strategy was planned or unplanned. Regardless, the outcome was similar: a
lack of interdependent learning between organisational layers (whole-school, team, teacher
layers) limited the collective from developing detailed understandings regarding how to
make initiatives work in their context.
For planned improvements, at the whole-school layer, strategic groups evaluated initiatives,
and, in learning groups, teachers conducted inquiries that generated high-depth individual
understandings. Unfortunately, in learning groups, so far teachers had not compared or
evaluated their high-depth understandings in order to develop common ones. This had two
implications. One was that high-depth insights developed in learning groups did not
necessarily inform whole-school evaluative processes. The second was that high-depth
understandings seldom became collective knowledge. For example, two teachers in the
digital learning group independently identified that lower ability students drafted more
comprehensive writing pieces on paper than on the screen, but did not consolidate or share
their understanding. Instead of teachers doing joint work to consolidate and, if appropriate,
share their high-depth insights, low-depth sharing occurred. For example, videos that
teachers produced in order for them to learn about a new software package were shown at a
whole-staff meeting. This approach showcased the technology but did not generate more
detailed understandings of how technology could be used to improve teaching and learning.
For unplanned improvements, processes for evaluating strategies were ad hoc. Strategies
were introduced, and senior leaders made process improvements based on teachers’
voluntary feedback. For example, there were no coordinated efforts to evaluate the trial of a
process to support students catching up on their work, and therefore valuable evidence about
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its impact was lost. Some teachers sent unsolicited emails to deans about the extent to which
students attended catch-ups, but others did not. One teacher, for instance, said that fewer
than one-third of students she targeted attended her catch-up session, but she did not inform
her dean. In another example, there were no coordinated efforts to assess whether diaries
that had been introduced, to enable students to better plan their work towards qualifications,
were working as intended. In interviews, teachers said they did not use the diaries due to a
lack of time or because they found diaries did not help students plan their work. Students
also said they did not use the diaries. In sum, for unplanned improvements, it was difficult
to determine whether strategies had been implemented as intended and to ascertain if they
were a success or failure.
Due to so many of Eastview’s improvement strategies being recently introduced, the above
assessment of their strategy evaluation processes is limited. It was possible that, if given
more time, faculty may have connected learning units in interdependent learning.
Practice: Tracking and monitoring student qualifications.
One routine which kept staff focused on student achievement, in spite of Eastview’s
immense improvement agenda, was regular cycles of tracking and monitoring of student
qualifications. This practice involved actors at different school layers (classroom,
department, whole-school) tracking student progress towards qualifications in iterative
cycles, so that they could identify and then intervene to support students at risk of missing
qualifications. While this routine, as discussed earlier, was not fully embedded at Eastview
at the time of data collection, it already appeared to be benefitting coherence in several ways.
One way it benefitted students, as discussed earlier, was that it reinforced high expectations
for all students, including the most at risk of failure. Secondly, its regular cycles connected
faculty members at different layers in identifying and intervening to support at-risk students.
Some middle leaders and teachers described working in cohesive interventions to support
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students. Thirdly, it provided a line of sight to the school’s core purpose—student learning—
that can become obscured when improvement workload is high (Elmore, 2004).
Domain: Team learning.
As the activity of learning groups has been covered in detail above, this section will focus
on the activity of pastoral and subject-area teams and PLCs. The extent that teams’
organisational practices and conditions promoted coherence varied from team to team.
Accordingly, the extent that initiatives were embedded in pastoral and subject areas varied,
as did the extent of open, respectful discussion necessary for deep, rather than superficial
teacher learning.
Practice: Integrating and embedding by (some) pastoral heads.
As so many of Eastview’s initiatives had been recently introduced, it was too early to assess
the extent to which they were integrated and embedded in the subject and pastoral areas.
Accordingly, below, I examine senior and middle leaders’ approach to embedding and
integrating academic counselling.
Two years after introducing counselling, it was evident that there was a wide range in the
quality of academic teaching practice. Caregivers described a wide range in the quality of
practice. The parent below had two children at Eastview, and describes her experience of
uneven counselling quality:
One teacher, very great, excellent. The other one, leaving extremely frustrated,
leaving with wrong information, and sometimes even left thinking, “Well, that was a
total waste of time. I knew you were like this prior, and I’ve gone away with that
same information.” I mean, to be told that your student is a good student, or she’s
mature, I know that. You know, I want to know how they are in class. I want to know
how they are doing within the individual subjects. (Caregiver 08)
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Teachers’ accounts of the quality of counselling also varied. Some teachers, like the one
below, demonstrated high levels of accountability and capability in counselling some of
Eastview’s most vulnerable students:

[Families] they know that the three of us, the student, the parent, and the teachers,
that hopefully we can get them where they [students and parents] want to be … So I
expect them to come to school wanting to learn— that’s first and foremost. And I
expect them to come to school wanting to learn with a pen and a piece of paper or a
book. That is the simple stuff I am on [about] at the moment. And I expect them to
behave in class. My boys are at the beginning, because their low ability, they didn’t
behave … So I just made sure that they knew I was watching them and they knew
that the teachers could call on me if there were any issues and I would be there at
the door. (Teacher 01)
By comparison, other teachers, like the one below, were unsure about how to perform basic
elements of a counselling sessions:
It [academic counselling] is pretty hard.… it’s hard doing their student conferences
when all of the rest of the class will not be quiet. So I have kind of resorted to putting
the questions on paper, giving it to them to the kids, getting them to fill it in, and if
there is any they haven’t filled in or they haven’t filled out correctly, I just pull them
back up [to my desk at the front]. (Teacher 03)
In this teacher’s interview, it was apparent that she had resorted to form filling, rather than
counselling students, for many complex and overlapping reasons (e.g., confidence,
strategies and skill in managing classroom behaviour, lack of understanding of how to use
academic counselling tools to improve student outcomes). Unravelling these complex
reasons in order to address her learning needs, and ultimately improve the quality of her
practice, was likely to require ongoing, tailored support.
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To a certain extent, it was possible to discount that uneven quality in academic counselling
was due to inadequate professional development when it was introduced 2 years prior.
Historical accounts indicated that professional development had been comprehensive.
Middle leaders and teachers said they received high-quality training, the school had
developed a detailed academic counselling guide and tools to scaffold practice, and senior
leaders produced a video demonstrating best practice in academic counselling. Senior
leaders had also established drop-in sessions to assist teachers in resolving specific problems
they had in conducting academic counselling.
Two years later, senior leaders and pastoral heads identified four strategies for maintaining
the quality of academic counselling practice. One strategy was for senior leaders to collect
student and teacher survey feedback on the quality of conferences. However, information
from interpreting the survey did not appear to lead to any action that might have raised the
overall quality of academic counselling practice. Middle leaders and teachers all said that
survey data confirmed they were doing a “good job.”
Two other strategies aimed at raising the average quality of academic counselling practice
included reminding teachers to use the academic counselling guide, which thoroughly
explained its processes and provided scripts for typical conversations, and leaders sharing
stories of teacher best practice. Below, a senior leader describes how he used these processes
to raise quality:
Senior Leader: If I’m walking in and someone is off task, I’m like “Why aren’t you
using the script?” But what the top mentors will say of the script that they don’t go
near it, but a lot of them increasingly get straight into the hard stuff.
Interviewer: So, they are getting to the point now where their knowledge of academic
mentoring is beyond this [referring to the script]?
Senior leader: Yes.
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Interviewer: How do you get that knowledge shared with the other [teachers]?
Senior Leader: Because we share the best practice and I celebrate the story. I go
round saying I put it on Twitter. When we go to the conferences, I put it on Twitter
saying, “Look here is a great example of this.” (Senior Leader 04)
This quote shows that this senior leader upheld high-quality expectations by referring
teachers to the script and sharing best-practice examples. These strategies also provided
teachers with generic guidance, rather than attending to teachers’ individual development
needs. For example, these strategies would not have helped teachers, such as the one quoted
above, who required tailored professional development. Also, as explained by the senior
leader, the script no longer represented Eastview’s best practice in counselling. However,
so far, Eastview’s academic counselling guide had not been updated to reflect these deeper
understandings. For instance, leaders and teachers said that academic counselling content
and practices differed as students moved through the school years, maturing and aiming for
more advanced academic goals. However, current guidance was generic for all students.
The fourth strategy aimed at raising the overall quality of academic counselling practice was
for pastoral heads to “support mentors” and “seek appropriate professional development”
for mentors in areas “which need strengthening” (Academic Counselling Guide). This
strategy could have provided tailored development if it had been routinely applied by all
pastoral heads. However, in interviews, pastoral heads gave conflicting accounts of their
roles. For example, one pastoral head described himself as a leader of teachers—developing
teachers to be effective mentors. He described coaching less experienced mentors in
counselling and had arranged a session to role-play effective academic counselling with his
mentors. However, he said other pastoral heads did not routinely use these practices. For
example, another pastoral head appeared uncomfortable developing mentors’ capabilities
and therefore talked about troubleshooting student problems, some of which had been
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caused, according to him, by ineffective mentors. Teachers confirmed that deans approached
their roles differently.
The above analysis shows that senior leaders and some pastoral heads were, independently,
conducting plenty of activity to improve the average quality of teachers’ academic
counselling practice. Two years in, however, senior leaders and pastoral heads did not have
a conjoint approach to determining (a) how they would raise the average quality of academic
counselling through tailored, high-depth development; and (b) how they would integrate
new understandings about the relationship between academic counselling and student
outcomes into their guidance and professional development. This example shows that
integrating and embedding requires sustained, interdependent effort by both senior leaders
and middle leaders, over years.
Practice: Performing (limited) critical, respectful discussion about the
relationships between teaching and learning.
As discussed, Eastview’s newly introduced appraisal, observation and inquiry processes
were generating more opportunities for middle leaders and teachers to reflect on the
relationship between teaching and learning. However, interactions within these routines
were in the early phase of development. For observations and feedback processes, the quotes
below suggest that some middle leaders and teachers were complying with processes, but as
yet did not see their value for learning:
I’ve had an observation from a member of management and they said, “It [My
teaching practice in the observation] was fine and just go on with your business
because there’s 25 things that you need to do.”... It [the observation] just confirmed
that what we were doing was fine and we just carry on until the next. (Middle Leader
06)

162

[I do observations because] it is required. Yeah everyone’s time is precious, you
want to just do it. Like that’s the thing we are so busy, we have got so many initiatives
you can’t do things just for the sake of it because—people do the essential stuff.
(Teacher 05)
Likewise, cross-curricular PLCs were not routinely generating reflection about the
relationship between teaching and learning. Middle leaders and teachers who attended more
than one meeting said their quality varied greatly. In two observed cross-curricular learning
communities, the sense was that teachers were driven to complete the templates senior
leaders had produced to guide their interactions, rather than critically, yet respectfully,
examine teaching and learning. In one session, a teacher read aloud the template headings
and then typed her colleague’s dictated response into the template. Alternatively, teachers
independently completed the template, only pausing to ask administrative questions. While
facilitators had been assigned to encourage critical discourse, at one meeting the facilitator
did not turn up and, at another, the facilitator did little to intervene or encourage effective
team processes. Thus, the two observed meetings did not exhibit any qualities shown to
promote changes in teaching and learning. Teachers did not provide high-depth accounts of
their classroom practice (Coburn et al., 2013), jointly evaluate the relationship between ways
of teaching and student learning (Lai & McNaughton, 2013; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008)
or debate how their current theories about teaching differed from alternate practices
(Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008). Senior leaders, who attended community meetings to
facilitate higher quality, indicated that all PLCs were not as weak as the two observed ones.
While faculty knew that quality of observations and collaborative inquiry was uneven, there
appeared to be two barriers stopping them from raising the quality. One consistently
mentioned by teachers and middle leaders, and indicated in some of the quotes above, was
lack of time. Middle leaders and teachers said that due to being time poor they often regarded
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appraisal, observation and inquiry processes as tasks requiring completion, rather than
learning ones. Thus, they filled in the templates and did limited work in between meetings
to advance learning outcomes.
Another barrier was cultural norms. When middle leaders and teachers were asked why they
did not talk about and examine classroom practice with their colleagues, one got the sense
it was an uncomfortable proposition and not the norm. In her own words, the middle leader
below captures how time and norms combined to limit her professional learning
community’s performance:
Sometimes, sometimes I just wonder what the hell are we doing [the professional
learning community]…. people just sit there. And somebody is annoyed about filling
out this form or somebody is annoyed about this. There is very little good productive
conversation occurring … Sometimes you don’t have the whanaungatanga [noun in
the Māori language for expressing the sense of a relationship developed through
shared experiences and working together which provides people with a sense of
belonging], you know the connectedness, that respect, that relationship that enables
you to go, “Okay, let’s start from scratch” because there’s too much pride.… I lost
faith in the professional learning communities, well that one in particular because
I’m like “What is the point because they are not going to do it. They have got no
fricken clue” … We are missing that first level of developing ownership together and
developing that respect and understanding about where we are as teachers so that
people can step out from behind the curtain. (Middle Leader 02)
This middle leader was frustrated by the quality of her community’s inquiry but, due to
being time poor or not feeling comfortable raising her concerns in a group where she had
little formal authority, she accepted the status quo.
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6.3.3 Summary of Eastview High School’s case.
Eastview’s case is compelling because its academic results covered 2 years, after the arrival
of a new principal and senior leader, rather than five (Miller, 2013). In large part, this
appeared to be because Eastview’s senior leadership team acted coherently by tightly
coupling faculty activity to student outcomes by: (a) setting and monitoring
uncompromisingly high expectations; and (b) establishing processes that connected faculty
in tracking, monitoring and intervening to support students at risk of not achieving
qualifications.
In many ways, Eastview’s case was difficult to analyse. On the one hand, many of its
practices, such as the tight coupling ones described above, were robustly coherent. For
instance, strategic groups had well-defined goals and had many of the necessary resources,
collaborative infrastructure and expertise they required to advance learning and
improvement around those goals. On the other hand, in their drive to just do it, senior leaders
neglected to pause and debate how, together, they could ensure improvement was systemic.
They did not debate how to integrate and prioritise activity across the strategic group silos.
They did not debate how leaders and teachers would raise overall quality and performance.
And they did not debate how individuals’ high-depth understandings might be consolidated
and shared to promote organisational learning. As a consequence, Eastview was strongly
reliant on learning units to determine priorities, to decide how initiatives should fit together
to deliver for students and to transfer knowledge informally.
One limitation of Eastview’s case was that it was what senior leaders did next that would
partly determine its coherence levels. Thus, while a longitudinal design would have
benefitted all cases, due to the recent introduction of many of its initiatives, it would have
especially benefitted Eastview’s. On the one hand, as data collection concluded, there was
some evidence to suggest that Eastview was starting to introduce organisational practices
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that might have enabled systemic, rather than patchy embedding of initiatives. For example,
the digital strategic group was in the process of establishing mechanisms to raise the average
quality of teacher practice. This included establishing goals for teachers to achieve certain
levels of digital teaching proficiency, and strategic group coordinators defining how they
would work alongside subject heads to jointly embed technologies and support teachers to
achieve these standards.
On the other hand, there was some evidence suggesting that Eastview may continue to
swiftly introduce top-down solutions, rather than learn about how to make its existing
solutions work for teachers and students. For example, 6 months after data collection, when
senior leaders were presented with evidence of uneven inquiry practice in PLCs, they
immediately started designing solutions to fix the problem. Solutions included reconfiguring
the membership of teams and re-designing templates. If senior leaders continued to create
top-down solutions rather than consulting with teachers about how to achieve their high
standards, it was unlikely that Eastview’s extent of coherence would substantively grow
within a reasonable timeframe.
Case Study 3: Greenville High School
One of my aims in this case is to look for explanations for why Greenville students’ results
were not as strong as Eastview’s, despite having similar levels of coherence as measured on
the survey and rubric. From the outset, two contextual factors, related to coherence, may
provide some explanation. One is that, partway through data collection, the principal
announced he had been offered a principalship in another school. As discussed earlier, Miller
(2013) found that student achievement often declines leading up to the principal’s departure.
While there were no noticeable changes in the principal’s approach to leading improvement
in the later stages of data collection, he said there were specific tasks that were best left to
the new principal. Thus, it is possible that the declining student achievement trajectory
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observed leading up to the principal’s departure may, in part, be associated with him not
following through on particular issues.
The second factor that may partly explain Greenville’s lower pass rates is that its decile
rating, which indicates the socioeconomic circumstances of its community, was the lowest
of the three schools. Indeed, at Greenville, many interviewees spoke about its community’s
lower socioeconomic circumstances, including its poverty and depleted social resources.
Leaders and teachers spoke about the challenges of engaging parents in their child’s
learning, ensuring students came to class prepared and on time, addressing misbehaviour in
class and curbing more disruptive problems like physical fights, truancy and vandalism.
Teachers reported that student disruptions interrupted their classes and soaked up a
significant amount of their own and their senior leaders’ time. One teacher said she did not
feel unsafe but helpless (Teacher 04) to address students’ problem behaviour. Another said
the struggle of teaching felt unceasing and that teachers got a bit worn down by the whole
thing (Middle Leader 05).
In interviews, it was apparent there was a significant amount of improvement activity
focused on engaging students and the community. One got the sense that Greenville had
been unable to integrate this activity to create a more orderly, and academically engaged,
environment. For instance, despite successive efforts to lift uniform standards, students still
wore a mixture of uniform and mufti clothing. Moreover, faculty at all layers reported that
initiatives were unevenly embedded. For instance, the principal expressed interest in
coherence as a mechanism for reducing variance in the quality of teachers’ academic
counselling practice. Thus, initial impressions suggested that Greenville had had difficulty
mobilising a cohesive improvement response, but that doing so was critical if they were to
embed initiatives and solve intractable issues such as student disorder.
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Closer examination of the demographics of Greenville’s community confirmed that it drew
students from a severely deprived neighbourhood. Greenville was rated within the Decile 1
band as 1B, which indicates that it sits within a band of 6% of New Zealand’s schools
drawing students from the lowest socioeconomic circumstances. This suggests that
Greenville’s community had a high percentage of households with very low incomes and
living in crowded conditions. Also, there was a high likelihood of parents having no
educational qualifications and either working in low-occupational-skill groups or receiving
income-support benefits. In summary, while all schools in this study drew from communities
with lower socioeconomic circumstances, Greenville was the most deprived.
As discussed in the literature review, Bryk et al. (2010) found that schools drawing students
from severely deprived neighbourhoods needed more coherence to mobilise a systemic
response, and yet, regrettably, in these deprived contexts, coherence was harder to achieve.
While the data collected does not enable direct comparisons with Bryk et al.’s (2010)
definition of severe deprivation, it does seem that managing the impacts of poverty absorbed
plenty of leaders’ and teachers’ time and attention and may have made it more difficult to
attain coherence. In this regard, this case provides insight into what enables and inhibits a
school from mobilising a coherent response when it serves a particularly vulnerable
community.
6.4.1 Greenville High School’s improvement agenda.
In an effort to increase coherence, senior leaders said they had clarified their goals and
improvement agenda and established a central team to coordinate improvement schoolwide. Greenville’s four strategic goals, which all had measurable and specific targets, were:
(1) 85% of students leaving Greenville with NCEA Level 2 or higher, (2) engaging students
and the community in school life, (3) promoting Māori students to achieve success as Māori,
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and (4) promoting the highest levels of staff performance and accountability to achieve these
aims.
The improvement agenda, which senior leaders aligned to these goals, consisted of five
whole-school improvement initiatives (see Table 6.6). Notably, the duration of specific
strategies was longer at Greenville than at Eastview or River Valley. This is an artefact of
Greenville’s history of uneven embedding of initiatives. For example, the tenure of the
CRRP strategy was 8 years. The head of the central improvement team (CIT), which was
responsible for coordinating all of the whole-school improvements apart from Starpath, said
he noticed CRRP was languishing, as indicated by Greenville losing a few internal experts
and upon finding that some staff…struggled to see what being culturally responsible and
relational looks like in the classroom (Middle Leader 04). Accordingly, and as part of their
drive to achieve their target for Māori students’ academic performance, senior leaders
injected more resources into CRRP improvement activities in order to re-engage middle
leaders and teachers in embedding culturally responsive and relational practices.
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Table 6.6
Greenville High School’s Improvement Agenda
Improvement strategy

Strategy
Duration
3 years

Activities in Data Collection Year
•
•

Tracking and monitoring: No major changes
Academic counselling: Refining processes to increase parental attendance at conference

Culturally Responsive&
Relational Pedagogy
Practice (CRRP)

8 years

•
•
•
•

Conducting whole-school training
Introducing CRRP classroom observation tool
Embedding CRRP pedagogies and ways of relating in subject areas
Conducting inquiry into achievement of Māori students in PLCs

Literacy (L) &
Differentiation (D)

L—ongoing
D—5 years

•
•

Conducting whole-school literacy training
Conducting inquiry into the use of differentiated instruction and literacy strategies in acrosscurriculum PLCs
Embedding of pedagogies in subject areas

Starpath

•
Positive Behaviour for
Learning (PB4L)

3 years

•
•
•

Conducting whole-school training
Implementing sessions to teach students the schools’ values and expected student behaviour
Introducing student systems to recognise expected behaviour and address inappropriate
behaviour
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6.4.2 Greenville High School’s observed theory.
Greenville’s senior leaders’ observed theory of “how to organise” improvement is
summarised in Table 6.7 and will be unpacked further in the rest of this section. The theory
specifies how senior leaders’ observed beliefs about how to improve (in the left-hand
column), and the actual practices they used to lead and organise improvement (in the middle
columns), combined to either diminish or enable coherence (in the right-hand column).
Senior leaders’ observed theory, which describes their approach to tackling the uneven
embedding of initiatives and variable quality of teacher practice is summarised in Table 6.7.
Senior leaders believed that the right teachers would follow if they gave their “sales pitch,”
which involved senior leaders persistently communicating their four school-wide goals and
aligned strategies and then consulting with most teachers to design strategies. Once senior
leaders had obtained teachers’ buy-in to the designed strategies, they “held firm” by
monitoring that teachers completed tasks and tracking progress against implementation
targets. Holding firm meant that teachers, in the immediate term, often executed strategies
as per leaders’ requests. However, as inevitably occurs during improvement, faculty also
encountered problems with the design of initiatives. Unfortunately, due to senior leaders
establishing few mechanisms to identify and collectively deliberate on problems, many
persisted. Thus, over time, teachers, frustrated by the inadequacy of designed strategies to
solve their most pressing pastoral concerns, started executing strategies according to their
own beliefs about what worked and did not work. Inadvertently, the approach taken to
solving uneven teacher practice perpetuated it.
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Table 6.7
Greenville High Schools’ Observed Theory
Senior Leadership Team’s
Beliefs
If we give the “right” sales
pitch to the “right” people,
enough will follow

If we hold firm in
implementation, we’ll achieve
our targets
We’re available to support
teachers that come and ask for
help
If we ensure research-based
improvement approaches are
implemented to a high
standard, we will be effective

Coherence
Dimension
Shared direction

Observed Improvement Practices

Consequences for Organisational Coherence

• Planning and explaining four sustained goals
and aligned strategies
• Closing down theory of improvement
conversations with certain people and in
implementation

• School members accurately recall goals, strategies and targets
• Teachers and middle leaders question whether theories of
improvement for initiatives are credible
• Teachers are clear on implementation priorities
• Teachers and middle leaders question whether the principal
values their opinions

