
Direction (Re)forming: Teachers' Accounts of 

Leadership Processes in  

Secondary School Subject Departments 

Shalini Saxena 

School of Education 

Auckland University of Technology 

2019 

Submitted in partial fulfilment of  

the requirements for the degree of  

Master of Educational Leadership at the 

Auckland University of Technology 



i 

The task of leadership is not to put greatness into humanity, but to elicit it, 
for the greatness is already there. 

John Buchan, 
historian and political leader 
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Abstract 

This small-scale, qualitative study focuses on the processes of direction forming in subject 

departments with the aim to extend understandings of these processes. The research 

questions guiding the study are: What are teachers’ understandings of how direction forms 

and reforms within their subject department? How do teachers associate direction forming 

and reforming with key departmental leadership functions? What strategies do teachers 

use to address challenges with departmental direction forming? An interpretivist 

ontological viewpoint underpins the methodology for this study.  

The main findings of this study are: (1) Group processes of direction forming in subject 

departments do not replace hierarchies. (2) Subject departments are seen as compliant units 

within organisations. (3) Most leadership processes are aimed at achieving compliance and 

are usually responsive, rather than proactive. (4) There is some recognition of collective 

agency, but almost none of individual agency. 

The interplay of structural components and interpersonal relationships seems to guide 

direction forming in subject departments. Organisational structures, including leadership 

structures, do not always align with departmental needs. Teachers’ accounts suggest that 

their team’s performance depends on the quality of working relationships amongst 

themselves, and organisational structures may make it harder to sustain these relationships. 

These findings could be applied to a critical review of current leadership structures in New 

Zealand secondary schools to explore emergent leadership as a form of leadership. The 

findings may also contribute to existing literature on leadership processes by adding 

teachers’ perspectives to it. It is recommended that teacher and middle leader voice be 

gathered and used to inform organisational planning for increased alignment between 

policy and requirements.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

This chapter provides an overview of how this small-scale, qualitative research study was conceived 

and shaped with the aim of extending understandings of direction forming in secondary school subject 

departments by employing a social interpretive approach. The development of the rationale for the 

study is traced before outlining the processes that led to its design framework, including how the 

research questions were constructed. 

Personal professional experience of direction forming 

Reflecting on my experiences of secondary school leadership, I was drawn to thinking 

about phases that stand out most strongly in memory, and question what made them so memorable. 

The earliest of these memories are of an elitist school in India where over a century of traditions 

influenced all aspects of school life from the curriculum design to how food was served in the Mess 

halls. One of the measures of student success was the number of athletes the school contributed to 

national level teams each year. It was not always easy to deliver a very prescriptive and academic 

curriculum content against this backdrop, and the positional leader passively supported the 

maintenance of the status quo. Yet, the department in which I taught delivered above average results, 

was seen to be making good progress, and contributed to the extra-curricular life of the school. How 

did this happen? The more I thought about it, the more I recognised the role of the processes that gave 

direction to the group.  I could recall specific events and our responses to them that determined the 

next step for us as a group; leadership was emergent and in a dynamic state. There were echoes of the 

pragmatism, trust and accountability that are identified as being important for business growth 

(Pearce, Manz, & Sims, 2014, p. 187). In the case of my subject department’s direction-related 

decisions, these factors were crucial. We experienced empowerment by expressing confidence in each 

other (Conger, 1989; Neilsen, 1986), creating opportunities to participate in collective decision-

making (Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010), and generally maintaining high 

expectations of each other. Collectively, all these factors improved our experience of the workplace 
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(Strauss, 1977). The realisation came as quite a surprise because the school was so bound by traditions 

that it seemed impossible to do anything different. Despite the context, our department formed its 

own direction effecting positive outcomes for the students. 

The underlying assumption of most thinking on leadership and leaders seems to be that of a positive 

shift or movement of outcomes for all associated. A person is regarded as a leader for making a 

contribution to the “individual’s group-invested needs” (Gibb, 1958, p. 109). “We assume that, no 

matter what the problem, leadership is the solution”(Alvesson & Spicer, 2014a, p. 40). This approach 

seems to disregard the role of active teacher involvement in decision-making, and the suggestion that 

people find it easier to trust and support solutions that they have constructed themselves (Tschannen-

Moran & Hoy, 2001), thus increasing their own efficacy. 