Collaborative
infrastructure

• Establishing a stronger collaborative
infrastructure for subject (than for pastoral)
initiatives
• Conducting (limited) collective deliberation to
resolve problems
• Establishing local improvement teams (with
no systematic reviews)

• Subject heads but not pastoral heads have role clarity
• Problems with collaborative infrastructure slow up
improvement progress
• Professional learning is generic, not tailored
• Middle leaders experience barriers to advancing improvement
tasks
• Local improvement adds clutter to improvement agenda

Strategy
implementation
and evaluation

• Failing to interdependently test alternative
theories about strategy effectiveness
• Delegating tracking and monitoring to units
(and establishing irregular connections)

• Limited organisational learning about what works for students
and why
• Faculty members provide variable accounts of the practices
required to make a difference for students
• Frameworks and tools not updated in line with best practice
• Senior leader and the rest of faculty are not sure if they can
rely on each other to advance improvement
• No systematic processes for ensuring at-risk students achieve
their qualifications

Team learning

• Integrating and embedding by (some) middle
leaders
• Avoiding or allowing few critical discussions

• Improvements embedded variably in pastoral/subject areas
• Teacher classroom privacy is often maintained
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Domain: Shared direction.
In the shared-direction domain, senior leaders carefully structured and explained their
school-wide direction and monitored targets. Accordingly, teachers and middle leaders’
recall of Greenville’s goals, strategies and targets were accurate. However, school members
had not developed a shared sense of how these goals and strategies would solve some of
their most pressing problems. Accordingly, and particularly for strategies pertaining to
pastoral care, teachers and middle leaders questioned their plausibility.
Practice: Planning and explaining four sustained goals and aligned strategies.
Greenville’s senior team adopted a planned approach to direction setting—documenting and
carefully explaining its goals, strategies and targets. In planning documents and in
communications forums, senior leaders explicitly defined the nature of and the relationships
between goals, targets and improvement activities. Furthermore, goals and targets were
stringently monitored through forums and a vertically integrated review processes. Close
attention to monitoring goals was evident in strategic planning documents, such as the
school’s charter, which were heavily annotated with updates on progress and next steps to
improve performance. Moreover, teachers had a clear line of sight between their personal
learning and improvement activities because Greenville’s four strategic goals were linked
to specific professional learning goals for teachers. Middle leaders and teachers confirmed
that senior leaders explained and reinforced their direction many times.
Senior leaders also ensured goal continuity. They focused on four goals over several years,
only changing strategies in minor ways each year in order to advance goal attainment.
Similar observations of goal stability promoting continuity in improvement focus have been
made in other studies (Robinson et al., 2017; Timar & Chyu, 2010).
As a result of senior leaders’ definitive explanations and tight monitoring of their focused
whole-school improvement agenda, the majority of school members were able to explain
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Greenville’s four goals and related strategies, often with clinical precision. Here a teacher
demonstrates the level of precision, evident in many teachers’ and middle leaders’
interviews, in response to the question “what does Greenville believe it needs to change in
order to reach its student achievement targets?” Here she focuses on one of the four goals:
The belief is that teachers need to develop a culturally responsive pedagogy of
relations and that excellent practices of this kind, in line with Te Kotahitanga or Kia
Eke Panuku [versions of the CRRP initiative], combined with strong literacy
practices and differentiation … will get 85% of our students eventually leaving
secondary education with NCEA Level 2. (Teacher 03)
Senior leaders said they expended considerable time ensuring teachers understood their
precise and structured direction. They did this because they believed that giving the right
sales pitch would encourage enough people to follow. For senior leaders, the right sales pitch
partly involved regular communication, clear statements of goals and strategies and rigorous
monitoring of its targets.
Practice: Closing down theory of improvement conversations with certain people
and in implementation.
Although teachers and middle leaders could explain Greenville’s goals and its strategies,
they often questioned whether the theories or underlying logic of strategies would enable
them to achieve their goals. Two beliefs in combination explained why many of Greenville’s
middle leaders and teachers questioned whether certain strategies would work in their
context. Firstly, the senior team believed, “if we give the right sales pitch to the right people,
enough people will follow.” As discussed above, the right sales pitch involved assuring staff
around a clear school direction. It also involved getting the right people to consent to enact
strategies. The principal explained, it was never possible to get 100% buy-in to improvement
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strategies, and therefore it was best to focus on the right people or the 80% to 90% of teachers
that could be convinced to support an initiative. In his own words:
I tend to… focus on the most important people. The ones that are going to cheerlead
and innovate and go forward, but the ones that are moaning over there. I’ll just let
them moan over there. (Principal)
The head of the CIT expressed a similar belief:
I tend to think that the 10% that are going to be gainsayers all the time are really
not worth putting a lot of energy into, apart from saying, just get on with it. (Middle
Leader 04)
In effect, this belief allowed senior leaders not to invite participation or actively listen and
respond to the perspectives of the 10–20% of teachers who were sceptical about the
improvement strategies.
Secondly, the principal and his team believed that “if we hold firm in implementation, we’ll
achieve our targets.” Holding firm involved senior leaders persistently directing and
monitoring teachers to enact PB4L practices, as designed, and monitoring progress against
targets. Together these two beliefs interrelated and reinforced one another producing a
pattern whereby senior leaders consulted with the right people in order to get them to buy
into designs, and then, in implementation, became more directive, rather than provoking
learning conversations about whether an initiative worked within their context.
This pattern was most noticeable for the two pastoral strategies—PB4L and academic
counselling. PB4L will be used to illustrate this pattern and how it stopped Greenville’s
faculty from developing a shared theory of how to solve issues of student disorder. In
keeping with their beliefs, leaders spent 18 months consulting with teachers on the design
of PB4L. Sessions involved teachers in jointly interpreting what data indicated about current
student behaviour and to define new expected student behaviours and recognition systems.
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As part of this process, the PB4L programme required Greenville to get 80% of staff to agree
to proceed with PB4L. In historical accounts of the design phase, people at all levels
confirmed that leaders had made considerable effort to consult them as PB4L was translated
into strategies to suit their context. They also said that a few members of faculty, perhaps
some that were not the right ones, had expressed doubts that PB4L would work in their
context.
A year later, at the time of data collection, and as PB4L strategies were being introduced, it
was apparent that more than a few teachers questioned if PB4L would work in their context.
Half of the middle leaders and teachers interviewed spontaneously raised either one or many
concerns about PB4L. At the heart of their concerns were questions about the plausibility of
PB4L’s theory of improvement: specifically, that PB4L did not first tackle high-risk student
behavioural problems, such as vandalism, truancy and abusive behaviour, which soaked up
so much of their and senior leaders’ time. To recap, PB4L had a tiered structure: the first,
which Greenville was currently implementing, established systems for promoting schoolwide positive student behaviour. The second and third tiers, which would be implemented
after Tier 1, would address high-risk student behaviour. The quote below from a middle
leader captures the sentiment of many of his peers and teachers. They understood that Tier
1 PB4L would not tackle high-risk student behaviour and questioned if this was a plausible
approach to solving student disorder at Greenville:
In theory, I think there is 10% of kids it [PB4L Tier 1] doesn’t reach. And that is
10% of kids in a regular school because it might be more than 10% here. I think you
will have 10% of kids who it won’t work for. Those are the ones that soak up a lot of
time, probably. Whether you’re a classroom teacher, the dean or deputy principal….
So you can get kind of overwhelmed at times.…. So will PB4L work? It won’t reach
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all the parts it needs to, but I don’t think there’s any claim that it ever would. (Middle
Leader 04)
PB4L’s credibility appeared to diminish in implementation for two reasons. One was that
the few teachers that questioned PB4L during design had effectively influenced their peers.
The most powerful way they influenced peers was by abstaining from using certain PB4L
processes, which required whole-school enactment to make a difference for students. Opting
out was most evident for PB4L’s behavioural recognition-card system, which required
teachers to give students cards to recognise them for acting in line with the expected
behaviours. Some students then opted out, as this teacher explains:
We had the recognition cards and as I’m giving it out the kids are like, “Oh no, it’s
all right. I don’t collect it”… Some teachers don’t do the PB4L recognition cards.
The principal says he only focuses on 90%, but a lot of teachers don’t do it. Students
will come to me and they’ll be like, “I’ve got 40 recognition cards in my bag.” And
I’m like, “Why don’t you give them to your teacher?” [And the student said] “Oh,
my teacher doesn’t do it.” And I’m thinking, “Oh, gosh.” (Teacher 01)
PB4L’s credibility was also diminished because senior leaders became more directive as
they approached implementation. Senior leaders held firm to their target, which for PB4L
was to be certified as successfully introducing the first tier or school-wide aspects of PB4L.
To achieve this target, the principal said that he and his team were very deliberate in their
explanations of teacher tasks and deadlines. Also, when time allowed, senior leaders
established methods to monitor that teachers performed particular tasks. Below, the principal
explains how he directed teachers to execute PB4L lessons designed to develop students’
understanding about Greenville’s values and expected student behaviours:
[We are] getting deans walking around checking that it’s happening. Just keeping
the pressure on. I’ve had to have a couple of whole-staff frank and open
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conversations where I’ve heard feedback, ... “Actually, I’m not doing the lesson this
week because my Science or my Maths or my English or whatever is more
important.” So I’ve reiterated that it’s not an option for them, this is a directive from
me and they’ll get themselves into employment trouble if they—for a couple [of
teachers]. I would say 80% of the staff are right on board and see the value and
experience in their classroom because I’m getting that through milestone reports.
(Senior Leader 01)
In this instance, by holding firm to his priorities and establishing clear consequences for not
completing lessons, the principal progressed the tasks necessary for target achievement: all
teachers reported prioritising PB4L lessons over other tasks. However, by using punitive
consequences and shifting to a directive style during implementation, the principal obliged
instrumental compliance and restricted conversations about the mechanisms by which PB4L
would work, or not work, as this teacher explains:
Because I find with the running of the school and how it’s been done, we don’t really
get a voice to give feedback. And I feel that if they had asked us to give feedback, like
PB4L for example, personally does it work I am not sure. I don’t think so. (Teacher
01)
Another teacher said that the message concerning PB4L was You wanted it. You got it. Now
you deal with it. You do it our way (Teacher 04). As these quotes illustrate, by closing down
conversations in this way, the principal had inadvertently given middle leaders and teachers
the impression that their opinions were not required or valued.
This example brings to life how senior leaders’ two beliefs—“give the sales pitch right and
enough people will follow” and “hold firm and focus on your targets”—combined and then
compounded to produce a pattern whereby much effort was put into persuading the right
teachers early in the design phase of improvement, and less time was put aside to jointly test
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and evaluate theories with all teachers during implementation. As a consequence,
Greenville’s staff had not been able to develop a shared sense of how its improvement efforts
would solve some of its most intractable pastoral issues.
Domain: Collaborative infrastructure.
Across all cases, a common theme was that schools tended to build a stronger collaborative
infrastructure for subject-area than for pastoral-area initiatives. At Greenville, this tendency
was accentuated: teachers had significantly fewer opportunities to engage in collaborative
work or jointly evaluate pastoral initiatives, compared to subject ones. Regardless of the
type of initiative (pastoral or subject), at Greenville there were limited methods for resolving
problems that emerged as faculty improved. As a consequence, the potential of Greenville’s
collaborative infrastructure to propel horizontal and vertical learning was inhibited.
Practice: Establishing a stronger collaborative infrastructure for subject (than for
pastoral) initiatives.
In brief, the primary purpose of subject initiatives was to improve the method and practice
of teaching academic subjects. In contrast, for pastoral initiatives, it was pastoral care or to
ensure the “welfare, well-being and fullest development of the individual” (Best, 2000,
p.15). At Greenville, subject initiatives were literacy, differentiation and CRRP, and pastoral
initiatives were academic counselling and PB4L. For both pastoral and subject initiatives,
the CIT assembled temporary teams of handpicked individuals to translate and coordinate
initiatives. However, for the subject, compared to the pastoral, initiatives, senior leaders
instituted a stronger collaborative infrastructure.
Collaborative infrastructure for subject initiatives: Greenville’s senior leaders invested
considerable resources into its collaborative infrastructure for subject initiatives. For each
initiative, senior leaders established a range of complementary professional learning
experiences in different collaborative forums. Teachers learnt about each strategy and its
theoretical origins, did joint work to apply strategies in their curricular area and critically
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examined the relationship between instructional practice and student learning. For example,
to re-engage staff in culturally responsive pedagogical practices, teachers participated in:
whole-school professional development, subject-area sessions to review and identify actions
to improve course outcomes for Māori students and an inquiry into Māori students’
achievement within teacher PLCs. Also, a CRRP measurement tool and observation tool
were introduced to reinforce the components of culturally responsive teaching practices and
to monitor, at whole-school and individual level, the extent of change in classroom practice.
In combination, these professional learning activities had the potential to provide teachers
with intense and layered professional learning that has much in common with that required
for developing adaptive expertise (Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008).
Subject-area heads played a critical role within this collaborative infrastructure. According
to research the CIT head had read, subject heads are critical for advancing improvement in
secondary schools. He explained that subject heads were the meat in the sandwich between
senior leaders and teachers and played an integral role in engaging teachers in critical
conversations (Middle Leader 04) to embed improvements. As a consequence of this belief,
the senior leaders arranged five workshops to foster subject heads’ skills and knowledge in
transformational leadership. At the workshops, amongst other things, subject heads learnt
about the logic of Greenville’s improvement strategies and were developed in how to
facilitate specific improvement activities with their teams. Senior leaders also supported
subject heads by scheduling time and providing scaffolds, such as student achievement data,
protocols and templates, for subject heads to use with their teams to embed strategies.
In subject heads’ accounts of improving, it was evident this work to prepare them as
transformational leaders had broadened their role conceptions. Subject heads not only talked
about their operational cycles of departmental planning and organisation but also their role
in embedding whole-school improvements to a high standard. Subject heads generally
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understood that, for their respective areas, they were responsible for refining and embedding
whole-school initiatives and solving issues obstructing target achievement.
However, as yet, parts of the collaborative infrastructure for subject initiatives were not
working as intended. For example, some CRRP PLCs had been repurposed by teachers to
discuss more pressing issues; namely, to share strategies for managing behaviour in the
classroom. Also, individual observation and feedback processes were not occurring in
departments. As the head of the CIT explained:
The middle leaders have had five workshops … this year on looking at transformative
leadership. Looking at how to use this [the CRRP] observation tool. Having learning
conversations with staff—what that looks like. So, they have been highly involved in
the process, yet the observation and learning conversation hasn’t gained as much
traction. (Middle Leader 04)
Thus, for CRRP, the primary mechanisms for in-depth reflection and addressing individual
strengths and weaknesses were not occurring. Accordingly, professional learning was
generic, not tailored to meet the needs of specific individuals, and was unlikely to be able to
fulfil its potential to develop adaptive expertise in CRRP. With regard to subject heads
abstaining from conducting observations, the CIT head said:
I was hoping that our senior leaders would be able to provide support for the middle
leaders by getting the middle leaders to inform them of, perhaps, areas where there
might be some weaknesses, and observe that particular staff member and feedback
to the middle leader. But it just hasn’t happened. There’s a lot of pastoral stuff that
goes on with our senior leaders, which absorbs a lot of time. (Middle Leader 04)
In this instance, senior leaders knew what was stopping middle leaders from acting to
transform their respective areas but did not act. In other instances, as will be discussed later,
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problems affecting the progress of introducing subject initiatives were not identified or
solved.
Collaborative infrastructure for pastoral initiatives: In contrast to the collaborative
infrastructure for subject initiatives, the pastoral one was minimal. Whole-school forums
were the predominant means for teacher development and for strategy evaluation. Pastoral
heads, who had not received the same development as subject heads, gave varied
descriptions of their roles, both more generally and in leading improvement. From the
perspective of one pastoral head, senior leaders tended not to formalise their roles in leading
improvement activity, and therefore, the approach taken was more like:
Allowing that [leadership activity] to happen or not happen within a community of
professionals …, which has some advantages in that it can make people feel kind of
autonomous and that they have some control over how they choose their role to be.
But it may be allows people to opt out. (Middle Leader 01)
Pastoral heads also had less time to collaborate with teachers on matters of improvement.
While subject-area heads and teachers were situated in the same office space and met
regularly to discuss matters of instruction and improvement, in pastoral-areas heads and
teachers had one operational forum, which was held once per fortnight for 10 minutes with
teachers.
Thus, the approach to implementing pastoral initiatives, compared to subject ones, provided
few opportunities for teachers to engage in in-depth professional learning, develop shared
understandings or perform joint work in order to embed pastoral initiatives. As such, the
approach to organising pastoral initiatives was largely top-down, which no doubt
contributed to the poor credibility of those strategies.
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This practice section also illustrates that schools will encounter problems as they seek to
organise learning and improvement. A school’s capacity to identify and respond in a timely
fashion to these problems contributes to their extent of coherence. As will be examined next,
at Greenville, faculty’s approach to resolving problems meant they were frequently
unresolved or not solved in a timely fashion.
Practice: Conducting (limited) collective deliberation to resolve problems.
When the principal and head of the CIT were asked about why they had established elements
of their collaborative infrastructure, they often cited research endorsing their approach. For
example, research informed their approach to developing subject heads as transformational
leaders. While scholars recommend that schools use research-based approaches, the caveat
is that these approaches are continuously tested and refined so that they work in a school’s
context. At Greenville, this continuous learning was limited, often because senior leaders
believed “we’re available to support teachers that come and ask for help.”
This “come and ask for help” belief relied on faculty being willing and comfortable raising
their concerns with senior leaders. However, in interviews, it was evident that while some
faculty members were comfortable raising problems, some were not. There appeared to be
overlapping reasons for teachers withholding their concerns. For a couple of teachers, they
said they felt uncomfortable approaching senior leaders, as authority figures, for help. A
couple of faculty members said they had withheld their concerns because they discerned
from previous interactions that their opinions were not valued or would not be heard. Indeed,
senior leaders’ tendency to close down debate with 10% to 20% of people, and in
implementation, is likely to have contributed to this assumption.
It also seems that the principal’s leadership style, which involved him forcefully expressing
his own opinion when he learnt about problems, was another explanation for why faculty
did not raise their concerns. This style was observed first hand when feeding back findings
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to the principal. He tended to quickly respond if he disagreed, often in an unyielding style,
by firmly stating his disagreement and often emphasising his point with expletives.
However, with evidence and questions to explore his perspective, his position did soften,
and he was open to alternative views. This initial inflexibility may explain why one middle
leader observed that perhaps there was a misinformed perception about the principal, that he
wasn’t prepared to be changed on things (Middle Leader 04).
Thus, it seems that some middle leaders and teachers perceived interpersonal risk associated
with asking senior leaders for help with resolving their problems of improvement. This
finding is aligned with research on psychological safety and trust, which suggest that actors
are unlikely to speak up when they judge there is an interpersonal risk or that their opinions
will not be respected (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Edmondson, 2005).
Senior leaders also applied their come and ask for help belief to the way in which they
designed their review and monitoring routines. Accordingly, the design of routines and
forums that connected central leaders and area heads did not facilitate interdependent
problem solving. Meetings between senior leaders and area heads were described as
unidirectional (Middle Leader 05): they allowed senior leaders to brief middle leaders or
collect management information, not to elicit alternative opinions or debate problems.
Likewise, the subject departmental review process was designed to encourage teams to
reflect on their goal progress and to give senior leaders reports of progress. Interviewees
confirmed it fulfilled these objectives, but did little to promote the two-way dialogue
necessary to clarify understandings and resolve obstacles. One department head said he had
highlighted obstacles to improvement in his reviews, but doing so had not elicited a response
from senior leaders.
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Moreover, many pastoral and subject heads said they would have liked more detailed
feedback to ascertain what senior leaders thought about their performance, but that either
feedback from senior leaders was cryptic (Middle Leader 06) or that they never personally
got any feedback (Teacher Leader 03). As this middle leader summarised, reports and data
disappeared into a vacuum and did not generate any open, respectful discussions about how
to improve performance in their area.
Yeah I guess it is not always clear to me how the work that I do and even the data
that I submit—it is not always clear to me what is done with that data and it is
definitely not always clear to me whether the things that I’m asked to do and the
things that I do do are having the required impacts. (Middle Leader 01)
Guessing whether work was up to the required standard did little to clarify common
understandings between senior leaders and middle leaders. Moreover, it did not initiate
discussions about professional strengths and weaknesses so middle leader individual
development needs could be addressed.
Interestingly, subject heads were more likely than pastoral heads to express concern that this
come and ask for help approach was insufficient for resolving the problems they encountered
as they sought to coordinate improvement. Perhaps subject heads’ role clarity and
development meant they were more aware of obstacles as they attempted to put their
transformational leadership skills into action. For example, the subject head below attempts
to summarise his approach to embedding Greenville’s three pedagogical strands in his area
and some of the obstacles he has encountered along the way:
Subject head: A lot of stuff has to gravitate back to the subject area and through the
subject areas … Sometimes, if we’re lucky, we get back-to-back type sessions where
you pick up something one week. And then sometimes it waits for a long time with
teaching, and then you come back, and it’s like, “Oh yeah, we’re picking that up
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again. That kind of makes sense.” Sometimes it’s we do this, but next week we do
that, then something else, and that’s sort of difficult. And so, I think that if you were
to survey teachers, I think they’d probably say, from their perspective, it doesn’t
seem very coherent to them how it fits together. It should do, it should be drawn
together, but it’s very hard to draw things together even as a subject head focusing
on your learning area it can be very hard to draw things together… I’ve tried to
prioritise. Okay, it’s like two things... it’s culturally responsive pedagogy and
differentiation—then they actually link in as well. And it’s like see the connections. ...
Interviewer: And have you brought this up with your senior leaders?
Subject head: They’re aware, yeah. We did the workshop thing …at the beginning of
the year and a lot of good people were there …And she [one of the deputy principals]
listened to what we had to say, which was we would like more time to meet together
in our subject areas. (Middle Leader 05)
Although one of the obstacles this subject head had encountered—insufficient time to
collaborate with his team on improvement work—had been resolved, one got the sense that
attending to this barrier would be insufficient for him to make progress. Barriers that were
impeding his, and other subject heads’, progress were multiple and interacting and,
therefore, complex to unravel and solve. Obstacles subject heads experienced included
varying levels of antecedent instructional and change leadership capability, trouble finding
the time to transform their departments, difficulty making sense of how whole-school
improvements fitted together with their curricular-area goals and hesitation or discomfort
performing aspects of their broadened roles, especially encouraging transparency and
critical examination of teaching and learning. Due to the diverse and overlapping nature of
barriers to improvement in teams, interdependent work between senior and middle leaders
was required to make sense of and address barriers. In sum, relying on middle leaders and
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teachers to come and ask for help was also poorly suited to solving many of the complex
problems associated with improving.
Practice: Establishing local improvement teams (with no systematic reviews).
In addition to whole-school improvements, senior leaders introduced local improvement
teams that instigated bottom-up change. These teams had wide-ranging remits to address
whole-school issues such as improving Pacific Island student achievement and examining
how restorative-justice techniques could be used to reduce student disorder. The principal
and the CIT head said local improvement teams were a tool to engage teachers in their
professional learning. The CIT head explained, research into high-quality professional
development programmes shows there had to be some element of choice (Middle Leader
04). Choice, according to the research read by the head, engaged participants in
improvement. Accordingly, teachers chose a team whose topic was of interest and worked
alongside their colleagues to hone and then advance their goals.
Minimal infrastructure was established to monitor and evaluate the impact of the
improvement activity on teachers and, more importantly, students. In his own words, the
principal explains why they established a minimal infrastructure:
So what I like to do is let people have a taste of something before they critique it. …
And we started that with local improvement teams. You are probably right; there
was under-developed infrastructure. I think we probably afforded more attention to
making it a nice experience that people engaged with, than to it leading to supermeaningful stuff after that. (Principal)
As a consequence of having no systematic review processes, senior leaders were unable to
assess if improvement teams had worked as they intended—by engaging teachers. Interview
data suggested this was mixed. More than half of middle leaders and teachers said, as the
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quotes below illustrate, that their teams had produced few tangible outputs, and they
expressed their frustration about this lack of progress and wasted time.
But where it’s an amorphous thing [goal] and there’s no leader, and our particular
thing [goal] wasn’t supported by school-wide structure, then it does have the
potential to just drift off. (Middle Leader 01)
It’s been a waste of time for me personally. Other people may have benefitted, but
[in my team] this year, nothing worked. So it’s like, I didn’t get to use it [the
technology] or know how to use it at the end of it due to technical difficulties. (Middle
Leader 05)
However, local improvement teams did engage some faculty members: those in productive
teams spoke with passion about their efforts and the differences they were making for
students. However, due to limited infrastructure, including no systematic review processes,
teachers also said that gaining traction had been difficult. As one teacher put it: It hasn’t
been easy. I mean we don’t get what we need, but just do with what we have (Teacher 01).
Reported barriers to effective working in improvement teams included not having the budget
to run events or fund improvement activity, unreliable technology and a lack of skills or
leadership capability to advance their tasks.
Limited checking and monitoring also had other, inadvertent, consequences for coherence.
One was that clutter was added to what had been a relatively tight improvement agenda.
Every teacher spoke about putting in extra effort, over and above their designated time to
advance local improvement team tasks. Teachers said the cumulative impact of local team
workload, on top of whole-school improvements and the day-to-day demands of managing
student disorder left them overwhelmed (Middle Leader 05). As one middle leader said I feel
like there have been a lot of initiatives that have been put upon us, and expected that we are
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to try and fit it in. I feel there are a lot of tired people around, including me. (Middle Leader
02). Having a heavy workload matters for coherence as teachers only gain a surface
appreciation of improvements as they move from one thing to another (Robinson et al.,
2017).
Domain: Strategy implementation and evaluation.
There was plenty of activity to evaluate initiatives at Greenville. At the whole-school layer,
senior leaders collected and analysed evidence on the effectiveness of strategies, which they
used to make refinements. In the team layer, subject initiatives were also evaluated. PLCs
conducted inquiries, and, in subject areas, middle leaders and teachers monitored both their
progress in introducing initiatives and the impact of those changes on departmental targets.
Outputs of this evaluative activity were exchanged between the whole-school layer and
teams but seldom became the object of critical examination or debate in order to develop
increasingly deeper collective understandings about initiatives. Thus, senior leaders and the
rest of the faculty were often unable to reach a consensus about which elements of initiatives
were working and why.
Practice: Failing to interdependently test alternative theories about strategy
effectiveness.
A lack of interdependent learning was influential in undermining PB4L’s credibility
amongst teachers. It was not possible for faculty to interdependently learn because
arrangements did not allow them to (a) debate their discrepant theories and hunches about
PB4L, (b) identify how they would collectively test those theories, or (c) connect school
members across the organisational layers (i.e., the whole-school, team and classroom layers)
in jointly evaluating if initiatives had worked as intended. However, as PB4L was only 1
year into its implementation, it is possible that, if given more time, faculty may have
instituted processes for interdependent learning. In order to rule out time as a factor limiting
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interdependent learning, Greenville’s approach to evaluating academic counselling is
examined below.
Academic counselling was in its third year of running as a whole-school process. Since its
introduction, parental attendance at academic conferences had increased from 10% to around
45%. Still, attendance was considerably lower than the 70–80% recorded at other Starpath
schools. Historically, the principal said they had intervened to drive attendance by doing
such things as providing parents with transport to and from conferences, but, attendance still
hovered at 45%. In order to focus the faculty’s energy on improving attendance, senior
leaders set a target to increase attendance to 60% and persistently reminded teachers of the
tasks required to hit this target.
Again, targets attracted school members’ attention. Many teachers and middle leaders
described their relentless efforts to encourage parents to come along to conferences.
Regardless, attendance figures remained around 40–45%. Furthermore, teachers inferred
that the principal believed that the entire faculty was failing to uphold quality standards in
booking conferences. The middle leader below describes a whole-school session to discuss
the attendance figures:
Well, the last time the principal talked about it to the staff, he said, “You know we’re
trying to improve these statistics.” He said something like, “We dropped the ball last
time when there was a bit of a dip, and so we need to pick up our game.” And a few
people whom I spoke to felt that that was teacher blaming in the absence of evidence
to say that that was the cause for that … And that’s one part of it, making sure that
you’re not just trying the first number and giving up; that you’re calling several
times, and that you’re calling the day before to confirm. So, there’s stuff around that
that makes a difference. But that’s more of just doing more of the same thing, rather
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than thinking, do we need to put on a massive feed or something like that. (Middle
Leader 01)
From a coherence perspective, insisting that teachers relentlessly pursue the same tactic to
get parents to come to conferences was a blunt strategy. It was indiscriminate because it
implied that all teachers were failing to uphold quality standards, while many middle leaders
and teachers said they were making considerable efforts to book conferences. It was also
blunt because it did not surface and test alternative theories in order to develop a deeper
collective understanding of how to attract more parents to conferences. As a consequence,
theories were proliferating. In interviews, five teachers and middle leaders said they did not
believe that more ringing and following up with parents would increase attendance, and
indeed, between them, they suggested 10 different approaches to encouraging parents to
attend. However, to date, their alternative theories had not been aired or tested.
Eventually, as the teacher below explains, closed interaction patterns allowed senior leaders
and middle leaders to misunderstand that they were both making considerable effort to
address problems like academic counselling attendance.
I think our senior leadership team make it very clear … they have a target for
increasing numbers of parental conferences. I think the principal did … say that,
“Teachers don’t see what the SLT do to try and promote that.” And kind of vice versa
because sometimes the SLT don’t see, although it is instructed to us, “We must ring
home and whatnot to get these parents in” … they might not see the amount of work
we try and do to aid that ... I think there is just a wall in the way sometimes and you
think, “what is going on over there? What are they doing to help?—On both sides.
(Teacher 02)
The sense in this quote is that a lack of open debate about problems of improvement had led
to senior leaders and the rest of faculty questioning if they could rely on the other to jointly
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advance improvement tasks. This may have indicated that trust between senior leaders and
the rest of the faculty were undermined. According to Bryk and Schneider’s (2002) trust
model, an indicator of degraded trust is people discerning that they cannot rely upon others
or questioning their intent.
Because teachers had limited means to openly discuss and collectively evaluate academic
counselling, pockets of idiosyncratic practice had emerged. For instance, one of the local
improvement teams said they had introduced a more down-to-earth approach to booking and
facilitating conferences that was attracting more parents (Teacher 01). While senior leaders
had required the team to analyse their impact, no detailed work was done to evaluate the
relative effectiveness of local and whole-school processes. As a result, local learning did not
inform whole-school understanding, and vice versa. Also, there was some evidence to
suggest that some teachers were trying to solve issues with academic counselling in private.
For instance, the teacher below believed that parents would be more engaged in their child’s
learning if Greenville switched to one conference (instead of the established three) in
combination with more regular and less formal contact with parents. In line with her theory,
she changed her practice in isolation:
The parent conferences are great because you meet the family and it develops those
ties. What I’ve found is that once the … the caregivers have been in with their
students—once—and you have a chat to them, and you have their phone number,
and I communicate by text with a lot of my parents and let them know how things are
going. They no longer feel the need to come to those parent conferences because they
feel they have met me and I’m still maintaining contact. Why must they come in an
extra time? (Teacher 04)
While variability in practice can be a source of information for evaluation, at Greenville a
lack of interdependent learning across its organisational layers meant they were not able to
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understand the nature of this variability or to evaluate its relative effectiveness for different
groups of students. An absence of interdependent learning about academic counselling also
meant that theories and artefacts of the counselling, such as routines, tools and professional
learning, could not be updated in line with what worked best for students.
Practice: Delegating tracking and monitoring to units (and establishing irregular
connections).
Because tracking and monitoring had acted so powerfully to maintain teachers’ attention on
students’ outcomes, at Eastview in particular, but also at River Valley, I was interested to
see if the tracking and monitoring process provided similar coherence benefits at Greenville.
Responsibility for tracking and monitoring individual student progress was delegated to
separate units at Greenville. Some ad hoc routines, but no regular ones, connected the
student tracking and monitoring conducted in units, such as classrooms, subject or pastoral
areas or the senior team. Consequently, as the dean describes below, units had little or no
knowledge of what their colleagues in other teams were doing, if anything, to intervene if
students were at risk of not achieving a qualification.
I’m not sure how it works at the school-wide level. I know that there are various
pockets of it. For example, an individual tutor teacher could do it. An individual
dean could do it and I know that the Pasifika teachers have done it with Pasifika
students. (Middle Leader 01)
As a result of having no regular routines or established protocols for connecting teachers to
track, monitor and intervene to support students at risk of not achieving their qualifications,
there were no systematic methods for assuring that students most in need were being
supported. Greenville’s response was atomised: teams and individuals doing their best with
no sense of what others were doing.
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Domain: Team learning.
While there were some early indicators of teacher teams conducting joint work to integrate
and embed initiatives at Greenville, there was still significant variability in the way
improvement activity was organised from one team to the next. Variation in the way teams
coordinated improvement was evident in subject areas and PLCs, and especially in pastoral
areas.
Practice: Integrating and embedding activity by (some) middle leaders.
As mentioned earlier, due to transformational leadership workshops and scaffolds, subject
heads regarded integrating and embedding of whole-school pedagogical initiatives as one of
their responsibilities. Moreover, interviewees reported that subject heads routinely
facilitated particular improvement activities to embed initiatives. For instance, subject heads
all facilitated CRRP sessions with their teams to identify ways in which students’ cultural
contexts could be incorporated into their curriculum, teaching strategies and classroom
environment. However, subject heads only consistently coordinated joint work when the
CIT heavily scaffolded their efforts. For instance, to scaffold CRRP activity in subject areas,
the CIT designated time and professionally developed heads in how to facilitate the CRRP
session using tools they had designed.
When subject heads were not scaffolded, activity to embed and integrate improvement was
uneven. For example, some interviewees reported that their departments had already
incorporated differentiated teaching strategies into their instructional programme and
resources, whereas others said progress was considerably slower, with one explaining that
they were still considering how the concepts underlying differentiation might be
incorporated into their instructional practice. Moreover, it was evident that, for some subject
heads, change leadership had a superficial quality. In other words, when subject heads were
not scaffolded, they were not sure how to coordinate team efforts to integrate initiatives. For
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example, one subject head tentatively described her role, its relation to others and how
improvement activities fitted together to advance instruction. In her interview, she often
reflected out loud her emerging understandings, saying things like I guess anything I learn
in subject head meetings I take back to my department. Surely that is what I should do? Later
she reflected that perhaps she had a role as leader of literacy improvement in her department,
I guess I should make it an opportunity for us [her department] to share what we learn
within our different [across-curriculum literacy] groups. I think. I’m not sure (Middle
Leader 06).
One year into a programme to develop them as transformational leaders, it was not surprising
that subject head progress and performance was uneven. However, there were few
mechanisms for resolving this variability because, as discussed earlier, senior leaders had
established few mechanisms for subject heads and senior leaders to jointly solve problems
obstructing efforts to coordinate improvements in subject areas.
In contrast to subject heads, pastoral heads had not received the same training and scaffolds.
Consequently, they gave varied descriptions of their roles and the types of leadership activity
they undertook to embed initiatives. Many of their activities were reactive, either to senior
leader instructions or to troubleshoot student or parent problems. It is notable, when one
considers the scale and importance of pastoral improvements at Greenville, that pastoral
roles, collaborative structures and evaluative routines were not fit for purpose.
Practice: Avoiding or allowing few critical discussions.
The evidence presented so far suggests that Greenville’s whole-school culture and processes
seldom allowed for critical, respectful conversations to examine the relationships between
practice and student outcomes during the implementation of initiatives. For example, rather
than critically and respectfully examining the sources and nature of variable academiccounselling and PB4L practices, senior leaders introduced and monitored generic
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implementation targets. In this section, the degree to which teaching teams critically
examined the relationship between teaching and learning is examined. For subject, but not
pastoral, initiatives, the CIT team had instituted several strategies to encourage teachers to
reflect on how their instructional practice impacted learning. Strategies included training
teachers in inquiry, providing PLCs with facilitators and tools to scaffold their inquiry
cycles, and developing subject heads in observation and feedback. As will be discussed
below, at that point, the quality of critical discussions in teams was mixed.
Middle leaders’ and teachers’ descriptions of the quality of inquiry varied. For a few middle
leaders and teachers, it appeared that attending PLCs was an act of compliance. They said
the strategies discussed were not relevant to them, or they were too busy to apply the
pedagogical strategies their professional learning community was trialling in the classroom.
In contrast, some communities were conducting iterative inquiry cycles towards goals based
on evidence of student learning problems. Still, almost all meetings did not meet the qualities
of PLCs shown to promote changes in teachers and learning (Annan, Lai, & Robinson, 2003;
Lai & McNaughton, 2013; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008). Specifically, while some teachers
trialled and collected evidence regarding the impact of their practice changes, teachers did
not jointly interpret evidence or constructively challenge each other about specific
relationships between teaching and learning. Instead, as the quotes below show, professional
learning conversations involved sharing ideas, stories and strategies:
It probably just re-affirmed what I was doing. Not change, I think maybe I’ve done
some more literacy activities. It was nice to work with other staff members who can
tell you or can share their knowledge and maybe share their activities and see what
they’re doing.… it’s also nice to form relationships with other staff members.
Later in the interview: Like I mean, I think we were supposed to create our own
literacy activities, whereas I just kept with what had already been created, rather
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than going and creating more, and creating more work for myself. (Middle Leader
02)
It is very helpful; it is interesting to hear feedback from other teachers of how
students are in different classes. So, it does help quite a bit. It isn’t long enough
because we have 1 hour and we never finish. It’s never long enough, but just what
you hear about what students are doing in the other classes and you are thinking,
“Okay it is working in there, it’s not working in mine. What do I need to do?” So,
we have them once a term. (Teacher 01)
We would say, “Okay, cool you want to work on a unit of work for World War II.
What do you do at the moment? Yeah this is what I do.” And then I usually would
bring health work, and I’d go well I’ve differentiated some work this way, this might
be of use to you. So it’s more just a collaborative sharing of ideas. I thought they
were great. (Teacher 02)
Observation or feedback processes were also weak. For pastoral areas, no observations were
conducted. For subject areas, only a few interviewees said they had been observed or had
conducted an observation. As mentioned earlier, observation processes for CRRP in subject
areas had failed to gain traction. One subject head who had completed a round of CRRP
observations explained, People are always concerned about observation. Although he had
intended to do another observation cycle, due to a lack of time, he explained, it was just too
tough on the teachers and me to actually get another cycle in there (Middle Leader 05).
Thus, it appears that observation and feedback cycles were infrequent because middle
leaders and teachers were anxious about performing them and time was short. In summary,
at both whole-school level and in teams, insufficient critical examination of differences in
teaching and learning contributed to variable practice in pastoral and subject initiatives.
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6.4.3 Summary of Greenville High School’s case.
Greenville’s case was an interesting one because its coherence on the survey and rubric were
similar to Eastview’s, and yet its achievement was considerably lower. Several factors may
have contributed to this outcome. One is the principal’s departure. Although it was not
possible to discern any noticeable changes to the principal’s approach to improving, he told
me that he had chosen not to instigate certain tasks. Therefore, he may have been inclined
not to solve some of the factors obstructing coherence in this case.
Another explanation for Greenville’s considerably lower achievement was its community’s
scarce social and economic resources. No doubt managing the impacts of poverty, such as
students arriving at school ill-prepared to learn, and misbehaving inside and outside of class,
was a barrier to advancing improvement coherently. Most obviously, it was a barrier because
it absorbed time and diverted leaders and teachers from performing critical tasks necessary
to improve coherence. However, it was also a barrier in more subtle ways. In particular, due
to the intractable nature of student disorder, it appears that leaders and teachers were starting
to question whether they had the collective power and the means to solve this problem. This
was particularly problematic for coherence. Believing that student outcomes are a
consequence of the design of a school system (S. Park et al., 2013) and that the faculty, as a
collective, has the capacity to solve problems of student learning (Dweck, Chiu, & Hong,
1995; Forman et al., 2017) are essential coherence beliefs. For this reason, making progress
in reducing misbehaviour and disorder was a priority at Greenville.
Unfortunately, Greenville’s approach to solving its intractable pastoral issues was not fit for
purpose. Firstly, its collaborative infrastructure for introducing pastoral initiatives was
exceedingly weak. Secondly, senior leaders’ approach of consulting with (most) teachers in
design and then enforcing fidelity, meant that implementation was an execution phase, not
a learning phase. Therefore, when pastoral initiatives such as PB4L and academic
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counselling hit inevitable implementation obstacles, these did not become moments of
collective learning. Without regular and iterative cycles of learning to test theories and
hunches, faculty did not consolidate shared understandings regarding the organisational and
instructional practices required to make a difference for students. As a result, uneven quality
and performance was maintained. Moreover, because of a lack of connected evaluation
across Greenville’s learning units, all solutions to the problem of student disorder were
viable. Theories and solutions to pastoral problems proliferated as everyone tried to solve
their most pressing issue.
This teacher captures the outcomes of this pattern:
So somehow there are initiatives that rise and fall and I’m not exactly sure why. And
they seem like they have got a lot of support from the very highest levels of school
management, but then they just fall away and I guess I’m a person who really
believes in if you are asked to do something, you should do it. But then I know that
when I’ve given up on something pretty much everyone else has given up on it too.
(Teacher 03)
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Discussion
In this chapter, using cross-case analysis, I discuss the extent of coherence in the secondary
schools, its relationship to achievement outcomes, and what limits and enables schools to
establish coherence. This section concludes by examining the consequences of this study for
practitioners and researchers.
RQ1: How Coherent are Secondary Schools as They Implement Improvement?
The extent of coherence in the three secondary schools sat in a relatively narrow range
between weak to moderate. On the survey, River Valley was the most coherent school,
significantly so, because it was stronger on the whole-school, but not the team factor.
However, on the rubric, differences in coherence levels between schools were less
remarkable. While River Valley’s overall rubric score was slightly higher, again due to its
stronger whole-school practices, its coherence level sat in the same Emergent band as
Eastview’s and Greenville’s. In sum, River Valley was slightly more coherent than Eastview
and Greenville, mainly due to its coherence at the whole-school layer, but not in teams. It
was not possible to differentiate the extent of coherence between Eastview and Greenville.
River Valley’s stronger whole-school layer coherence did not filter down into teams,
because senior leaders concentrated on improving their whole-school capabilities and
conditions first before expecting its teaching teams to collaborate in performing in-depth
work to evaluate and refine initiatives. By allowing detailed work in teams to be voluntary,
River Valley’s faculty had weaker mutual accountabilities for tightening their response to
improvement priorities. By contrast, at Eastview and Greenville, senior leaders more readily
defined challenging and specific goals and tasks for teams and established consequences for
not performing them. Teaching teams more routinely attempted to learn about initiatives,
although insufficient whole-school conditions sometimes thwarted their efforts. Thus,
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neither approach was entirely successful. However, River Valley’s case shows that
expending resources to improve whole-school conditions may be wasteful if teams are not
doing in-depth work to embed initiatives at the instructional core.
River Valley’s significantly stronger whole-school coherence on the survey may also have
partly been an artefact of response style. A portion of River Valley’s higher ratings may
have been due to the high degree of overlap between its strengths and everyday definitions,
which influenced respondents to rate their school more positively on a survey measuring
coherence. River Valley school presented as coherent, according to commonly accepted
definitions and understanding of coherence, in that its improvement agenda was integrated
and cohesive. At Eastview and Greenville, however, there was not as much alignment
between their coherence strengths and everyday definitions. For example, at Eastview,
senior leaders raised teacher expectations, which strengthened coherence according to this
study’s definitions but is not associated with commonly understood definitions of coherence.
In sum, while the survey and rubric both confirmed that River Valley was the most coherent
school on the whole-school factor, these differences may not have been as large as the survey
suggests. Further research is required to determine if raters’ perspective on coherence alters
their responses.
RQ2: What is the Relationship Between Coherence and Student Outcomes?
In this study of three schools, the relationship between coherence and educational
achievement is inconclusive. Drawing firm conclusions was not possible, because coherence
at all three schools sat within a similar range, i.e., between weak to moderate. Therefore, it
is harder to attribute changes in NCEA pass rates to coherence. Longitudinal measurement
of coherence at multiple points in time may have allowed a better sense of whether changes
in overall coherence contributed to improving achievement in schools. However, this was
beyond the scope of this study.
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River Valley’s significantly stronger whole-school coherence was associated with a steady,
but slow, upward achievement pattern over 4 years. Comparing the three schools, it seems
likely that River Valley’s higher whole-school coherence, which allowed teachers time to
concentrate on improving teaching and learning, in turn allowed its steady, but not
outstanding, achievement pattern. Thus, it seems that if schools are to make a substantive
impact on student achievement, they need to attend to developing coherence across multiple
domains both at the whole-school and team layers. Thus, this finding is aligned with those
that suggest that the organisational practices strengthening coherence are synergistic, and
that weaknesses in just a few organisational practices may undermine coherence and any
corresponding gains in achievement (Bryk et al., 2010; Robinson et al., 2018).
7.2.1 Relationships between context, coherence and achievement.
Findings from this study confirm that contextual factors, such as principal turnover and
student disorder, contribute to the extent of a school’s coherence and associated changes in
achievement. Principal turnover reduced coherence at both Eastview and Greenville, and
was also associated with a decline pass rates. As discussed in the literature review, in New
Zealand’s self-managing context it is imperative to understand how schools might organise
to mitigate the declining achievement patterns that are associated with principal turnover,
which some studies suggest can last for up to 5 years (Miller, 2013). In this regard,
Eastview’s case is compelling because, on the one hand, the senior leadership team increased
incoherence by introducing many improvement strategies. However, on the other hand, the
senior team practices, which more tightly coupled faculty’s activity and student outcomes,
promoted coherence and enabled Eastview’s NCEA pass rates to recover after 2 rather than
5 years (Miller, 2013).
At Greenville, principal turnover and student disorder both increased incoherence and
contributed to its lower achievement. To recap, Greenville’s case is striking because its
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NCEA patterns were substantially lower than River Valley’s and Eastview’s, although its
coherence levels were only slightly weaker. Principal turnover seems likely to have
increased incoherence and was associated with a decline in achievement patterns in the year
prior to the change in principalship. It seems the principal may have contributed to
incoherence and declining achievement prior to his departure by not instigating new
improvement tasks.
Another factor that reduced coherence and achievement at Greenville was the relative
scarcity of social and economic resources in its community. While all three schools served
lower socioeconomic communities, Greenville’s was the most deprived. Managing the daily
impacts of community deprivation soaked up school resources including faculty’s time, so
there was less time available for engaging in the joint work necessary for coherent
organising. In contrast, at River Valley and Eastview, student orderliness provided a calmer
environment; teachers were more confident that existing school policies and approaches for
tackling student misbehaviour would work, so their attention and dialogue was more focused
on improving and learning.
Furthermore, there is some evidence to suggest that Greenville needed to establish a broader
coherence than Eastview and River Valley, which incorporated support for its deprived
community, if its initiatives were to deliver benefits for students. For example, attracting
parents to attend academic conferences appeared more difficult at Greenville than at
Eastview and River Valley. Thus, as Bryk et al. (2010) have observed, it appears that severe
community deprivation creates more significant barriers to coherence, while at the same
time placing on schools a higher requirement to think and act coherently in order that their
initiatives benefit students.

204

Thus, the relative extent of deprivation at Greenville, compared to River Valley and
Eastview, is likely to partially explain why all three schools had similar Emergent coherence
levels but Greenville had lower pass rates. Added to this, Greenville’s approach to
organising improvement appeared ill-suited to its context and therefore often contributed to,
rather than mitigated, the impact of its deprived circumstances. The examples above
highlight the intricacies of promoting coherence, where the organisational practices
necessary to promote it may depend on context (Bryk et al., 2010; Day et al, 2016). This
study contributes to this literature by showing how principal turnover and severe community
deprivation produce incoherence, but also by showing that leaders can either intensify or
mitigate impacts of these contextual factors on coherence and achievement.
RQ3. What Facilitates or Inhibits Secondary Schools from Achieving Greater
Coherence While Implementing Sustained Improvement?
The factors shown to reduce coherence in this study are most relevant to secondary schools
exhibiting weak to moderate coherence and should not be generalised across schools at other
developmental levels. However, because the cases have similar Emergent coherence levels,
together, they furnish considerable detail regarding the challenges secondary schools with
weak to moderate coherence might face as they organise to improve.
Three sets of organisational practices reduced coherence. Firstly, coherence was reduced
when leaders and teachers focused on the tactical steps of implementing initiatives at the
expense of collectively testing and refining them. When tactics and learning were
unbalanced, faculty struggled to develop increasingly detailed knowledge about how they
would make their initiatives work together. Secondly, coherence was inhibited when leaders
designed their school’s systems to tolerate differences in quality and outcomes. When
differences in quality went unnoticed or schools waited to address them, they quickly
became habits and, as such, the average quality of instructional and organisational practices
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varied. Thirdly, coherence was reduced when distributed leaders acted independently, rather
than conjointly, to promote systemic learning about initiatives and to address differences in
performance and quality.
7.3.1 Not systemically learning
Learning is systemic when all faculty collectively learn about how to ensure their school
system works for students. Systemic learning was reduced when organisational practices did
not allow for interdependent learning and when leaders framed improvement activities to
focus on lower order, tactical concerns rather than higher order learning.
Limited interdependent learning.
Developing collective, not individual understandings, requires interdependent learning
through the layers of an organisation (whole-school, teaching teams, classrooms), so that
faculty develop deeper understandings of how, together, they will improve the school
system. Three practices appeared critical for interdependent learning in case schools:
Teams conducting in-depth work.
When teams are not required to engage in regular cycles of action and reflection in order to
evaluate the relationship between practice and outcomes, the extent of and depth of
individual, team and organisational learning is reduced (Coburn et al., 2013; Earl &
Timperley, 2009; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008). Findings from this study suggest that indepth work should be conducted in cross-curricular teams and pastoral and subject areas.
When pastoral and subject areas were not required to perform in-depth work, initiatives were
not embedded in teachers’ daily routines.
Teams contributing significant outputs for collective learning
Interdependent learning was reduced when team purposes and designs focused teachers only
on producing high-quality individual understandings, rather than collective ones. Collective
understandings were more likely when teaching teams mutually committed to joint purposes
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and produced collective outputs. Thus, this study confirms that coherence is promoted when
teachers collectively work out how to use strategies, such as instructional frameworks and
tools, rather than try to solve problems associated with introducing them independently
(Newmann et al., 2001). To clarify, if every problem teachers experienced as they introduced
initiatives was solved collectively, it would be impractical, and teachers would experience
work overload. Thus, leaders in schools need to clarify how the work that teachers’ and
teams’ do in solving a particular problem contributes to the much larger effort of refining an
initiative school-wide (Bryk et al., 2015).
Leaders instituting reciprocal learning between the whole-school layer and teams.
When senior leaders did not intentionally establish practices or roles that bridged the gap
between what they were doing to evaluate an initiative school-wide and what teachers were
doing to learn about and refine initiatives in teams, interdependent learning was reduced.
Thus, this study confirms findings that leaders need to establish active feedback loops
between the whole-school layer and teams to allow ongoing debate regarding how to make
initiatives work for students (Timperley & Parr, 2009).
Table 7.1 shows that all three practices interrelate to produce interdependent learning: when
one practice was absent in schools, learning was fragmented, at tension or of low depth.
Moreover, establishing all three practices was time critical. Postponing the introduction of
interdependent learning practices slowed up the longer term and challenging work of
establishing norms, such as collective responsibility and trust, that are essential to coherence.
For example, at River Valley, when senior leaders delayed requiring teams to do in-depth
work, the development of collective responsibility for upholding standards and advancing
improvement was slowed. At Greenville, limited reciprocal learning reduced opportunities
for senior leaders and teams to grow trust through joint work to resolve differences of
opinion and agree how, together, they would advance improvement. Thus, as found
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elsewhere, it is through interdependent work to learn and improve that coherence conditions
such as trust (Bryk & Schneider, 2002) and other group norms associated with coherence
are fostered (Spillane & Sherer, 2011).
Another consequence of weak interdependent learning was that faculty did not share theories
of how together they would improve their system. Weak shared theories were indicated
when actors were unsure how to coordinate new routines, structures and tools in order to
make a difference for students, or questioned if improvement strategies were suitable for
students. As found elsewhere, when shared theories are weak, schools are challenged to
cohesively coordinate initiatives (City et al., 2010; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009) and
initiatives can lose credibility and, eventually, traction.
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Table 7.1
The Impact of Interdependent Learning Practices on Organisational Learning Outcomes
Practices for
Interdependent
Learning

River Valley: Pastoral and
Subject-Area Teams

Eastview Learning Groups

Greenville Improvement Teams

Teams conducting indepth learning

û Teachers provide low-depth
feedback on their experiences
implementing initiatives

ü Senior leaders require
individuals in learning groups to
perform in-depth inquiries

ü Teams conduct cycles of action
and reflection in order to
produce high-depth
understandings

Teams contributing
significant outputs for
collective learning

ü Leaders require teams to collect
feedback as inputs to wholeschool continuous improvement

û Teachers in learning groups are
not required to produce any
collective learning outputs

ü Leaders align team goals with
school-wide ones, and require
teams to evaluate their impact

Leaders instituting
reciprocal learning
between the whole-school
layer and teams

ü Senior leaders institute regular
continuous improvement cycles
between themselves and teams
to refine initiatives and existing
infrastructure

ü Learning group coordinators
identify (some) worthwhile
individual knowledge and
arrange for it to be shared

û Senior leaders and teams do not
perform interdependent work to
evaluate differences in wholeschool and team practices

Impact on learning

Collective understandings are of
low depth

Fragmented in-depth insights

Whole-school and team
understandings at tension

Key:
û Practice does not meet requirement for interdependent learning
ü Practice meets or partially meets the requirement for interdependent learning
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Lower order framing of improvement activities.
The way in which leaders framed improvement activities (e.g., team tasks, decision making,
strategy design sessions, analysis of evidence) also influenced the extent of systemic
learning. Leadership framing guided teachers to engage in higher order or lower order
learning or both. Higher order or double-loop learning involves actors in testing, debating
and refining their assumptions about the relationships between strategies and outcomes
(Argyris & Schön, 1996). Higher order thinking enabled faculty members to develop shared
theories, refine those theories so that initiatives catered for different students (e.g.,
understanding why academic counselling motivated some students and not others) and think
systemically, for example, by considering whether the assumptions underlying different
initiatives were congruent.
In contrast, lower order or single-loop learning involves actors refining or improving the
tasks and strategies associated with initiatives, and not questioning the assumptions
underlying them (Argyris & Schön, 1996). When leaders’ framing allowed only for lower
order thinking, the norms in meetings changed. For example, at Greenville, when senior
leaders framed the implementation of pastoral initiatives tactically, questions about how to
execute initiatives were discussable, but questions about whether the initiative was
addressing problems of student disorder were off limits. At River Valley, leaders often
framed middle leaders’ and teachers’ roles in improvement tactically, by not requiring them
to solve particular improvement problems or to evaluate the impact of their decisions on
teachers and students. Tactical frames either disallowed or did not require team members to
engage in higher order learning processes such as working through conflicting opinions and
testing and reflecting on the relationship between actions and outcomes. When leaders
consistently used lower order framing of improvement activities, faculty were less likely to
develop deeper, shared theories about how to improve.
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Using the organisational learning literature and case study data, Table 7.2 defines leadership
framing that promoted higher order and lower order debates as faculty carried out the work
of improvement (Argyris & Schön, 1974, 1996; Earl & Timperley, 2009; Edmondson, 1999,
2002, 2005; Timperley & Parr, 2009).
Table 7.2
Leadership Framing That Guided Lower Order or Higher Order Thinking
Lower order thinking

Higher order thinking

Occurred when leaders:

Occurred when leaders:

Briefed teachers on the tasks and steps
associated with introducing initiatives

Explained and debated the theory of
improvement underlying initiatives, early

Established mechanisms to monitor
teachers’ compliance with stated tasks and
steps

Defined, with faculty, how the theory
would be collectively tested

Collected plenty of evidence and analysed
it in order to judge if an initiative worked

Collectively defined the collaborative
infrastructure (e.g., evidence, structures,
professional learning) required at each
layer (whole-school, team, teachers) in
order to test theory

Monitored implementation targets and
debated what process improvements were
required to achieve them

Debated evidence about the relationship
between implementation progress and
outcomes

Allowed teachers as professionals to judge
decisions or did not require teams to make
progress solving problems within a
reasonable timeframe

Required leaders and teachers to justify
decisions in terms of their impact on
teachers and students

Interestingly, leadership framing that allowed for higher order thinking in improvement
activities allowed faculty to debate theories and address lower order concerns, such as
logistical details associated with introducing initiatives or how to improve process quality.
For example, when the principal at Eastview framed a strategy development session to allow
for higher order thinking, he and middle leaders discussed both higher order matters, such
as the alignment of assumptions underlying their strategy and other strategies, and lower
order matters, such as middle leaders’ concern about the practicality of aspects of their
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design. Thus, it seems that higher order framing allows for both double and single-loop
learning, but that lower order framing may restrict debate to single-loop learning. As higher
order framing of improvement activities was relatively rare in case schools, further research
is required to test this assertion.
In explaining the extent to which schools organised for tactical or systemic learning, it was
apparent that senior leaders’ beliefs were fundamental. For example, at Eastview, systemic
learning was facilitated because leaders believed that students would only achieve
aspirational outcomes if the design of their school’s system supported them. However, other
beliefs inhibited systemic learning. Namely, due to senior leaders believing in learning “selfsufficiency,” they designed team tools and processes to enable individual, more than
collective, learning. Senior leaders’ beliefs at River Valley and Greenville also determined
the extent to which they organised to introduce initiatives tactically or to learn systemically.
While the bounded systems in this case study did not include third-party suppliers of
initiatives, it became apparent in interviews and fieldwork that external sources of initiatives
may have constrained leaders from organising to learn systemically. In interviews, there was
a sense that some leaders were tactically introducing external initiatives to exploit solutions,
developed by reputable organisations, with past success in other schools. Also, in some
situations, the theory of action underlying programmes was in direct contradiction with a
systemic learning approach. For instance, the PB4L programme required “staff to commit
to PB4L–SW professional development and to implement PB4L–SW” (MoE, 2012, p. 17).
At Greenville, this approach worked against learning as it required teachers’ buy in during
the design phase and then allowed tactical, lower order framing in implementation. Also,
while external programmes often required schools to adapt programmes to their context, it
was also evident that some aspects of programmes were non-negotiable or that schools felt
less inclined, for various reasons, to change them. Further research is required to ascertain
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whether pre-packaged solutions from external sources reduce the likelihood that schools will
adopt a systemic learning approach.
Summary: Tactical, not systemic learning.
This section has identified two explanations for why a secondary school’s approach to
organising may focus on tactics, rather than systemically learning about how to make
initiatives work for students. First, building on the school-improvement literature, I
identified three sets of interrelated practices that appear critical for interdependent learning.
An absence of any one practice resulted in collective understandings that were low depth or
fragmented. Secondly, I identified how leaders’ framing of improvement activities either
helped or hindered the higher order thinking necessary for the development of shared
theories.
7.3.2 Not addressing small differences in quality and performance
Tolerating differences in learning unit (e.g., pastoral and subject areas, PLCs, classrooms)
quality and outcomes reduced coherence in two ways. Firstly, it gave the impression that
unevenness in instructional quality, subject-department activity to embed initiatives, student
learning and the like is inevitable. Secondly, because faculty’s time for collectively
deliberating is scarce, variable quality in learning-unit improvement activity limited the rate
at which faculty developed cohesive understandings of how their work, together, would
improve student outcomes. Enhancing the overall quality of team learning processes might
mitigate this collaborative time constraint somewhat, because, in the available time, more
teams would have been able to do such things as negotiate conflicting opinions, agree on the
next steps in resolving problems and define their respective roles in organising
improvement.
Schools were challenged to raise average quality and performance because the designs of
their systems tolerated uneven learning and improvement in units. Four factors interrelated
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to produce tolerance of uneven outcomes: leaders conveying the inevitability of uneven
learning across units; leaders lacking sensitivity for the lived experience of improvement in
their school; faculty avoiding debate about how to manage different levels of antecedent
conditions and capabilities in units; and learning units not having the expertise or authority
to notice, comprehend or express inadequate quality or performance. If schools are to
strengthen their coherence, they need to design their systems not to tolerate unevenness, but
to be sensitive to noticing and addressing it.
Leaders conveying the inevitability of uneven learning.
Teachers discern from senior leaders’ actions whether low quality and low performance are
acceptable at their schools (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Timperley, 2005). The River Valley
and Greenville cases show how senior leaders can convey tolerance of mixed quality in
subtle yet powerful ways. At River Valley, by delaying settling on middle leaders’ and
teachers’ roles, senior leaders conveyed that faculty could decide whether they would
participate in improvement and to what standard. Faculty members at River Valley noticed
that participation and standards differed but had little grounding on which to confront their
colleagues. Greenville’s case showed that while leaders may have conveyed high
expectations, in a general sense, by setting and monitoring targets and defining roles, in
other ways, they could undermine these universal expectations by signalling to teachers that
the opinions and efforts of a proportion of teachers did not matter. By ignoring or dismissing
the efforts and concerns of about 10% of some faculty members, senior leaders reduced
psychological safety, which is necessary if people are to admit to mistakes or problems they
encounter as they learn (Higgins et al., 2012; Edmondson, 2005; Silins & Mulford, 2002).
In short, Greenville’s senior leaders sent the powerful message that it was not possible to
lift the quality of practice in every classroom, and decreased the likelihood of faculty coming
to them with quality and performance issues.
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Senior leaders conveyed that uneven quality and performance were inevitable, in part
because they held a fixed mindset or a belief that individual capability is innately determined
(Dweck et al., 1995). A belief that people have fixed traits assumes that not everyone can
reach the required standard. For example, as the quotes below show, senior leaders at both
Greenville and River Valley attributed variation in mentoring quality to personality factors
that they could not influence:
Senior leader, River Valley: At times I think it is a personality issue, even though we
[teachers] are supposed to be really good communicators as teachers, the reality is
that there are all sorts of people. (Senior Leader 04)
Senior leader, Greenville: Personality and ability and I mean it is the commitment,
sometimes it is shyness, and sometimes individuals have different reasons. (Senior
Leader 02)
A fixed mindset may partly explain why these leaders did not identify and support individual
teachers to improve their mentoring practice.
In contrast to River Valley and Greenville, at Eastview, senior leaders applied, in their talk
and actions, a growth mindset or a belief that, through effort and practice, people can
improve (Dweck et al., 1995; Heslin, Vandewalle, & Latham, 2006). They immediately
established universally high expectations, held faculty to account for those expectations and
distributed resources and expertise to where they were most needed, to advance
improvement. In doing so, senior leaders demonstrated their belief that it was possible for
everyone, with hard work and perseverance, to achieve the required standards.
Unfortunately, as will be shown next, they did not always establish the means for people to
do so.
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These comparative findings confirm Forman et al.’s (2017) view that a growth, rather than
a fixed, mindset benefits coherence because it drives school members to invest their school’s
resources in developing all, not just some, teachers. The cases showed that senior leaders’
fixed mindsets may be a factor contributing to senior leaders circumventing setting and
upholding universally high expectations.
Leaders not sensitively integrating their system.
When leaders are sensitive to teachers’ lived experience of improvement, it enables learning.
Bransford et al. (2009) explain that this sensitivity involves “envisioning desired outcomes,
and envisioning the lived experience of all those whose interests are to be served by an
intentionally provoked change” and that this approach goes hand in hand with consulting
with people to ensure that reform tasks are as “easy to accomplish as possible rather than
allowing them to disrupt everyday work” (p. 847). The contrasting cases of River Valley
and Eastview illustrate how leader sensitivity to the lived experience of improving
influenced the extent to which teachers learnt and the average quality of overall teacher
practice. River Valley’s senior leaders achieved sensitivity by continuously improving their
system with high respect for the opinions of stakeholders. Individual system elements (e.g.,
routines, data tools, communications) were easy to use for busy teachers, and new and
existing infrastructure was integrated so that teachers, students and parents could act
separately and concertedly to improve outcomes. For academic counselling, this sensitive
approach to refining and integrating their system raised the overall quality of teacher practice
to a proficient level.
In contrast, siloed teams at Eastview did not consider their systemic impact on teachers and
students or the lived experience of their multiple, fragmented solutions. By not integrating
their respective activities, strategic groups’ improvement messages, professional
development and improvement tasks competed for teachers’ attention. Also, senior leaders
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did not consult with teachers about how they would learn in spite of this fragmentation. As
a result, the range of quality and performance within units appeared to increase. Less capable
and less confident teachers struggled to learn amidst the fragmentation, whereas more
capable and confident teachers prioritised so they could learn. Thus, these contrasting cases
suggest that fragmented systems produce uneven learning because they make it unduly
difficult, especially for the least able, to learn. Whereas, when leaders sensitively integrate
and refine their system based on stakeholder feedback, even quality is possible in more units.
Generic solutions to solve different learning-unit needs.
Generic solutions produce tolerance to differences in quality and performance in multiple
ways. First, introducing generic solutions allowed faculty to avoid debating differences,
their impacts and their causes, and therefore reinforced individual professional judgement
in matters of teaching. (Elmore, 2000; Timperley & Robinson, 2000). Interestingly, senior
leaders’ implicit beliefs, which governed their approach to organising improvement,
inadvertently reinforced, rather than challenged, these autonomy norms. For example,
Eastview’s senior leaders’ belief “we are a high-performance culture—teachers need to be
competent and self-sufficient” allowed teachers to independently, rather than collectively,
define standards. Greenville’s senior leaders’ belief that “we are here to support teachers
that ask for help,” afforded teachers privacy, unless they asked for help. At River Valley,
senior leaders’ belief that “once we get the conditions right, it is fair to agree on
expectations” meant that they waited to agree on roles and standards, thereby allowing
teachers to determine their own in the meantime. Thus, privacy and autonomy influenced
leaders to avoid discussing differences and were also an outcome of leaders introducing
generic solutions. Breaking this cycle is critical if schools are to reduce tolerance to uneven
outcomes in learning units.
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Generic solutions also created tolerance for difference because they were blunt attempts to
address specific differences in quality and performance. Generic solutions are blunt because
they do not seek to understand the many complex reasons for inadequate performance (e.g.,
norms; pre-existing knowledge, skills and beliefs; existing incoherence in subject-area
instructional frameworks; and poor theory-of-improvement understanding). Generic
solutions are also blunt because they often do not target or help the teachers or learning units
that are most in need of help. For instance, as observed at Eastview, generic solutions like
detailed scripts and sharing stories often did not help teachers most in need. Due to being
blunt, generic solutions also indiscriminately target many teachers, some of whom may be
working relentlessly to deliver to a high standard. As shown at Greenville, when teachers
feel unduly blamed for quality and performance issues, they may start to question if senior
leaders trust their integrity and competence. Thus, by avoiding difficult conversations about
difference, senior leaders may inadvertently damage relationships.
Generic solutions are also unresponsive to the small differences in quality and performance
that, if left, often escalate or became habits. For example, at Greenville, because there were
insufficient mechanisms to identify and support an improvement team making little or no
progress, it disbanded altogether. At Eastview, when two teachers had no means of
examining why their reciprocal learning trial had failed, one of the teachers aborted her
subsequent trial. At River Valley, the declining quality of their colleagues’ student reports
inhibited other teachers from conducting a quality session to counsel students on their
academic progress and goals. These examples show that when school systems are
unresponsive to small failures, they can escalate and, in doing so, become bigger problems
affecting progress and quality in a learning unit and elsewhere.
By contrast, when schools are more responsive to addressing small changes and tailoring
responses, standards rise incrementally. Units that were best at noticing and attending to the
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specific causes of quality shortfalls had leaders that established non-threatening processes
for teachers to regularly and transparently discuss progress and quality. For example, at
Eastview, in the digital learning group, speaking up about different rates of learning was
possible because leaders established a process for teachers to regularly, transparently share
their progress and then encouraged teachers to get support to address their individual
learning problems. As a consequence, failures did not become a private matter, but a source
of individual, and sometimes collective, learning. More processes and norms such as these,
which enable units to self-correct (Edmondson, 2003; Weick et al., 1999) early, appear to
be essential, otherwise differences in learning or progress may go unnoticed.
Insufficient expertise or authority to notice or facilitate conversations about quality and
performance.
If teams lack the expertise and authority to both notice inadequate quality and performance,
and debate how to attend to these inadequacies, uneven quality is tolerated. For example, to
raise the quality of PLC inquiry, senior leaders instituted generic solutions (i.e., training and
tools) and assigned facilitators. When facilitators lacked technical expertise, interpersonal
skills and authority, they were unable to tailor solutions to improve the quality of PLC
inquiry within a reasonable timeframe. Technical expertise was required to judge the quality
of process and progress and to assist teams in defining how they might advance their inquiry
capability within a reasonable timeframe. For example, technical expertise was lacking at
River Valley, and so they judged that PLCs were successful, although they had not yet made
any mutual commitments to trial strategies. Technical expertise was needed to draw
attention to the criticality of immediately collecting evidence on teaching, so its relationship
with learning could be examined. Facilitators also required interpersonal skills to draw
attention to the performance shortfall in such a way as to promote learning and authority or
legitimacy within that learning unit, to act as an experts to promote learning. At Eastview,
for instance, perhaps due to lack of expertise, interpersonal skills or authority, the assigned
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facilitator did not intervene to encourage more effective PLC meeting processes. Without
expertise and authority, facilitators became tantamount to generic solutions, ensuring teams
followed templates, rather than attending to specific barriers to the quality inquiry.
Summary: A system tolerating uneven learning and improvement in units.
By contrasting the schools in this case study, I have identified four features that combined
to increase tolerance and, in some instances, produced uneven quality and outcomes in
learning units. Schools tolerated uneven quality when leaders conveyed their belief that high
expectations were not possible for all; made it unduly difficult for some teachers to learn
and improve in their cluttered and unintegrated improvement context; introduced generic
solutions to mixed quality and performance; and failed to provide learning units with the
necessary expertise and authority to notice and facilitate difficult conversations about
insufficient quality. It is notable that if these characteristics were present in schools, the
school would have much in common with a high-reliability school (Stringfield et al., 2008),
one where expectations are universally high, the faculty is mobilised to achieve in a few
areas at a time and leaders institute normative learning processes that draw attention and
responses to minute anomalies (Stringfield et al., 2008). As will be discussed next, the
interdependence between leaders was another factor which reduced tolerance of uneven
outcomes and promoted learning.
7.3.3 Not leading conjointly or heedfully
The findings from this study suggest that coherence is reduced when distributed leaders fail
to coordinate their leadership activities and, in so doing, fail to respond cohesively to
problems of improvement. This being the case, I firstly describe how principals provided
the impetus for their SLTs to align and integrate their activities. I then examine how a lack
of heed between senior leaders and middle leaders reduced coherence, before comparing
practices that helped leaders to act heedfully, and those that did not.
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Senior leaders who coordinate improvement in silos.
The intentional acts of principals determined the extent to which senior teams interacted
heedfully or conjointly rather than independently. According to Gronn (2002), “conjoint
agency means that agents synchronise their actions by having regard to their own plans,
those of their peers, and their sense of unit membership.” (p. 431). Contrasting examples
from River Valley and Eastview show that principals can intentionally cultivate conjoint
agency amongst the SLTs by establishing interdependency between their improvement
activities, and requiring them to prioritise and coordinate the entire whole-school
improvement agenda collectively. River Valley’s principal intentionally promoted conjoint
agency amongst the SLT by: 1) requiring the SLT to prioritise whole-school improvement
ahead of their respective improvement activity; 2) instituting interdependent work practices,
such as joint sessions to review and refine colleagues’ outputs; and 3) requiring the SLT to
coordinate the entire agenda collectively. In contrast, at Eastview, while the senior team had
a shared vision and goals for advancing whole-school improvement, the principal did not
require the SLT to manage the entire agenda collectively. For example, he did not insist that
the senior team collaborated to review strategy designs or jointly schedule and coordinate
activities across the whole improvement agenda, not just their own improvements.
When senior leaders acted heedfully and synchronised their actions to advance
improvement, this benefitted coherence. Heedful interrelating amongst the SLT at River
Valley enabled them to narrow their improvement agenda and craft coherent student
experiences. In contrast, the SLT at Eastview was less aware of the interdependencies
between their work which resulted in a fragmented improvement agenda. Moreover,
members of Eastview’s senior team often advocated for their own strategic groups, rather
than whole-school priorities.
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Heedful leadership between senior and middle leader communities.
Part of increasing coherence is ensuring that expertise and resources reach teams as they
encounter problems that inhibit or stop their progress. Confirming Robinson et al. (2017),
in this study, the capability and commitment of senior leaders to proactively resolve
improvement problems in teams differed between schools that exhibited higher and lower
coherence. However, as shown at River Valley, senior leaders alone cannot address all of
the problems depleting team coherence because the solutions to those problems reside
between the practices of senior and middle leaders. Factors inhibiting coherence which
required a coordinated and cohesive response from senior and middle leaders included: the
low-depth and non-specific nature of inquiry in PLCs; teachers not receiving tailored
professional learning to address their individual development needs; and some teams having
insufficient infrastructure, resources and expertise, which they required to advance goals.
Below, I explore the ways in which senior leaders can intentionally cultivate heed between
themselves and middle leaders in order to solve the problems that exist between them.
In case schools, two sets of organisational practices promoted heed, and therefore coherence,
between senior and middle leaders. Heed was more likely when senior leaders intentionally
(a) negotiated the boundaries between their own and middle leaders’ roles and (b) engaged
in collective problem solving with middle leaders. Gronn (2002) explains that negotiating
the boundaries between distributed leaders’ roles involves leaders “expanding or blurring”
the boundaries of their activity in order to realise the “cross-hierarchical synergies” (p. 438)
necessary to advance the task at hand. In this study, robust boundary negotiation involved
senior and middle leaders mutually adjusting not only their responsibilities, but also task
deadlines and resources to achieve particular goals or tasks. Also, as they negotiated, leaders
were cognisant of how existing coherence capabilities and conditions (e.g., individuals’
knowledge, skills and abilities; subject-area instructional programme coherence; the
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effectiveness of team meeting processes etc.) might influence goal achievement. Collective
problem solving also increased heed between senior and middle leaders. It involved senior
and middle leaders engaging in interdependent work to define problems affecting their
progress or quality outcomes, deliberating upon their causes and testing solutions.
In Table 7.3, three examples from the cases show the ways in which either decreasing the
extent of boundary negotiation or problem solving reduced heed between middle leaders
and senior leaders. There are three levels of boundary negotiation: flexible, fixed and no
negotiation of roles in improvement. With regard to collective problem solving, the levels,
in order of declining strength, are: collective, dependent and independent.
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Table 7.3
The Impact of Varying Levels of Boundary Negotiation and Problem Solving on Conjoint Leadership

Levels of
Boundary
Negotiation

Eastview: Senior Leaders (SLs) and Strategic
Group Coordinators (SGCs)

Greenville: Senior Leaders (SLs) and Subject
Heads (SHs)

River Valley: Senior Leaders (SLs) and
Pastoral/Subject Heads (Hs)

Flexible boundary negotiation
Role responsibilities and timeframes are
iteratively negotiated and flexed to achieve
specific tasks en route towards shared goals

Fixed boundary negotiation
Boundaries between roles are standardised to
achieve improvement goals, and, so,
responsibilities, timeframes and resources are
not adjusted to achieve specific tasks

No boundary negotiation
Reliance on existing operational roles for
coordinating improvement

Observed Practices:

Observed Practices:

Observed Practices:

• SLs modelling how to lead and organise

• SLs agreeing with SHs their
“transformational leader” responsibilities

• SLs delegating responsibilities to Hs as
and when required

• SLs providing SHs with quality
professional learning and scaffolds

• SLs delay negotiating the boundary
between their roles and SHs in
improvement

Collective problem solving

Independent problem solving

Dependent problem solving

Joint work to identify, analyse and address
problems affecting progress towards shared
tasks and goals

Leadership communities solving problems,
independently, within their sphere of
responsibility

Leadership communities are dependent on
one another to identify problems and causes,
but solving of problems occurs in private

Observed practices:

Observed practices:

Observed practices:

• SLs and SGCs conducting joint work to
define problems, collect evidence, analyse
it and then define solutions for testing

• SLs and SHs resolving problems within
sphere of influence and responsibility

• SLs collecting regular input from Hs on
improvement problems and their causes

• SHs raising problems with SL and vice
versa

• SLs deliberating on and solving problems,
often in private

• SLs arranging for SGCs to be developed in
order to achieve the task at hand
• SLs allowing SGCs to assume greater
responsibility as their capability develops
Levels of
Problem
Solving
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Positive [+]
and
Negative [-]
Consequences
for Conjoint
Agency and
Coherence

Eastview: Senior Leaders (SLs) and Strategic
Group Coordinators (SGCs)

Greenville: Senior Leaders (SLs) and Subject
Heads (SHs)

River Valley: Senior Leaders (SLs) and
Pastoral/Subject Heads (Hs)

+ Transparency regarding SLs and SGCs
capability development

+ SHs are developed as leaders of change

+ SLs give the impression that uneven
leadership is acceptable

+ Leaders share theories about how they will
conjointly introduce improvement to raise
outcomes
+ Whole-school resources are released to
advance learning in teams (e.g., teacher
release time, infrastructure)
– Risk that leadership communities align
around an incoherent approach

– SHs’ development is not tailored to their
needs
+ SHs consistently coordinate improvement
activities, but experience obstacles solving
problems
– Uneven embedding and integrating of
initiatives in pastoral and subject areas
– Leaders have weak shared theories about
how conjointly they will introduce
improvement

– SLs and Hs have weak shared theories
about how conjointly they will introduce
improvement
+ Shared understanding of problems and
causes
– Some problems in teams persist
+ Uneven embedding and integrating of
initiatives in pastoral and subject areas
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These three examples show that iteratively negotiating role boundaries and collectively
solving problems enhanced conjoint agency and, in turn, coherence, in three ways. Firstly,
they enabled leadership communities to develop shared theories for initiatives, including
how they would conjointly lead them. Shared theories allowed senior and middle leaders to
coordinate improvement activities separately, and yet remain attentive to how their actions
fit with other leaders, and with their shared theory. Secondly, boundary negotiation enabled
leaders to be developed through the work of improvement and, therefore, grew technical and
leadership capability. Thirdly, boundary negotiation and collective problem solving allowed
quick resolution of obstacles to improvement. At Eastview, these practices contributed to
strategic groups quickly designing and introducing their improvements.
However, the conjoint agency developed through boundary negotiation and collective
problem solving is not a quick fix but an ongoing accomplishment. As observed at
Greenville, it is not enough for senior leaders to intermittently ask middle leaders their
problems and solve some of them. Developing conjoint agency between leaders requires
persistent joint work to develop relational trust and shared understandings over years.
Moreover, as improvement enters different phases and leaders encounter new challenges,
the content of boundary negotiations and problem solving changes. For example, at
Eastview, one coordinator said he was concerned about coordinating the next phase of
improvement, which involved embedding initiatives in pastoral and subject areas.
Specifically, he realised he now required senior leaders to exert authority in order to require
pastoral and subject heads to engage in this work.
Heed between senior and middle leaders mostly benefits coherence but can also be
detrimental. At Eastview, for instance, senior leaders’ just do it belief led them to rapidly
design and introduce initiatives in silos, rather than to integrate strategic group activities.
Coordinators aligned their approach to organising with this belief, and perpetuated
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fragmentation and clutter across their improvement agenda. This confirms Timperley’s
(2005) finding that middle leaders may align their leadership activities with their principal’s,
even when that approach does not promote student outcomes. On balance, while heed, in
many instances, benefits coherence, there is a risk that the alignment of senior and middle
leaders can produce incoherence between leadership activity and student outcomes.
Next, I will examine what inhibited schools from negotiating boundaries and collectively
solving problems. Senior leaders’ beliefs again played a part: At River Valley, because
senior leaders believed in “getting the conditions ‘right’ before setting expectations,” they
waited to consult with area heads on boundaries. At Greenville, senior leaders believed that
subject heads should “come and ask for help,” so they established few mechanisms for senior
and middle leaders to collectively deliberate on problems. By contrast, at Eastview, the
belief of senior leaders that “if there is evidence that it works for students, just do it,” inclined
them to negotiate boundaries and solve problems collectively with strategic group
coordinators so that initiatives could be swiftly designed and introduced.
Negotiating boundaries and collectively solving problems may be simpler between senior
leaders and newly appointed middle leaders (e.g., strategic group coordinators) than existing
incumbents (e.g., pastoral and subject-area heads). Negotiating boundaries may be more
straightforward between senior leaders and new appointees because they have been
handpicked by senior leaders for their leadership potential and technical expertise (Klar et
al., 2016). It may also be more challenging to negotiate and collectively solve problems with
existing incumbents than with new appointees, because pre-existing organisational
arrangements are better suited to coordinating day-to-day school activities than
improvement. For instance, at Greenville, the “unidirectional” nature of existing structures
and routines made it difficult for senior leaders and subject heads to collectively deliberate
on problems. Another challenge that senior leaders and existing incumbents may confront
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is that their existing patterns of normative interaction may not be strong enough or may even
impede them from negotiating roles and deliberating problems. For example, senior leaders
at Greenville attempted to start negotiating roles with subject heads by ascertaining their
concerns about acting in a transformational leadership role. However, due to pervasive
existing norms that had weakened relational trust and psychological safety, many middle
leaders did not necessarily voice their concerns.
Although it may be complicated for senior leaders and existing incumbents to negotiate
boundaries and collectively deliberate on problems, it is possible. Klar et al. (2016)
examined the approaches of three principals to developing instructional leadership capacity
amongst subject heads in three high schools in the United States. Principals’ approaches had
much in common with boundary negotiation and collective problem solving. Specifically,
the principals iteratively debated roles with heads, adjusting how they supported and
developed them based on their understanding of their specific needs at different points in
time.
Heed between senior leaders and existing incumbents, chiefly pastoral and subject heads,
was a critical resource for coherence. Heads performed three crucial tasks in embedding and
integrating initiatives. First, they coordinated activity to learn about how to incorporate
existing routines with new initiatives, and, in doing so, addressed the specific needs of
student year groups and subjects. Second, area heads acted as instructional leaders to uphold
and support teachers in enacting initiatives to a high standard. Thirdly, they facilitated the
flow of information, resources and expertise from the whole-school layer through to their
teams. If more heads had coordinated activities such as these, initiatives would have been
embedded in teachers’ daily jobs, rather than sitting as a peripheral, additional activity that
teachers perceived as absorbing their precious teaching time.
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The impact of a lack of negotiation and collective problem solving was more detrimental to
pastoral than subject areas. Pastoral areas suffered because their existing collaborative
infrastructure for introducing improvements was less compatible than subject areas. Pastoral
heads, unlike subject heads, did not share office space with teachers, and therefore there
were fewer opportunities to collaborate informally on issues of improvement. Also, wholeschool meetings between pastoral heads and teachers were designed as brief, 10- to 15minute catch-ups every week. This allowed time for deans to brief teachers and for teachers
to express their concerns regarding specific students, but not to collectively deliberate on
and advance improvement. This ill-fitting collaborative infrastructure was one of the reasons
that embedding pastoral initiatives was so difficult.
Summary: Leaders who are inattentive of their interdependent efforts to coordinate
improvement
The way in which distributed leaders mutually coordinate improvement is critical to creating
coherence. Findings from both previous research and this study show that judging when and
how to distribute leadership responsibilities is difficult, and that the actions of principals are
critical to creating conditions for productive distributed leadership to take hold (Barnett &
McCormick, 2012; Day et al., 2015; Klar et al., 2016; Leithwood, 2016; Timperley, 2005).
From a coherence perspective, the principal is critical for ensuring that senior leaders act
interdependently to coordinate their entire school-wide agenda in complementary ways. The
senior leadership team, in turn, instigate activity to ensure that they and middle leaders
synchronise their mutual actions to advance coherent improvement in teams.
7.3.4 Explaining why schools organised in ways that reduced coherence.
In summary, coherence was reduced when leaders:
•

Coordinated the introduction of initiatives tactically, rather than to systemically
learn.

•

Designed their school system to tolerate differences in performance and quality.
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•

Did not establish practices for distributed leaders to coordinate improvement
conjointly.

Each school’s theory-in-use account showed how senior leaders’ beliefs about how best to
organise in their context led them to introduce the practices which, to a greater or lesser
degree, reduced coherence. Although not all senior leaders were interviewed, those who
were shared remarkably similar tacit explanations for their actions. Moreover, senior
leaders’ shared theories about how to organise in their context emerged fairly quickly.
Within 6 months of the new principal arriving at Eastview, senior leaders acted in
accordance with their shared theory. At all schools, the beliefs of senior leaders heavily
influenced which organisational practices they implemented and included how they
interacted amongst themselves and with faculty. Thus, this study confirms previous findings
that actors’ theories, which determine which strategies they choose and how they enact them,
can limit systemic improvement (Mangin & Dunsmore, 2014; Timperley & Robinson,
1998).
A common theme across all schools was that leaders’ beliefs often prevented them from
accommodating tensions between the seemingly contradictory organising requirements
inherent in coherence. Researchers find that tensions or paradoxes in organisational
requirements can thwart organisations from making progress on their goals (Jarzabkowski,
Lê, & Van de Ven, 2013; Lüscher & Lewis, 2008; Robinson, 1998). For example, to promote
school-wide coherence, schools need to advance a whole-school approach to improvement
at the same time as allowing teaching teams to refine the approach to suit their subjectspecific instructional and organising patterns. Studies find that organisations that
successfully accommodate paradoxes to advance goals do not seek to resolve them but
actively engage actors in making sense of the paradox so that they can adjust the way in
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which they organise, in order to accommodate both organising requirements (Jarzabkowski
et al., 2013; Lüscher & Lewis, 2008).
In this study, senior leaders’ beliefs about how best to introduce initiatives led them to
concentrate on addressing just one, rather than both, of the at-tension organising
requirements. Leaders avoided engaging staff in how they might iteratively adjust their
approach to organising in order to accommodate both of the at-tension requirements. Table
7.4 shows three organising tensions and how senior leaders responded to those tensions.
Response types, as per the study of paradox of Jarzabkowski et al. (2013), involved (1)
splitting or separating organising requirements, (2) suppressing one organising requirement
by prioritising it over the other or (3) opposing requirements by forcing actors to attend to
one organising requirement (p. 255). The three examples illustrate how the beliefs of senior
leaders led them to respond to tensions by opposing, suppressing or splitting organisational
requirements, which means their approach only satisfied one organising requirement, which
led to incoherence. All response types avoided faculty engaging in a discussion about how
they could accommodate both sides of the paradox. In the right-hand column of Table 7.4 is
an example of an alternative response, which involves adjusting in order to achieve both
sides of the paradox (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013). This analysis shows that schoolimprovement interventions should give more emphasis to leaders’ capabilities in identifying
and reducing the inevitable tensions that arise in crafting a coherent approach to school
improvement.
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Table 7.4
Leaders’ Responses to Organising Tensions
Organising tension

SL Beliefs which preclude them
from integrating the tension

Illustration

Response type and impact

An alternative integrating
response

In order to promote
consistently high standards in
pastoral initiatives, senior
leaders consulted with the
“right” teachers in design and
then demanded fidelity to the
designed strategy. As a result,
senior leaders closed down
learning conversations about
implementation

Opposing response, which
polarised the elements of the
organising tension. A vicious
cycle developed as senior
leaders enforced fidelity and
teachers adapted initiatives in
private. Neither organising
requirement is met

Develop a credible, shared working
theory for the pastoral initiative and
obtain teachers’ commitment to
evaluating and refining that theory.
Ensure there is an explicit
requirement for teachers to show
how the quality of teacher practice
influences student outcomes

Teachers are trusted to learn
independently with few
requirements to integrate their
activities and understandings

Supressing response: Trusting
professionals to independently
judge the best course of action
was prioritised over
interdependently learning. Some
willing and capable teachers
independently learn, but others
falter. Also, organisational
learning is limited

Trust is not tied to autonomy, but the
requirement for teachers, as
professionals, to make significant
contributions to organisational
knowledge and know-how so that
teachers can act as adaptive experts
in the classroom

When senior leaders judged
the entire cohort of team
leaders had sufficient
capability, they started to
share responsibility for
leading improvement

Splitting response, which
separates requirements, by
dealing with capability first and
then accountability later. Slow
development of coherence as
collective accountability for
solving problems of
improvement is weak

Senior leaders set high expectations
for all middle leaders, but iteratively
negotiate each leader’s specific role
dependent on local capacity and
conditions. Team leaders are held
accountable for contributing visible
learning outputs within reasonable
timeframes

Exploitation and exploration at Greenville
How should we ensure
initiatives are enacted to a
consistently high quality and
refine initiatives so that they
work for students?

If we give the “right” sales pitch to
the “right” people, enough will
follow
If we hold firm in implementation,
we’ll achieve our targets

Respect for autonomy and interdependence at Eastview
How do we show teachers we
We trust professionals to get on and
trust them, as professionals, to do the job
act independently and ensure
We’re a high-performance culture,
organisational learning?
be competent and self-sufficient

Hold to account and grow uneven capacity at River Valley
When leadership capability is
Once senior leaders get the
weak, how do we distribute
conditions right, it’s fair to settle
responsibility for leading
expectations
improvement and ensure
quality problems and
solutions?
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Implications for Practice
Coherence in schools does not happen by chance. Instead, as confirmed by this and other
studies, leaders catalyse coherence, despite difficult conditions (Bryk et al. 2014; Robinson
et al., 2017; Stosich, 2018; Timperley & Parr, 2009). As expected, in New Zealand’s selfmanaging system, schools are reliant on principals and their senior team to craft a cohesive
response to their improvement priorities. In all of the schools in this study, senior leaders
planned to act coherently, by defining and sustaining work in a few improvement priorities
over a number of years. However, as initiatives were introduced through the layers of each
school, coherence dissipated as teams and teachers enacted strategies in their own ways and
developed increasingly divergent understandings of how to make initiatives work in their
context. Thus, as observed by Supovitz (2008), in his study of reform implementation, “at
each of these layers, the reform is likely to be interpreted—and thus diffused—as it is
dispersed throughout the system” (pp. 153–154). Creating coherence out of diffusion
requires leaders to think and act systemically, in order to institute evaluative processes and
collaborative infrastructures for iterative learning across multiple layers, yet ensure that the
quality of interaction within these structures and processes is sufficient to notice and attend
to quality differences and to consolidate teams’ and teachers’ different understandings into
shared ones. Given the myriad of judgements and skills associated with systemically
improving, it is unsurprising that the choices of senior leaders sometimes caused their
school’s coherence to decline or stagnate.
In the following paragraphs, I will outline four sets of approaches to assisting school leaders,
and those intervening to develop school leaders, as they seek to promote coherence in
secondary schools. The first approach, which Elmore, Forman, Stosich and Bocala advocate
in their work on internal coherence, is to provide schools with clinical tools to assist them
in diagnosing where to expend effort and resources to develop their school’s coherence
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(Elmore et al., 2014; Forman et al., 2017). This study contributes to this approach by
providing a conceptual model for coherence and clinical tools in the form of a survey and
rubric to measure the extent of coherence in a secondary school context. Further research is
required to test and refine these resources in secondary schools, and especially to ascertain
whether they assist leaders in understanding whether their current approach to organising
improvement facilitates or inhibits improvement, before prioritising their next steps in
catalysing coherence. A foreseeable problem with using the rubric as a development tool for
leaders of schools with Emergent coherence levels is that it identifies too many practices
requiring development. The risk then is that, as has been observed elsewhere (Stosich et al.,
2018), schools spend time addressing shortfalls in rubric practices rather than diagnosing
how these inhibit them from achieving their instructional goals
The second approach to intervention is to provide guidance tailored to the developmental
level of the school. In this study, I was able to develop tailored advice for schools with
coherence at the Emergent level. Table 7.5 captures the key differences between a tactical
approach to introducing initiatives, which was typical of schools with Emergent coherence,
and systemic learning. Research is needed to examine whether other schools with an
Emergent coherence level also organise improvement tactically and, also, to tailor guidance
for schools with other levels of coherence.
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Table 7.5
Guiding Principles for Schools with Emergent Coherence: Organising to Promote
Systemic Learning Compared to Tactically Introducing Initiatives
Systemic Learning
Purpose:
Developing deeper, shared understanding of
the drivers of student achievement
Driven by:
- Continuous, regular cycles of teacher action
and deliberate reflection

Tactical Introduction
Implementing strategies in the best way
possible in the school’s context
- Phases of design and implementation
- Resolving problems of implementation

Leaders attend to:
Leaders attend to:
- Describing a compelling vision of the future - Encouraging teachers to buy into and
and debating conflicting theories in order to
implement reforms
hone clear collective learning goals
- Coordinating the introduction of routines and
- Promoting visibility about how existing
tools for teachers to implement
infrastructure and new strategies fit together
- Aligning team goals with school goals and
to drive achievement
supporting teams to complete mandated tasks
- Modelling and framing the work of teams to
or supporting them as and when requested
promote increasingly detailed understanding - Establishing a collaborative infrastructure
- Monitoring and providing support to teams
and requiring teachers to inquire
conditional on their learning progress
- Supporting teams as vehicles for promoting
- Establishing methods to transfer learning and
individual, not organisational learning
knowledge across the collaborative
- Performing the tasks necessary to advance
infrastructure
their individual goals
- Synchronising their leadership practice to
embed and integrate initiatives
Professional learning:
- Flexible—co-designed with teachers in order
to address learning goals
- Tailored to needs of individual units (teams,
leaders, teachers)
- Teams are required to regularly review their
progress and identify development needs
Talent and expertise:
- Technical and leadership expertise is visible
and shared across collaborative
infrastructure
- Regular use of experts to assist in noticing
and responding to differences in quality and
performance
Instructional frameworks and tools:
- Input to and output of learning

- Generic approach for all units (teams,
leaders, teachers)
- Improvement problems signal that unit
capabilities and conditions are insufficient

- Levels of relative technical and leadership
expertise are “undiscussable” and are
situated in formal structures
- Experts brought in to solve problems

- Input to learning
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Even with tailored guidance or professional development, leaders may think and act in ways
which undermine coherence (Stosich et al., 2017; Timperley, 2005). Thus, the third
approach to intervening explains how this gap between guidance and practice arises by
examining how leaders’ theories about how to best organise in their context contribute to
the degree of coherence. Intervening to examine and test leaders’ beliefs about coherence
has three other advantages for improving coherence. Firstly, intervention using theory-inuse accounts involve an inquiry-based approach (Robinson, 1998), which is also a basis for
tightening coherent understanding of how to teach, lead and organise (Earl & Timperley,
2008; Timperley et al., 2010). Thus, theory-in-use leadership interventions give leaders firsthand experience of inquiry and, in particular, the uncomfortable experience of having one’s
beliefs about what is valid, or not, constructively challenged. Secondly, theory-in-use
accounts make abstract concepts, such as coherence concrete, because they define the actual
consequences of leaders using particular organisational practices that are governed by their
beliefs. Stosich et al. (2017) find, for instance, that practitioners may encounter difficulty
applying what they have learnt about coherence to solve instructional problems because they
misunderstand what is meant by the abstract concepts that underlie coherence, such as
psychological safety. A practice-based account grounds coherence in the actual work of
improving.
The third advantage of a theory-in-use account for intervening is that it is more inclusive
than a theory-driven evaluation of why schools are more or less coherent (Robinson, 1998).
This is especially important because intervening to improve coherence often requires leaders
to deal with delicate interpersonal issues or challenge pre-existing norms that obstruct the
in-depth, interdependent work that is necessary for stronger coherence. In this study, senior
leaders’ beliefs often explained why they allowed norms like professional autonomy to
persist or avoided resolving delicate interpersonal tensions. For example, Greenville’s come
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and ask for help belief allowed senior leaders to avoid engaging with faculty to collectively
deliberate on and resolve problems of improvement. Thus, theory-in-use information
enables us to identify how particular norms and interpersonal patterns, that are detrimental
to coherence, are maintained.
One problem with a school’s theory-in-use is that its content cannot be generalised to
another school. Thus, the fourth approach that could be applied to other school contexts, yet
still involves examining local constraints, could be to engage senior leaders in making sense
of how to accommodate paradoxes inherent in coherent organising. This study shows that
leaders’ beliefs often lead them to prioritise or emphasise one side of these paradoxes, and
when they did so, coherence is reduced. Thus, senior leaders in schools may benefit from
debating the organising tensions inherent in coherence in order to make sense of how they,
collectively, can accommodate both sides of the paradox. Further research is required to
identify the critical paradoxes necessary for coherence in secondary school improvement.
Findings from this study suggest common paradoxes inherent in coherence are: allowing for
teacher autonomy to make decisions for students and also conducting interdependent work
to develop shared standards; advancing the school-wide improvement agenda and adapting
initiatives to suit subject-specific organisational and instructional requirements; holding
teaching teams accountable for in-depth learning and attending to uneven team capability
and conditions; and ensuring initiatives are enacted to a consistently high quality and
refining initiatives so that they work for students. I am not aware of other studies that have
examined the use of paradox to assist leaders in making sense of how to organise in schools.
As such, future research is required to look at whether findings from other sectors could be
applied in a school context (e.g., Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; Lüscher & Lewis, 2008).
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Implications for Research
This study provides rare data on how schools as complex systems coordinate their entire
improvement agenda, not just one initiative, and, in doing so, makes several contributions
to the scholarly conversation on coherence. First, this study confirms that the practices
underlying coherence are synergistic (Bryk et al., 2010; Robinson et al., 2017) but adds a
caveat—when a school is developing its capacity to think and act coherently, certain
practices need to be established early. It seems obvious (although not accomplished by the
schools in this study) that instituting the practices for interdependent learning, early, is time
critical. When schools did not immediately define how they would learn about initiatives,
the result was incoherence: critical in-depth insights about initiatives were lost, collective
responsibility diminished, schools’ systems tolerated uneven outcomes and so on.
Interdependent learning requires that teams do in-depth work towards collective learning
goals. If teams are to be required to do in-depth work, early, research needs to distinguish
between the whole-school conditions that are critical inputs to team learning and those that
can be developed through the processes of interdependent learning. This study confirms
previous research by identifying that critical whole-school inputs to teams are high
expectations for teachers and students (Bishop et al., 2014; Hynds et al., 2016; Moral et al.,
2018), a tightly focused improvement agenda (Robinson et al., 2017) and aligned structures
and routines for teachers to collaborate around each improvement priority (Coldren &
Spillane, 2007; Robinson et al., 2017; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008). However, I advocate
that it is misleadingly linear to regard many other whole-school conditions as an input to
team learning. For instance, teacher–leader trust, credible initiatives and shared theories of
improvement, which some may regard as input to distributing responsibilities, are better
conceptualised as developing through the process of interdependent work. Thus, I call on
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researchers to be more specific about which whole-school conditions are inputs to team
learning and which can be developed through the processes of interdependent learning.
My second contribution has been to connect understandings of coherence with those of highreliability theory and research (Stringfield et al., 2009; Weick et al., 2008) by identifying
four practices that allow school systems to tolerate uneven quality and performance. In my
view, high-reliability research makes a significant contribution to the thought leadership on
coherence because it explains how a school’s culture and processes can accentuate a
faculty’s ability to notice and attend to small differences in quality and outcomes. This
matters, because when schools lack the means for reliably increasing average quality and
performance across its learning units, teachers notice and may question if everyone can
attain aspirational standards for students. When teachers lack a belief that the collective can
improve, they may be less inclined to invest their time and attention in the interdependent
work of improving (Forman et al., 2017; Heslin et al., 2006).
The third contribution of this research has been to identify how individual and distributed
leaders, together, promote coherence. This study confirmed that individual leaders’ actions,
especially those of the principal and members of the SLT, are critical in determining the
extent of school coherence (Robinson et al., 2017). However, in a secondary school,
coherence is not possible unless distributed leaders act conjointly to resolve problems that
emerge as they seek to learn and improve. Therefore, one of an individual leaders most
potent actions, from a coherence perspective, was to require distributed leaders to work
interdependently and to mutually adjust their activities in order to advance whole-school
improvement goals.
In improvement, senior leaders are required to establish the whole-school infrastructure
(e.g., routines, structures, tools) and conditions. Teachers use and refine the routines and
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tools of senior leaders in order to generate aspirational outcomes for students. On the
coherence journey, one may regard the routines and tools as the vehicles and the teachers as
the vehicle drivers. Senior leaders and middle leaders both: navigate the drivers en route;
ensure the drivers have sufficient skills, knowledge and resources; and fine-tune and
maintain the vehicles, so that as many drivers as possible reach a similar destination—
aspirational outcomes for their students. This study shows that a large proportion of the
leadership work associated with achieving coherence, and the part that is most difficult and
takes the longest, is not establishing the vehicles, but navigating, developing and resourcing
the drivers, and fine-tuning the vehicles. This difficult work in a secondary school is a jointly
accomplished by senior leaders and middle leaders.
The work of navigating, developing, resourcing and fine-tuning, occurs every day, in
negotiations and problem-solving between senior and middle leaders. It is in these daily
interactions that a large proportion of coherence grows or stagnates. Robinson et al. (2017)
advocate for more research examining senior leaders’ roles in coordinating improvement. I
concur, and would add, that in secondary schools more research is required to understand
how senior and middle leaders accomplish the work of coordinating improvement, together.
Particularly, how senior and middle leaders solve problems of improvement between their
practice over time in order to grow coherence.
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Appendix A: Coherence Survey

Participant Information Sheet
Please read the following participant information before starting the survey:
This survey measures the extent of your school’s coherence during improvement. Coherence is a set of organisational and
leadership practices that supports schools to work interdependently and “join the dots” around school improvement efforts. Your
opinion is vital so that your school can improve the way it leads and organises itself during improvement and initiatives you are
implementing now and in the future.
This is a pilot survey. Therefore, in addition to responding to the survey items, your comments on the clarity and appropriateness
of survey questions would be appreciated.
Participation in this research is entirely your choice. Whether you decide to take part will not disadvantage you in any way, or
affect your relationship with your school. If you choose to take part, you have the right to withdraw your contribution to the
study. However, this will not be possible one week or more after today’s date as the overall results will have already been
finalised. The survey should take about 10-15 minutes to complete.
If you take part in the survey, your responses, your current position (e.g. teacher, dean) and location in your school’s organisation
structure will be kept in a digital format and held at a secure location for six years. This information will be kept confidential.
Furthermore, we will protect your identity by deleting identifying information from survey transcripts and assigning code
numbers. Megan Welton from the University of Auckland is conducting this research. If you have any queries contact
•
•

Megan Welton 021-834-494, m.welton@auckland.ac.nz
Or her supervisor, Viviane Robinson, 09-923-7372, vmj.robinson@auckland.ac.nz

For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact: The Chair, The University of Auckland Participant Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Office of the
Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142, Tel: (09) 373-7599 ext. 83711, ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz Approved by the UNIVERSITY of AUCKLAND HUMAN
PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE on 28/10/14 for 3 years, Reference Number 013122
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Consent Form
•
•
•

I have read the Participant Information Sheet; have understood the nature of the research and why I have been selected. I have had
the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction.
I understand that my participation is voluntary, and that my participation or non-participation will not affect my relationship with the
school, and that I am free to withdraw my survey contribution up to one week after today’s date.
I understand that the contribution I make will remain confidential. I understand that the data will be kept for six years, after which it
will then be destroyed.

I agree with the terms and conditions described above:
m Yes (1)
m No (2)

Approved by the UNIVERSITY of AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE on 28/10/14 for 3 years, Reference Number 013122
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Please answer the following questions about your role:
Which of the following most closely matches your role at your school?
m
m
m
m

Senior Leader (e.g. Principal, Deputy Principal)
Middle Leader (e.g. Dean, Head of Department)
Teacher
Other (Please specify)______________________________________________

What department do you teach in?
___________________________________________________________________
Are you a Tutor or Dean?

m No
m Yes
m If you selected ‘No”, then skip to the next question and begin the main survey.

If you are a Tutor or Dean, what year-level do you mentor?
m
m
m
m
m
m

Year 9
Year 10
Year 11
Year 12
Year 13
Other ___________________________________________________________
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Directions for completing the survey
Throughout this survey you will use a 6-point scale to indicate the extent of your agreement with each statement (rating 1 =
strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree).
Please rate the degree to which you agree with each statement.
In our school...
Strongly
disagree

Moderately
disagree

Slightly agree

Moderately
agree

Mostly agree

Strongly
agree

1. We think carefully about the fit between new
and existing initiatives

m

m

m

m

m

m

2. We are systematic about how we use student
feedback to adapt improvement strategies

m

m

m

m

m

m

3. Observation and feedback routines challenge
us to improve

m

m

m

m

m

m

4. Teachers can tell leaders about my successes
and failures in the classroom

m

m

m

m

m

m

5. Staff discuss whether a new initiative will
serve our strategic goals

m

m

m

m

m

m

6. It is clear to me how the improvements we
are implementing are going to raise student
achievement

m

m

m

m

m

m

7. Leaders listen to the problems we have
implementing improvement strategies

m

m

m

m

m

m

8. I feel comfortable challenging other teachers
about their classroom practice

m

m

m

m

m

m
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Any Comments?

Please rate the degree to which you agree with each statement.
In our school...
Strongly
disagree

Moderately
disagree

Slightly
agree

Moderately
agree

Mostly
agree

Strongly
agree

9. When problems affect everyone, we solve
them as a school

m

m

m

m

m

m

10. The various initiatives fit together to deliver
on our school goals

m

m

m

m

m

m

11. We act on feedback parents give us about
how to engage them in their children’s
schooling

m

m

m

m

m

m

12. Leaders convey agreement about how
improvement strategies will lift achievement

m

m

m

m

m

m

13. Leaders protect the time required to learn
new initiatives

m

m

m

m

m

m

14. We always learn lessons from our prior
attempts to implement initiatives

m

m

m

m

m

m

15. We have a coordinated approach for
collecting and analysing student data at a class, department- and school-level

m

m

m

m

m

m

16. Teachers hold each other accountable for
carrying out actions to improve teaching and
learning

m

m

m

m

m

m
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Please rate the degree to which you agree with each statement.
In our school...
Strongly
disagree

Moderately
disagree

Slightly
agree

Moderately
agree

Mostly
agree

Strongly
agree

17. We regularly monitor and follow-up to
make sure initiatives are working

m

m

m

m

m

m

18. The changes we are introducing support
our goals for lifting student achievement

m

m

m

m

m

m

19. Teachers share a common view on
students’ responsibilities for lifting their
achievement

m

m

m

m

m

m

20. Our various improvement efforts fit
together in a coherent way

m

m

m

m

m

m

21. Students’ families really understand what
their child needs to do to achieve their
academic goals

m

m

m

m

m

m

22. We understand the barriers to caregivers
engaging with school life

m

m

m

m

m

m

23. Teachers struggling to improve their
practice receive strong guidance and support

m

m

m

m

m

m

24. Teacher feedback influences school-wide
decisions about how improvements are
implemented

m

m

m

m

m

m

Any Comments?
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Please rate the degree to which you agree with each statement.
In our school...
Strongly
disagree

Moderately
disagree

Slightly
agree

Moderately
agree

Mostly
agree

Strongly
agree

25. There are a manageable number of
improvements/initiatives running at once

m

m

m

m

m

m

26. It is clear how success will be measured for
each of our improvement strategies

m

m

m

m

m

m

27. Departments are on the same page about
how improvement strategies will make a
difference for students

m

m

m

m

m

m

28. We understand what gets in the way of
improvement

m

m

m

m

m

m

29. We share a common understanding of how
we are raising achievement

m

m

m

m

m

m

30. Tutors for a year group communicate
similar expectations to students

m

m

m

m

m

m

31. Students take responsibility for achieving
their academic goals

m

m

m

m

m

m

32. The right resources are allocated to meet
our improvement goals

m

m

m

m

m

m

Any comments?
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Please rate the degree to which you agree with each statement.
In our school...
Strongly
disagree

Moderately
disagree

Slightly
agree

Moderately
agree

Mostly
agree

Strongly
agree

33. Departments use similar routines to
improve student achievement

m

m

m

m

m

m

34. Teacher groups discuss the detail about
how to make improvements work in the
classroom

m

m

m

m

m

m

Any comments?
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Do you have any further comments about how improvement is lead and organised in your school?
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Thank you for your time. If you have any further queries, please feel free to contact the researcher, Megan on: - e-mail
m.welton@auckland.ac.nz - or phone 021834494.
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Appendix B: Coherence Survey: Skew/Kurtosis Statistics
Table B.1
Coherence Survey: Skew and Kurtosis for Items
Item
We think carefully about the fit between new and existing initiatives
We are systematic about how we use student feedback to adapt improvement
strategies
Observation and feedback routines challenge staff to improve
Teachers can tell leaders about their failings in the classroom
Staff discuss whether a new initiative will serve our strategic goals
It is clear to me how the improvements we are implementing are going to raise
student achievement
Leaders listen to the problems we have implementing improvement strategies
I feel comfortable challenging other teachers about their classroom practice
When problems affect everyone we solve them as a school
The various initiatives fit together to deliver on our school goals
We act on feedback parents give us about how to engage them in their children's
schooling
Leaders convey agreement about how improvement strategies will lift
achievement
Leaders protect the time required to learn new initiatives
We always learn lessons from our prior attempts to implement initiatives
We have a coordinated approach for analysing student data at a class-,
department- and school-level
Teachers hold each other accountable for carrying out actions to improve
teaching and learning
We regularly monitor initiatives to make sure they are working
The changes we are introducing support our goals for lifting student achievement
Teachers share a common view on students' responsibilities for lifting their
achievement
Our various improvement efforts fit together in a coherent way
Students' families really understand what their child needs to do to achieve their
academic goals
We understand the barriers to caregivers engaging with school life
Teachers struggling to improve their practice receive strong guidance and support
Teacher feedback influences school-wide decisions about how improvements are
implemented
There are a manageable number of improvements/initiatives running at once
It is clear how success will be measured for each of our improvement strategies
Departments are on the same page about how improvement strategies will make a
difference for students
We understand what gets in the way of improvement
We share a common understanding of how we are raising achievement
Tutors for a year group communicate similar expectations to students
Students take responsibility for achieving their academic goals
The right resources are allocated to meet our improvement goals
Departments use similar routines to improve student achievement
Teacher groups discuss the detail about how to make improvements work in the
classroom

Skewness
-.573

Kurtosis
-.264

-.589

-.187

-.531
-.611
-.456

-.233
-.211
-.679

-.790

.072

-.457
-.077
-.334
-.576

-.765
-.981
-.796
-.341

-.355

-.613

-.654

-.278

-.429
-.485

-.617
-.636

-.611

-.187

-.082

-.687

-.591
-.785

-.231
-.062

-.459

-.646

-.496

-.538

-.048

-.840

-.442
-.398

-.600
-.606

-.179

-.815

-.267
-.213

-1.144
-.932

-.125

-1.080

-.392
-.543
-.238
-.032
-.158
.144

-.417
.023
-.717
-.401
-.781
-.871

-.231

-.898

Note. N = 173 for all items
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Appendix C: Interview Protocols
Interview protocol for Leaders and Teachers
In this interview, I want to understand how improvement is lead and organised in your
school. Some of the questions I ask you will be around Starpath, specifically, academic
counselling and how data is used to improve student outcomes. Other questions will focus
on improvement more generally.
Goals:
I’ve taken goals and targets from your school charter. Do you recognise them? Are they
challenging? Why or why not?
Theory of Improvement:
I want to understand what your school is doing to achieve those goals. What initiatives or
changes is your school introducing to accomplish those goals? Are there any changes
that subject departments or pastoral areas are introducing to support the achievement
of those goals?
For each initiative or change: Tell me about what is changing as a result of x? What will
teachers do differently as a result? What will students do differently?
For externally sourced initiatives: Sometimes, external initiatives suit your school’s
context and sometimes they need to be adjusted. Are these external initiatives suited to its
context? What makes you say that? (If not suitable) Have they been adapted to make them
more suitable? How? By whom? Where you involved? How?
Why are you doing Starpath at your school? Who decided to introduce Starpath? Who was
involved in deciding? How?
Strategy Evaluation:
Are you aware of any data or feedback that has been collected to determine if Starpath is
working as intended?
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Tell me about that? What was monitored? Who monitors it? Where you involved in
monitoring or analysing that data or feedback? How? What did you learn?
Where any changes made to Starpath routines or practices? What changes? Did
it make a difference? How do you know?
Collaborative infrastructure:
As schools implement initiatives, they will inevitably encounter hiccups or challenges
along the way. Here are some of the commonly reported challenges to school
improvement, although there are others (Referring to slide A). We’ll discuss each one
in turn. Did it help or hinder improvement at your school. How?
Are there any other challenges you have faced as a school? What was the approach to
overcoming this challenge? Who was involved? How?
Has any expertise been bought in to support you in resolving any of these challenges?
Which one? Why?
Student and Caregivers
Now I want to focus on academic counselling for a moment. As a result of implementing
parent conferences in your school, what if anything were you expecting caregivers to
do differently? What proportion of caregivers is currently doing these things? How do
you know this? Are you aware of any additional work that is being done to support or
encourage caregivers to do these things? Tell me about that?
What about students? As a result of implementing academic counselling in your school,
what if anything were you expecting students to do differently? Is this your view, or is
it shared with other teachers? How do you know it is/is not shared?
What proportion of students is currently doing these things? How do you know this? Are
you aware of any additional work that is being done to support or encourage students
to do these things?
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Are you aware of any feedback that has been collected from caregivers or students on
academic counselling? What? Has this feedback influenced what your school does
now? How?
Team Learning
(ask either Version A for Starpath’s Academic Counselling or Version B Starpath’s Data
Use in Subject Departments)
Team Learning Version A: Starpath’s Academic Counselling
When we implement new practices, like a parent conference, we start with a procedural
understanding of the steps. Over time we develop expertise and a deeper
understanding of how to conduct a parent conference in a way that best supports and
encourages students to reach their targets. In your school, what would an “expert”
tutor be doing in an academic counselling meeting?
Would teachers in your pastoral area describe “expert” in a similar way? How do
you know?
Here are some different areas of expertise associated with academic counselling (Slide B).
In your pastoral area, which areas do you have strong/moderate/weak expertise? Why
do you say that? In your view, does anything limit or facilitate teachers in developing
expertise?
Look at this list (Slide C). Which methods have been used to learn and improve practice in
academic counselling? For each method probe to determine the nature and quality of
interactions, and outcomes, including: How often? Who involved? What did you do at
the last session? What did you agree to do as a result of that meeting? Was there a
facilitator? What did they do?
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Team Learning Version B: Subject Department Data use and Tracking and
Monitoring
How do you use data in your department? What are your areas for improvement? (Ask
HOD for examples of data tools they are using in their department)
Here are some different areas of expertise associated with using data. (Slide D) As a
department, which areas do you have strong/moderate/weak expertise? Why?
In your view, does anything limit or facilitate teachers in developing expertise?
Look at this list (Slide E). Which are used in your department to learn and improve?
For each method probe to determine the nature and quality of interactions, and
outcomes, including: How often? Who involved? What did you do at your last
session? What did you agree to do as a result of that meeting? Was there
facilitator? What did they do?
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Interview Materials for Leaders and Teachers
Slide A
At your school, what has helped or hindered introducing intiatives?
Suitable Routines,
Tools & Capability

Sufficient Resources
(Including Time)

Shared understanding
about challenges &
solutions

Access to and use of
user-friendly data

Clarity of roles (change
& delivery)

Detailed, shared
understanding of the
challenges of
introducing initatives

Day-to-day routines
for running school fit
with initiatives

Time to learn and
improve protected

Solutions to
implementation
challenges shared

Clarity about the
purpose of
improvement
meetings

Resources distributed
to support initiatives

Suitable knowledge
and skills to introduce
initiatives

Are there other factors that have helped or hindered the implementation of improvement?

Slide B
As a pastoral area, where do you have strong (S), moderate (M), weak (W)
expertise?

Understanding of various
career pathways & NCEA
requirements

Merits of different
materials/data to support
conversations

Merits of different methods for
organising conversations

Merits of different
conversational turns in
academic conferences

Broader implications academic
counselling for teacher practice
& student learning

Anything else?
AC
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Slide C
Methods for learning & improving: academic counselling

Conducted observations &
given feedback

Participated in training

Participated in group
learning conversations

Moderated other tutors
student profiles

Created common resources
and materials

Worked together to resolve
specific student
achievement issues
(subject/tutor)

Participated in one-to-one
learning conversations

Anything else?

AC

Slide D
As a department, where do you have strong (S), moderate (M),
weak (W) expertise?

Methods for inputting and
managing data

The best formats and types of
data to support inquiry

The meaning of specific data
types

Routines and materials
required to support regular
data review & decisionmaking

Investigating specific
student achievement
problems and developing
interventions

Inquiring into links between
specific teaching practices
and student learning

The conversational norms
required to support deep and
genuine inquiry using data

Using data to make
connections to other teams
(e.g other subject
departments, pastoral areas,
senior leadership team)

Anything
else?

Data
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Slide E
Methods for learning & improving: departments

Conducted classroom
observation & given
feedback

Participated in training

Participated in group
learning conversations

Moderated or shared
student data

Created common resources
and materials

Worked together to resolve
specific student
achievement issues
(subject/tutor)

Participated in one-to-one
learning conversations

Anything else?

Data
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Caregiver Interview Protocol (conducted immediately after a parent conference)
I am asking you these questions to check that you and your child are getting as much out
of the parent conference as you can. It is okay not to know the answer to all of the
questions. Finding out that you are not sure how or why something works, tells us
important information that we can use to improve parent conferences.
1. Tell me about your meeting. What did you talk about?
2. So how is your child going at school? Where there any parts of the parent
conference that you didn’t understand? What would make it easier for you to
understand?
3. Now that you have had the parent conference, are there things you would like to do
to support your child’s learning? Tell me about those? Can you think of anything
that might make doing those things difficult? Is there anything the school could do
to make it easier for you to do these things?
4. Are the parent conferences helping your child? Why do you say that?
5. Do you know why they are doing parent conference at your school?
6. Have you given feedback on how the parent conferences work for you? Tell me
about that? How do you think your feedback has been used by your school?
7. Is there anything else you think would be helpful for me to know about your
experience of parent conferences?
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Student Interview Protocol (Two students per interview)

I am asking you these questions to check that you are getting as much out of Academic
Counselling and as you can.
• It is okay not to know the answer to all of the questions.
• You may have different experiences of Academic Counselling, which is okay too.
So, if one of you says, “we do it like that”, and has not happened to you, let me
know.
• Finding out that you are not sure how or why something works or have different
experiences of counselling is useful information.
1) Check vocabulary
a) What do you call the teacher who runs that session? Do you have the same mentor
or different mentors?
2) Set-up of student conference
a) Do you attend student conferences? How often? When was your last session?
b) When are the sessions run? Are other students in the classroom when the meeting
occurs?
c) If another student is being mentored, what do you do? Is that what the teacher
expects? How do you know? What happens if you don’t?
3) Format of conference
a) What did you discuss at your last meeting?
b) What information did the teacher show you? Was it on the computer? Was it on a
piece of paper? What did you do with it afterwards?
4) Knowledge of link between subjects and pathway:
a) Do you know what you want to do when you leave this school?
(1) If yes: Tell me about that? Why did you choose your subjects? How?
(2) If they don’t know: So, why did you choose these subjects? How?
5) Knowledge of their progress to date:
a) How are you tracking NCEA?
b) How do you know this?
c) What did your teacher/mentor say? What did they tell you? What do you need to
do to hit your targets?
d) Is there anything that might make doing those things difficult? Why? Is there
anything that you or others at your school could do to make doing <named
obstacle> easier? Did you tell your teacher/mentor this? Why?
e) Is there anyone else, apart from your Mentor, who talks to you about your
academic progress? Who? How often?
6) Purpose academic counselling
a) Do you know why they do academic counselling at your school?
b) Has academic counselling helped you do better at school? How?
7) Form class Time
a) What do you do in Form class if mentoring is not running? Is it the same structure
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every week or does it change? Are some sessions more useful than others? Which
ones?
b) Do you use a student diary? What do you do? Why do you do it?
8) Parent conferences
a) Are you required to attend parent conferences? Who by?
b) Why do you need to attend?
c) What do you do in parent conferences?
d) Anything else?
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Appendix D: Coherence Rubric and School Ratings
The four domains of the coherence rubric are presented in separate tables: D1 - shared
direction; D2 -collaborative infrastructure; D3 - strategy evaluation and learning; and D4 team learning. Each table has a similar layout. In the left-hand column are two or three
coherence outcomes that are a consequence of highly coherent approach to organising in
that domain. In the rows to the right of the coherence outcome are two to four criteria related
to that outcome. Schools were rated on each criteria at one of the four developmental levels
from from No Coherence (0), to Emergent Coherence (1) and then Established Coherence (2)
and lastly Distributed Coherence (3).
In brief, a No Coherence rating denotes no evidence of coherence, which sometimes denotes
the absence of a practice (e.g. no evidence of practice to integrate understandings) and
sometimes a practice that diminishes coherence in the foundations (e.g. shutting down
teacher opinions). An Emergent Coherence rating indicates that schools were developing
their skills in how to organise in ways that promoted coherence or often indicated that they
acted coherently in some situations, but not in others. An Established Coherence rating
indicates that senior leaders and other influential leaders have knowledge and skills to
establish the infrastructure and facilitate improvement in ways that promote coherence. At
the Distributed Coherence level, shared frameworks and principles for evaluating initiatives,
knowledge-sharing and making decisions, allow senior leaders to step-back in the knowledge
that distributed leaders and teams will act cohesively (Bain et al., 2007; Stringfield et al., 2011;
Copland, 2003).

Approach to rating schools on the rubric
Using qualitative data coded against each domain nodes in NVivo, the researcher rated each
school on the scale from 0 (No Coherence) to 3 (Distributed coherence). As the
organisational practices promoting and diminishing coherence within a particular school
occur within a socio-historical context and comprise of many interactions, both formal and
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informal, it was not possible to capture all activities contributing to coherence. Thus, a
limitation of this approach is that ratings are a best estimate based on confirming and
disconfirming evidence of practices collected through interview accounts, observations and
artefacts.
On the team learning domain, the case study evidence suggested variation in team
coherence. However, evidence collected was not granular enough to reliably judge each team
in a school separately. As such, the following guidelines were used to rate the schools on the
outcomes in the Team Learning domain:
• Teams refine strategies to suit local conditions: This outcome applies to all teams in
schools: pastoral, subject teams, PLCs and local improvement teams. In all schools, as
shown in the rubric, most teams practices and norms were assessed at the No Coherence
and Emergent Coherence levels.
• Strategies are integrated and embedded in pastoral/subject areas: This outcome only
applies to pastoral areas and subject areas. Case study data suggested all schools, subject
areas practices were generally more advanced than in pastoral areas, and so subject areas
were assessed at the Emergent Coherence level and pastoral areas at the No Coherence
level.
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Coherence rubric with school ratings
Key

[+] =Denotes that for rating schools to be rated at distributed coherence level, they must also demonstrate competence in the practice in the established coherence level
RV = River Valley
G = Greenville
E = Eastview

Table D.1
Coherence Rubric: Shared-direction Domain
Coherence
Outcome
Theory of
improvement
guides action

Collective
improvement
focus,
concentrates
effort

No coherence
Ø Faculty perceives that leaders close down
debate about alternative theories

Emergent coherence

Distributed coherence

Ø Meeting designs and processes do not
allow for alternative theories to be
surfaced or debated

RV Ø Leaders’ facilitate regular teacher
E
conversations to surface and evaluate
alternative theories about how to achieve
ambitious standards

Ø Leaders’ and teachers’ routinely surface
and evaluate alternative theories in the
collective pursuit of more detailed
understandings about the drivers of
ambitious standards

Ø Teachers understand the tasks they are
required to perform to enact strategies, but
not necessarily the mechanism by which
they will improve student outcomes

Ø Leaders are beginning to engage teachers
in discussions about how improvement
activities will translate into improved
outcomes for students

Ø Goals, based on the achievement of
previous student cohorts, are irregularly
communicated and monitored

Ø A few modest, yet challenging goals, are
communicated and regularly monitored

RV Ø Leaders facilitate debate regarding how
G
improvement strategies fit with other
E
strategies and current organisational
infrastructure to make a difference for
students
G Ø A few modest, yet challenging goals, are
communicated, monitored and jointly
advanced through vertically integrated
routines

Ø Leaders and teachers routinely debate the
theories underlying new improvement
strategies, including how they fit with other
strategies and their current organisational
infrastructure
Ø Vertically integrated goal monitoring
promotes debate about the standards
necessary to achieve goals [+]

Ø A cluttered improvement agenda OR
tensions between fragmented initiatives
disperses faculty’s energy

G

Established coherence

E

Ø Some tensions and conflicts between
improvements disperses teachers’
energies

G

Ø Leaders’ tighten and fit together initiatives
to enable sustained learning in a few areas

Informed debate: Debate is informed by using evidence to define students learning problems, gathering stakeholder perspectives and research and expertise

RV
E

RV

Ø Leaders and teachers collectively agree
how they will promote sustained learning
in a few agreed areas
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Table D.2
Coherence Rubric: Collaborative-infrastructure Domain
Coherence
Outcome
Collaborative
infrastructure
enables
systemic
improvement

Worthwhile
knowledge and
skills are
captured and
transferred

Professional
learning is
aligned and
intense

No coherence

Emergent coherence

Established coherence

Distributed coherence

Ø Teams' have not agreed how they
contribute to advancing whole-school
improvement

RV

Ø Senior leaders align teams’ improvement
work with whole-school aims

G

Ø Senior leaders agree with teams how their
work contributes to advancing wholeschool improvement

Ø Regardless of team capability and
conditions, senior leaders rely on teams
to escalating constraints to progress or
performance

G

Ø Leaders participate in and monitor teams
in order to understand and address their
constraints to progress and performance

E
RV

Ø Leaders routinely facilitate formal and
informal updates and reviews with teams
in order to clarify and address factors
constraining their progress or performance

Ø Leaders rely on teachers to make their
existing organisational approach work

E

G

Ø Whole-school mechanisms for promoting
transparency (e.g. observation, team
teaching, moderation) of instructional
practice do not do so or are irregularly
used

RV

Ø Leaders intervene to respond when they
have information that their existing
organisational approach (e.g. professional
learning, structures & roles, evaluative
routines) is inhibiting them achieving the
outcomes they intended from initiatives
Ø Leaders establish and require teachers to
use regular whole-school mechanisms for
promoting transparency of instructional
practice

Ø Leaders regularly examine their existing
organisational approach (e.g. professional
learning, structures & roles, evaluative
routines), intervening where necessary to
ensure it enables the outcomes they
intended from initiatives
Ø Leaders establish and require teachers to
use whole-school mechanisms for
promoting transparency of instructional
practice for a variety of purposes (e.g.
evaluating initiatives, teacher
development)

Ø Ad hoc sharing of knowledge and knowhow

E
G

Ø Leaders do their best to identify and
transfer worthwhile knowledge and knowacross teams

RV Ø Leaders establish routines and roles to
facilitate the transfer of worthwhile
knowledge and know-how school-wide

Ø Leaders and teams have established
processes for coordinating the transfer of
worthwhile knowledge and know-how

Ø Instructional guidance bears little
resemblance to the best quality of teacher
practice

E
G

Ø Leaders update guidance in line with
common understanding regarding quality
standards

RV Ø Leaders coordinate teams to identify and
update guidance in line common
understandings regarding quality
standards

Ø Professional learning content is
disconnected to improvement priorities

Ø Professional learning content is aligned
with improvement priorities

RV Ø Leaders ensure professional learning
G
content and teams work develop expertise
E
necessary to advance improvement
priorities

Ø Distributed leaders routinely use established
processes to update guidance (i.e. tools,
routines, induction processes) in line with
common understandings regarding quality
standards
Ø Leaders and teachers reflect on whether
professional learning and teams work is
developing the necessary expertise to
advance their improvement priorities

Ø Insufficient quality OR reliance on a few
professional learning formats means
teachers knowledge and skills regarding
strategies is highly variable

Ø Insufficient quality OR reliance on a few
professional learning formats allows
teachers to proficiently, but not adaptively
enact strategies

RV Ø Quality, layered professional learning
experiences in multiple formats allow for
E
many teachers to practice strategies
G
adaptively

Ø Quality layered professional learning
experiences in multiple formats, plus
individual development plans, allow for
almost all teachers to act as adaptive
experts in the classroom
ØLeaders and teachers refine the quality of
professional learning and evaluative
processes so that all teachers can deliver
against high standards

G
E
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Ø Faculty believes that it unlikely that every
teacher can learn to deliver strategies to a
high standard

RV
G

Ø Leaders emphasise that high-quality
teaching practice is achievable for all
teachers if they engage in professional
learning and evaluative processes

E

Ø Leaders and teachers discuss how to lift
the quality of every teachers' practice
through professional learning and
evaluative processes

Ø Leaders shut down or restrict learning
conversations

G

Ø Leaders participate in learning and
facilitate open, critical conversations

RV Ø Leaders model and participate in learning
to open up critical, respectful
E
conversations about what constitutes
aspirational practice and standards

E

Ø Leaders and teams agree their respective
contributions to whole-school improvement,
regularly checking that their mutual efforts
are complementary
Ø Senior leaders rely on highly capable selfmanaging teams to regularly update them on
progress and performance, stepping in
where required to support teams in achieving
goals or to make systemic connections

RV

Ø Central and distributed leaders routinely
examine their existing organisational
approach (e.g. professional learning,
structures & roles, evaluative routines) to
ensure it enables them to achieve the
outcomes they intended from initiatives
Ø High-depth transparency of instructional
practice is the norm; Leaders enable school
members to establish new mechanisms

ØDistributed Leaders model and participate in
professional learning, stepping-in where
necessary to make connections and
challenge notions of aspirational practice

Table D.3
Coherence Rubric: Strategy-implementation and Evaluation Domain
Coherence
Outcome
Collective
approach to
learning about
initiatives

Faculty
continually
learns and
refines
strategies

Attention
maintained on
the student
outcomes of the
current cohort

No coherence

Emergent coherence

Distributed coherence

Ø Leaders agree with faculty how they will
collectively to evaluate and refine
initiatives to work for different student
group and individuals

Ø Faculty conduct joint work to define how
they will collectively evaluate and refine
initiatives to work for different student
groups and individuals

Ø Leaders facilitate teams to agree on the
evidence and feedback necessary to test
theories and hunches at a variety of
layers
Ø Leaders frame problems of learning as a
natural consequence of their systems
design

Ø

Ø Leaders enforce implementation fidelity,
rather than learning about initiatives

G

Ø Leaders are beginning to use joint
learning about initiatives as a process for
embedding them

Ø Leaders collect multiple sources of
evidence and feedback, but does not
enable testing of theories and hunches

G
E
RV

Ø Leaders beginning to consider the types
of evidence and feedback necessary to
test theories and hunches

Ø Leaders allow problems of learning to
be attributed to factors outside of the
school’s control (e.g. student
background, teacher personality)

G

Ø Leaders beginning to frame problems of
learning as a natural consequence of
their systems design

RV

Ø Some evaluative activity occurs, but it
is disconnected across time and
people

Ø Evaluative activity occurs in multiple
units and layers, however, worthwhile
learning does not necessarily inform
other units or layers

RV
G
E

Ø Looping and interconnected cycles of
evaluation at all layers enables (a) testing
of the theory of improvement (b)
strategies to be improved for almost all
students

Ø Looping and interconnected cycles of
evaluation at all layers enables tighter
and more granular collective theories
and testing of the drivers of achievement
[+]

Ø Learning units question the value of
understanding similarities and
difference in theories and practice

Ø Learning units starting to share
similarities and differences in order to
gain collective insights

RV
G
E

Ø Leaders require units to evaluate and
debate similiarities and differences in
practice and outcomes

Ø All learning units value debating
similarities and differences in order to
develop collective insights

Ø Feedback from caregivers and
students confirms the school is doing a
good job OR reveals little of the
breadth and depth of the caregiver and
student experience
Ø It is not clear who is tracking which
students and for what purpose

Ø In some situations, caregiver and
student feedback enables refinement of
strategies

RV
G
E

Ø Regular caregiver and student feedback,
that is both broad and deep, allows
strategies to be refined so they work for
all students

Ø Caregivers and students work alongside
faculty to conduct evaluative cycles [+]

Ø Regular cycles of student tracking and
monitoring, prompt some interventions to
improve outcomes for certain student
groups and individuals

RV
E

Ø Regular and connected cycles of student
tracking and monitoring, prompts
interventions to support particular
students or student groups

Ø Regular and connected cycles of student
tracking & monitoring prompts the
collective to intervene in ways
appropriate to the learning risk for a
student or student group

G

E
RV

Established coherence

E

Leaders and teachers use and demand
different types of fit for purpose
evidence to support deeper evaluation

Ø Faculty take collective responsibility for
framing problems of learning (student
and teacher) as a natural consequence
of their systems design
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Table D.4
Coherence Rubric: Team-learning Domain
Coherence
Outcome
Teams refine
strategies to
suit local
conditions

Strategies are
integrated and
embedded in
pastoral (P)/
subject areas
(S)

No coherence

Emergent coherence

Established coherence

Distributed coherence
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Ø Team members conduct independent
work on designated tasks

RV
G
E

Ø Team members share what they have
done with minimal commitment to timely
action or reporting back

RV
G
E

Ø Teams leaders coordinate members to
perform interdependent tasks towards
goals, requiring timely action and
reporting back

G
E

Ø Team members hold each other to
account for timely action and reporting
back on interdependent tasks and goals

Ø Teachers do not believe they have
control over the extent that students
learn
Ø Teachers reveal little of the depth of their
teaching practice and student learning in
the classroom, for fear of the
repercussions

G

Ø Teachers connect their actions to student
outcomes

RV
G
E

Ø Teachers are beginning to share more
depth in accounts of teaching practice
and student learning

RV
G
E
RV
G
E

Ø Teachers hold themselves accountable
for refining their practice in order to
achieve aspirational student outcomes
Ø Team leaders make teachers feel
comfortable with and responsible for
providing high-depth accounts and
evidence of their teaching practice and
students learning

Ø Teachers hold themselves and others
accountable for delivering aspirational
outcomes for students
Ø Teachers are comfortable with and
responsible for providing high-depth
accounts and evidence of teaching
practice and student learning

Ø Team leaders and members accept the
status quo with regard to their
effectiveness

RV
G
E

Ø Team leaders detect and address some
constraints to productive interdependent
learning and improvement

RV
G
E

Ø Team leaders regularly facilitate checkins and reviews to identify, analyse and
address constraints to productive
interdependent learning and
improvement

Ø Teams routinely conduct regular checkins and reviews in order to identify,
analyse and address constraints to
productive interdependent learning,
including escalating whole-school
constraints

Ø Teachers in teams share stories and
resources regarding their respective
efforts to introduce initiatives

RV
G
E

RV
G
E

Ø Team leaders coordinate teams in
evaluating a hunch or theory underlying
an initiative in order to develop a deeper
understanding of its mechanisms

Ø The Area Head allows teachers to
decide what whole-school initiatives
mean for instruction in their area

S/P

Ø Teams are starting to jointly evaluate
hunches or theories underlying an
initiative, which sometimes result in
insights in to the mechanisms underlying
initiatives
Ø The Area Head informs teachers about
the implications of school-wide initiatives
for their instructional vision and work
plans

S

Ø The Area Head facilitates team
discussions about the implications of
school-wide initiatives, arriving at a
working agreement about what this
means for their instructional vision and
work plans

Ø Teams members interdependently
evaluate their hunches and theories in
order to develop increasingly specific
understandings and questions about the
mechanisms underlying an initiative
Ø The Area Head facilitates team
discussions about the implications of
school-wide initiatives, arriving at a
working agreement about what this
means for their instructional vision and
interdependent work plans

Ø Area heads allows teachers to
independently work out how to adapt
strategies to suit their context

P

Ø Area heads coordinate methods for
teachers to share how they have adapted
school-wide strategies to suit their
context but do not require teachers to
evaluate the relative effectiveness of
adaptions or to reach consensus about
standards

S

Ø Area Heads coordinate joint work to
evaluate and embed initiatives in order
to reach consensus about area
standards and capture worthwhile
learning in instructional guidance

Ø Area Heads conduct joint work across
subject and pastoral areas to
consolidate and share worthwhile
learning and amalgamate it into wholeschool guidance [+]

Ø Low-depth OR irregular methods for
promoting classroom transparency and
feedback allows for instructional
practice to remain private

P

Ø Developing skills in promoting classroom
transparency and providing in-depth
feedback mean that some teachers
struggle to implement instructional
practices to a high standard

S

Ø Regular classroom transparency and indepth feedback provide the means to
develop individual development plans
that support almost all teacher in
attaining high standards of instructional
practice

Ø Robust transparency and feedback
processes include teams sharing their
strengths and weaknesses in order to
agree how they will collectively support
one another to lift standards of teachers
practice [+]

Ø Area Heads allow barriers to integrating
and embedding initiatives to persist

P

Ø Area Heads resolve many constraints
within their remit, and “wait” for senior
leaders to solve whole-school constraints
to embedding and integrating initiatives

S

Ø Area Heads facilitate resolution of local
constraints and advocate for resolution of
whole-school constraints to embedding
and integrating initiatives

Ø Area teams collectively resolve local
constraints. Area heads advocate
horizontally and vertically to highlight or
resolve whole-school issues

The coherence rubric ratings from were then transformed into overall domain ratings using
the following guidelines:
•

For each outcome, mean scores were calculated. If means scores were 0.5 or above,
they were rounded up to the nearest whole number.

•

For each domain, mean scores were calculated. Again, mean scores of 0.5 or above
were rounded to the nearest whole number.

Final scores are are summarised in Table D.5
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Table D.5
Coherence Rubric: Overall School Scores and Ratings
Domain

Outcomes

Shared
Direction

Theory of improvement
guides action

1

1

1

Collective improvement
focus, concentrates effort

2

1

1

Score out of 6 for Shared Direction
Rating for Shared Direction
Collaborative
infrastructure

Greenville

3

2

2

Emergent

Emergent

Collaborative infrastructure
enables systemic
improvement

1

1

1

Worthwhile knowledge and
skills are captured and
transferred

1

0

0

Professional learning is
aligned and intense

1

1

1

3

2

2

Emergent

Emergent

Emergent

Collective approach to
learning about initatives

1

1

0

Faculty continually learns
and refines strategies

1

1

1

Attention maintained on the
student outcomes of the
current cohort

1

1

0

3

3

1

Emergent

Emergent

No Coherence

Teams refine strategies to
suit local conditions

1

1

1

Strategies are integrated and
embedded in pastoral (P)/
subject areas (S)

1

1

1

Score out of 9 for Strategy Implementation &
Evaluation
Rating for Strategy Implementation &
Evaluation
Team Learning

Eastview

Established

Score out of 9 for Collaborative Infrastructure
Rating for Collaborative Infrastructure
Strategy
Implementation
& Evaluation

River Valley

Score out of 6 for Team Learning
Rating for Team Learning

2

2

2

Emergent

Emergent

Emergent

Total Coherence Score out of 30
Overall Coherence Rating

11

9

7

Emergent

Emergent

Emergent
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Appendix E: Sample Ethics Documents

Teacher Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form

Research Project Title: Coherence during Starpath

Participant Information Sheet
What is this
research about?

Who is the
researcher?
How will I be
involved in the
study?
What data
collection am I
asked to do and
how long will it
take?
Do I have a
choice in
participating?

Will
conversations be
recorded?

How will my
privacy be
protected?

This study aims to better understand coherence - a set of organizational and leadership practices
that support interdependent and collective action toward sustained gains in student outcomes in
schools. In this instance, we are looking at how coherent schools are around the implementation of
an improvement project – the Starpath project. We want to understand why schools display more or
less coherence and what is required to become more coherent.
As well as understanding coherence for research purposes, this is a learning opportunity for your
school. The first stage, led by the researcher with members of your school actively participating,
seeks to understand the extent of and reasons for the coherence your school displays as it
implements Starpath. The next stage, associated with planning and implementing coherence building
activities, will require members of your school to take ownership for driving improved coherence
around Starpath. The final stage determines the progress your school has made in building
coherence during Starpath.
Megan Welton is conducting this research as part of her doctoral research into coherence in schools.
You will participate in one or many sessions for collecting data. The methods of data collection you
may involved in include: interviews; surveys; focus groups; observations of routinely scheduled
school meetings at which Starpath-related topics are an agenda item; and collection of documents.
During the intervention phase you may be asked to participate in activities to build your school’s
coherence.
We are asking you to participate in the following data collection activities:
1. Two interviews of 30 to 90 minutes duration.
2. Two surveys of 20 minutes duration.
3. Two focus group of 60 to 90 minutes duration.
We are also asking you to be observed in up to four scheduled school meetings that are relevant to
Starpath. These are meetings that occur as a normal part of your school routines to progress the
Starpath implementation.
Participation in this research is entirely your choice. Whether you decide to take part will not
disadvantage you in any way, or affect your relationship with your school.
If you choose to take part, you will still be free to withdraw at any time, without having to give a reason,
simply by letting the researcher know.
During observations of regularly scheduled school meetings on Starpath related topics, you will be
free to ask the researcher to leave the room at any stage during the meeting, without having to give
a reason, simply by asking the person to leave. The researcher may also offer or decide to leave the
room, should she consider the issues bought up are of a sensitive nature. In either case, the notes
already made will be destroyed and information will not be used in the research.
We would like to record and transcribe all data collection methods, except for surveys and
observations of regularly scheduled meetings. You will have the opportunity to review interview
transcripts and change or withdraw this data at any time up until the latest of the following dates:
•
One month after the data has been gathered
•
One month after the participant has reviewed their transcript (if they choose to do so)
Survey data may also be withdrawn up to one month after the data has been gathered.
Focus groups will also be audio-recorded. If you do not agree to this condition, you will not be able
to take part. Focus group transcripts, involving more than one participant, will not be made available
to participants.
In observations of regularly scheduled meetings, the researcher will observe what happens and take
notes, but will not tape record the discussion or record the names of participants involved.
The following will be done to protect your identity:
• If you decide not to participate this information will not be made public.
• Names and other identifying information will be deleted from transcripts and transcripts will be
assigned code numbers.
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•

Why am I being
asked to take
part?
How will my
findings be
used?

What will happen
to the data?

Only the researcher or professional transcribers, who have signed a confidentiality agreement,
will transcribe the audio-recordings.
Nevertheless, confidentiality, within your school, may not possible because sessions may include
many participants. Furthermore, in some roles confidentiality within and beyond your school is not
possible because people may be able to infer names in the instance where one person holds a role.
In such circumstances, individuals will be informed and agreement sought.
Leaders are recognized as catalyst for building coherence around improvements. Therefore, if your
school aspires to become more coherent, we need to understand how your school is led and
organised around Starpath and the reasons for this, so that any intervention address your school’s
specific constraints to coherence around Starpath.
Data from this study will be used for publication purposes and to provide feedback to the school as
the project progresses. Ongoing feedback will be provided to your school as the project progresses
through meetings with members of your school. In addition once research is completed the following
reports will be provided to schools:
•
A short summary report of the overall findings to individual participants
•
A school-specific report (confidential to the school) that identifies findings pertaining to each
school.
All published and school feedback reports will not identify school or individual participant names.
Data will be securely stored at the University of Auckland. After the required 6 years, files will be
deleted or destroyed in a secure manner. De-identified data will be retained on completion of the
research, as there may be other related studies in the future that could usefully draw on the data for
which subsequent ethical approval should be sought.
Megan Welton – m.welton@auckland.ac.nz

Who should I ask
if I have any
queries?
What should I do If you are willing to participate, please read and sign the attached consent form. We appreciate your
next?
willingness to be involved.
If you have any queries please contact Distinguished Professor Viviane Robinson, LDPP, Faculty of Education,
The University of Auckland, Private Bag 92019, Auckland, Tel: (09) 923-7372, E-mail:
vmj.robinson@auckland.ac.nz. For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact: The Chair, The
University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Office of the Vice
Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142, Tel: (09) 373-7599 ext. 83711, ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz
Approved by the UNIVERSITY of AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE on 28/10/14 for (3) years,
Reference Number 013122
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Research Project Title: Coherence during Starpath

Consent Form
THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF SIX YEARS

The researcher is Megan Welton from the Faculty of Education at The
University of Auckland
1.

I have read the participant information sheet, and have understood the nature of the research and the
reasons for my selection as a potential participant. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have
them answered to my satisfaction.

2.

I understand that participation is voluntary, and that my participation or non-participation will not affect
my relationship with the school, and that I free to withdraw at any time without explanation.

3.

I understand that interview and survey data that has been collected can be withdrawn at any time up
until the latest of the following dates:
a. Up to one month after data has been gathered
b. Up to one month after I have reviewed my interview transcript (if I choose to do so).

4.

I understand data collection sessions involving more than one participant (e.g. focus groups, feedback
and planning sessions) will be recorded and that I will not be able to withdraw information that I have
provided.

5.

I understand that I have been asked to participate in the following data collection activities with time
commitments as follows: two interviews of 30 to 90 minutes duration; two surveys of 20 minutes
duration; two focus group of 60 to 90 minutes duration and; four observations of meetings on Starpathrelated topics.

6.

I understand that in meeting observations I am free to ask the researcher to leave at any time during
the meeting without having to give a reason. Furthermore, the researcher may also leave the room at
any time if she considers it appropriate.

7.

I undertake to keep confidential the content of sessions with more than one participant, unless we agree
to share data more widely for the purposes of learning.

8.

I understand that data from all sessions will be stored securely at the University of Auckland premises,
and identifying material (including key words or codenames) will be stored separately from the data.

9.

I understand that no names or references that identify individual participants will be used in any report
about the research. Nevertheless, confidentiality may not be possible because sessions may include
many participants, and in some roles, like mine, sources are obvious because of one appointee.

10. I understand that a third party who has signed a confidentiality agreement may transcribe my interview
and session recordings.

11. I understand that de-identified data will be retained on completion of the research, as there may be
other related studies in the future that could usefully draw on the data for which subsequent ethical
approval would be sought.
Please turn over
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I agree to take part in the research
I agree/ do not agree to have my research interviews audio-recorded [delete whichever does not apply].

Name:_____________________________________________
Signature: __________________________________________
Date: ______________________________________________
I would like to receive copies of my interviews:
I would like to receive a copy of the summary report:

☐
Yes ☐
Yes

☐
No ☐
No

If you answered “Yes” to the above question please provide an e-mail (or postal)
address to which you would like the report to be sent:
E-mail
(or
postal)
address:
………………………………………………………………………………………………
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS
ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 28/10/14 for (3) years, Reference Number 013122
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Caregiver Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form

Research Project Title: Coherence around Parent Conference

Participant Information Sheet for Caregiver
What is this
research about?
Who is the
researcher?
What am I being
asked to do?

This study aims to better understand and improve how parent conferences are led and
organised in schools.
Megan Welton is conducting this research as part of her research into how schools are lead
and organised.
We are asking you to participate in an interview about your experience of parent
conferences.

How long will it
take?
Do I have a
choice in
participating?

There will be one interview and it will last approximately 15 minutes.

Will
conversations be
recorded?
How will my
privacy be
protected?

Taking part is entirely your choice. Whether you decide to take part will not disadvantage you
in any way, or affect your relationship with your school.
If you choose to take part, you will still be free to withdraw at any time, without having to give
a reason, simply by letting the researcher know.
We would like to record and then write down your interview in a document. You will have the
opportunity to read the written record of your interview and change or withdraw this document
any time up until one month after your interview document has been returned for your review.
The following will be done to protect your identity:
•

If you decide not to participate this information will not be made public.

•

Names and other identifying information will be deleted from documents recording your
interviews and these documents will be assigned code numbers.

•
Why am I being
asked to take
part?
How will my
findings be
used?

What will happen
to the data?
Who should I ask
if I have any
queries?
What should I do
next?

Only the researcher or people employed to write out your interviews, who have signed a
confidentiality agreement, will listen to and write down audio-recordings of your interview.
Caregivers’ views and experiences about parent conferences are essential so that this and
subsequent projects to help students can be improved.
Collected data will be entered into databases for analysis. This will allow us to understand
how well parent conferences work in your and other schools. Once the research is completed,
we will provide a short report of the overall findings for people who are interviewed (please
indicate on the Consent Form if you would like to receive a copy of this report). We will also
provide a full report to each school and present findings at conferences and in reports
published in professional journals and books.
All published and school feedback reports will not identify school or individual participant
names.
Data will be securely stored at the University of Auckland. After the required 6 years files will
be deleted or destroyed in a secure manner.
Megan Welton – m.welton@auckland.ac.nz
Phone: 021834494
If you are willing to participate, please read and sign the attached consent form. We appreciate
your willingness to be involved.

If you have any queries please contact Distinguished Professor Viviane Robinson, LDPP, Faculty of Education,
The University of Auckland, Private Bag 92019, Auckland, Tel: +64 9 623 8899 x 87372, E-mail:
vmj.robinson@auckland.ac.nz. For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact: The Chair, The
University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Office of the Vice
Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142, Tel: (09) 373-7599 ext. 83711 ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz
Approved by the UNIVERSITY of AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE on 28/10/14
for (3) years, Reference Number 013122
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Research Project Title: Coherence around Home School Partnerships

Consent Form for Caregiver
THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF SIX YEARS
The researcher is Megan Welton from the Faculty of Education at The University of Auckland

1.

2.

3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

I have read the participant information sheet, and have understood the nature of the research
and the reasons for my selection as a potential participant. I have had the opportunity to ask
questions and have them answered to my satisfaction.
I understand that participation is voluntary, and that my participation or non-participation will
not affect my relationship with the school, and that I am free to withdraw at any time without
explanation.
I understand that the document recording my interview can be withdrawn at any time up until
one month after it has been returned for my review.
I understand the time commitment is as follows: one interview of approximately 15 minutes.
I understand that the interview data will be stored securely at the University of Auckland for
6 years, and that any identifying material will be stored separately from the data.
I understand that no names or references that identify individual participants will be used in
any report about the research.
I understand that there may be a person employed to write down my interviews who has
signed a confidentiality agreement

I agree to take part in the research
I agree/ do not agree to have my research interviews audio-recorded [delete whichever does not
apply].
Name: _____________________________________________
Signature: __________________________________________
Date: ______________________________________________
I would like to receive a copy of my interview:
I would like to receive a copy of the summary report:

☐
Yes ☐
Yes

☐
No ☐
No

Please provide an e-mail (or postal) address so that we may send you a written copy of your interview
and/or summary report.
E-mail
(postal)
address:
…………………………………………………………………………………………

Approved by the UNIVERSITY of AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE on 28/10/14 for (3) years,
Reference Number 013122
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Appendix F: Coherence Survey: Item Communalities and Correlation Tables
Table F.1
Coherence Survey: Item Communalities
ℎ!
.70
.75

Items
1. We think carefully about the fit between new and existing initiatives
5. Staff discuss whether a new initiative will serve our strategic goals
6. It is clear to me how the improvements we are implementing are
going to raise student achievement
7. Leaders listen to the problems we have implementing improvement
strategies
9. When problems affect everyone we solve them as a school
10. The various initiatives fit together to deliver on our school goals
11. We act on feedback parents give us about how to engage them in
their children's schooling
12. Leaders convey agreement about how improvement strategies will lift
achievement
13. Leaders protect the time required to learn new initiatives
14. We always learn lessons from our prior attempts to implement
initiatives
15. We have a coordinated approach for analysing student data at a class, department- and school-level
17. We regularly monitor initiatives to make sure they are working
18. The changes we are introducing support our goals for lifting student
achievement
20. Our various improvement efforts fit together in a coherent way
21. Students' families really understand what their child needs to do to
achieve their academic goals
24. Teacher feedback influences school-wide decisions about how
improvements are implemented
25. There are a manageable number of improvements/initiatives running
at once
26. It is clear how success will be measured for each of our improvement
strategies
32. The right resources are allocated to meet our improvement goals
27. Departments are on the same page about how improvement
strategies will make a difference for students
30. Tutors for a year group communicate similar expectations to
students
33. Departments use similar routines to improve student achievement
34. Teacher groups discuss the detail about how to make improvements
work in the classroom

.76
.82
.62
.76
.61
.76
.70
.68
.65
.74
.77
.81
.55
.71
.63
.74
.63
.68
.56
.72
.69
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Table F.2
Coherence Survey: EFA Correlation
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Items
1. We think carefully about the fit between
new and existing initiatives
5. Staff discuss whether a new initiative
will serve our strategic goals
6. It is clear to me how the improvements
we are implementing are going to raise
student achievement
7. Leaders listen to the problems we have
implementing improvement strategies
9. When problems affect everyone we
solve them as a school
10. The various initiatives fit together to
deliver on our school goals
11. We act on feedback parents give us
about how to engage them in their
children's schooling
12. Leaders convey agreement about how
improvement strategies will lift
achievement
13. Leaders protect the time required to
learn new initiatives
14. We always learn lessons from our prior
attempts to implement initiatives
15. We have a coordinated approach for
analysing student data at a class-,
department- and school-level

1

5

6

7

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

1.00
0.72

1.000

0.70

0.69

1.00

0.72

0.77

0.77

1.00

0.61

0.64

0.59

0.68

1.00

0.71

0.67

0.71

0.76

0.68

1.00

0.55

0.63

0.60

0.63

0.62

0.63

1.00

0.67

0.68

0.76

0.79

0.63

0.75

0.66

1.00

0.61

0.68

0.68

0.66

0.57

0.67

0.59

0.69

1.000

0.65

0.63

0.66

0.72

0.60

0.70

0.61

0.65

0.69

1.000

0.58

0.62

0.66

0.60

0.59

0.65

0.50

0.61

0.52

0.56

1.000

17

18

20
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Items
17. We regularly monitor initiatives to
make sure they are working
18. The changes we are introducing
support our goals for lifting student
achievement
20. Our various improvement efforts fit
together in a coherent way
21. Students' families really understand
what their child needs to do to achieve
their academic goals
24. Teacher feedback influences schoolwide decisions about how improvements
are implemented
25. There are a manageable number of
improvements/initiatives running at once
26. It is clear how success will be
measured for each of our improvement
strategies
32. The right resources are allocated to
meet our improvement goals
27. Departments are on the same page
about how improvement strategies will
make a difference for students
30. Tutors for a year group communicate
similar expectations to students
33. Departments use similar routines to
improve student achievement
34. Teacher groups discuss the detail
about how to make improvements work in
the classroom

1

5

6

7

9

10

0.68

0.71

0.72

0.73

0.66

0.74

0.62

0.61

0.75

0.66

0.55

0.71

0.66

0.71

0.72

0.55

0.56

0.52

0.64

0.68

0.56

11

12

13

14

15

17

18

20

0.64

0.73

0.68

0.70

0.63

1.000

0.71

0.54

0.69

0.63

0.68

0.68

0.71

1.00

0.65

0.77

0.59

0.72

0.68

0.69

0.66

0.75

0.78

1.00

0.60

0.52

0.54

0.59

0.55

0.46

0.55

0.44

0.56

0.46

0.60

0.66

0.74

0.66

0.70

0.59

0.67

0.67

0.68

0.54

0.73

0.64

0.66

0.60

0.56

0.64

0.57

0.66

0.50

0.61

0.63

0.59

0.57

0.66

0.63

0.68

0.67

0.70

0.70

0.71

0.60

0.67

0.541

0.700

0.614

0.652

0.697

0.700

0.676

0.754

0.555

0.635

0.615

0.660

0.608

0.623

0.542

0.619

0.643

0.607

0.576

0.689

0.622

0.589

0.505

0.544

0.574

0.619

0.511

0.506

0.466

0.526

0.505

0.580

0.609

0.570

0.544

0.598

0.337

0.511

0.393

0.446

0.465

0.439

0.427

0.389

0.421

0.435

0.425

0.508

0.462

0.567

0.493

0.504

0.459

0.481

0.491

0.445

0.374

0.482

0.452

0.450

0.559

0.501

0.473

0.595

0.424

0.525

0.483

0.524

0.510

0.480

0.468

0.487

0.553

0.534

0.563

0.545

0.608

0.550

Item

21

21. Students' families really understand what
their child needs to do to achieve their
academic goals
24. Teacher feedback influences school-wide
decisions about how improvements are
implemented
25. There are a manageable number of
improvements/initiatives running at once
26. It is clear how success will be measured
for each of our improvement strategies

1.000

24

25

26

32

27

30

33

0.635

1.000

0.499

0.646

1.000

0.592

0.664

0.714

1.000

32. The right resources are allocated to
meet our improvement goals

0.423

0.625

0.612

0.614

1.000

27. Departments are on the same page about
how improvement strategies will make a
difference for students
30. Tutors for a year group communicate
similar expectations to students
33. Departments use similar routines to
improve student achievement
34. Teacher groups discuss the detail about
how to make improvements work in the
classroom

0.466

0.532

0.492

0.623

0.582

1.000

0.398

0.458

0.452

0.489

0.485

0.565

1.000

0.413

0.429

0.459

0.573

0.532

0.715

0.625

1.000

0.372

0.487

0.476

0.541

0.617

0.681

0.543

0.712

34

1.000
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Appendix G: Coherence Survey: Items Deleted from the Factor Solution
Table G.1
Coherence Survey: Items Deleted Two-Factor Solution, Including Reason for Deletion
Deleted items
2. We are systematic about how we use student
feedback to adapt improvement strategies
16. Teachers hold each other accountable for carrying
out actions to improve teaching and learning
19. Teachers share a common view on students’
responsibilities for lifting their achievement”

22. We understand the barriers to caregivers engaging
in school life
23. Teachers struggling to improve their practice
receive strong guidance and support
28. We understand what gets in the way of
improvement

29. We share a common understanding of how we are
raising achievement

31. Students take responsibility for achieving their
academic goals

Reason
Cross-loading below .3
Cross-loading below .3
Did not make theoretical sense.
Specifically, the item could
have equally applied to the
whole-school and team factor
Cross-loading below .3
Cross-loading below .3
Did not make theoretical sense.
Specifically, the item could
have equally applied to the
whole-school and team factor
Did not make theoretical sense.
Specifically, the item could
have equally applied to the
whole-school and team factor
Cross-loading below .3
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Appendix H: Starpath Programme
Starpath was a significant externally initiated programme that recommended changes to
school’s structures, student achievement reporting systems, teachers’ roles and student
norms and expectations. The first change was for schools to move from a speed-dating model,
whereby parents were updated on the academic progress of their child as they rotated around
subject teachers at fifteen-minute intervals, to an academic counselling model whereby one
teacher acted as a counsellor or mentor across all of the student's subjects. In these new
parent conferences, the student, counsellor and parent or whānau discussed the student’s
learning goals and their progress toward them, including what could be done to support
students in achieving their goals at home and school. Students and mentors also met three
times a year for a student conference. The student conference laid the foundation for an
effective parent conference by assisting the student to set aspirational, yet realistic, academic
targets aligned with their career pathway. The student and counsellor then reviewed their
progress towards achieving those objectives and identifying actions to encourage and
support objective attainment.
The second change Starpath recommended was improving how student achievement data
was collected, manipulated and used for developing academic targets, tracking and
monitoring of student achievement and conducting evidence-based conversations about
teaching and learning. Schools systematised processes to manage more varied types and
levels of student data, and then manipulated that data into fit-for-purpose formats. Schools
were then required to develop school routines to interpret the fit-for-purpose data for the
purposes of developing suitable student supports and making adjustments at the
instructional core to improve teaching and learning. In addition, and essential if these data
changes were to have a measurable impact on student achievement, schools needed to
develop leaders and teachers to interpret data and then use this evidence to solve educational
problems.
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Finally, for Starpath to work for every student, teachers needed to think about influencing
achievement across the curriculum and through students’ families. Firstly, teachers were
required to uphold high expectations across the entire curriculum, not just for their subject.
To encourage students to achieve qualifications aligned with their career pathways, teachers
also needed an in-depth understanding of NCEA course structures, plus access to or direct
knowledge about which NCEA subjects lead to which career pathways. Secondly, Starpath
also required teachers to develop positive and enduring relationships with students’ families.
A recent study on academic counselling for Māori students has shown that the strength of
these relationships was key to students and whānau collectively agreeing and working toward
challenging learning goals (Webber, McKinley & Rubie-Davies, 2016).
In practice Starpath’s strategies were executed differently at each case study school. This was
partly due to Starpath's implementation model that allowed tailoring of strategies to school
context. The implementation model was to work alongside each school’s team in partnership
and cascade professional learning. Starpath’s phase 2 evaluation report explains how its
partnership model allowed the Starpath project team to work as co-learners with schools,
sharing what worked best and then distributing this learning across the Starpath community
(Kiro, Hynds, Eaton, Irving, Wilson, Bendikson, Cockle, Broadwith, Linley-Richardson &
Rangi, 2016). In order to learn, the Starpath team collected a variety of data about the current
state of Starpath processes at each school. Schools received feedback about their school and
the broader Starpath community shared learnings from across school data. As the Starpath
community and each school learnt the nature of strategies evolved across- and withinschools. The programme’s cascade model of professional learning also allowed for Starpath’s
strategies to vary by school. Selected members of the school community attended Starpath
community updates and professional learning events, and these selected members were in
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turn responsible for taking what they had learnt, developing it further to suit their local
context, and then implementing local professional development (Kiro et al., 2016).
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