There is also an undercurrent of resigned acceptance of a romanticised construct of leadership even 

as the social construction of organisational reality is acknowledged (Meindl, Ehrlich, & Dukerich, 

1985).The question then becomes about the destination and how decisions are made about the 

direction in which to travel. In New Zealand secondary schools, the destination or goal is usually 

informed by policy. For example, schools seek leaders who can improve outcomes for all students, 

ensure that 85% of school leavers gain NCEA Level 2, and enhance the bicultural aspect of the Treaty 

of Waitangi. Schools’ strategic plans are another deciding factor. Based on the needs and aspirations 

of their communities, schools set goals and plan to achieve them within a certain timeframe. However, 

while the overarching, broad strokes may be put in place, the processes of ongoing direction setting 

or steering receive little attention in the din of policy, leadership, and goals. Crevani (2018) uses a 

geographer’s concept of space to add a dimension that makes it possible to “conceptualise direction 

as the development of an evolving relational configuration” (p.83). While this adds clarity to a mental 

image of movement in a direction, the concept of space does little to add clarity to the processes that 

influence the movement.  



3 

How do we recognise and understand the production of direction for a subject department? To answer 

this question, I reflected on my own practice as a secondary school middle leader charged with leading 

change. The destination for my journey was set by the school Principal, who was being led by the 

policies set by the Ministry of Education. In retrospect, direction formed mainly through processes 

of collaboration as well as dissent as we went through all the stages of team development listed by 

Tuckman (1965): form, storm, norm, perform. We became aware of this only when we paused to 

consciously and formally reflect at the end of two years. There had been a shift towards clarity of 

purpose and process that made it possible to engage more strategically in future actions. In addition, 

by the end of two years, leadership in the form of informal mentoring was emerging from the 

professional interactions within the group. For instance, lunchroom conversation became increasingly 

about effective curriculum delivery. Even as some members remained entrenched in previously held 

beliefs such as deficit thinking about the students’ ability to achieve, another group of agentic thinkers 

began taking shape. The tension between the two sets was becoming a barrier to further meaningful 

shifts towards shared understandings that would lead to achievement of the department’s goals. What 

took us through this period was positive reinforcements of the shifts already achieved, and being 

consistent in our messages about the department vision. The ongoing alignment of purpose, process 

and outcome emanates an influence all its own. It has brought greater clarity to a shared vision, one 

that reflects the aspirations of the group. Looking back, direction was formed, and then re-formed for 

the department within this period. Yet, even while the emergence of leadership was clear, there was 

incomplete understanding of the processes that allowed and supported this to happen. This is the main 

reason this study focuses on the processes of direction forming in secondary school subject 

departments. 

As the positional leader, I am aware of the interconnected, interdependent, complex entanglement 

evident in Uhl-Bien, Marion, and McKelvey’s (2007) framework for Complexity Leadership Theory. 

The framework envisions three main leadership functions that are inextricably intertwined: adaptive, 

administrative and enabling. Sometimes these may work together in harmony, and at others they 
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create threats to the group and its formal leadership. I also recognise the moral imperative for creating 

a better world, a better workplace, and improved outcomes for all stakeholders inherent in some 

educational leadership literature (for example, Branson, 2007; Branson & Gross, 2014; Duignan, 

2012; Starratt, 2011). Bearing all this in mind, a study aimed at extending understandings of the 

processes that occur in the formation of direction for a group would further the conversations about 

how educational leadership practice unfolds in New Zealand secondary school subject departments.  

Leadership studies: a backdrop for educational leadership 

It seemed logical to begin this study with a brief examination of the wider field of general leadership 

studies in which educational leadership is situated. The purpose of this exercise was, idiomatically 

speaking, to get a lay of the land before drilling into group leadership and direction forming for a 

group. As I began the search for explanations and definition of the terms, I encountered one of the 

most arresting statements on the meaning of leadership in an article that recognises and examines the 

differences in approaches to the term to generate a taxonomy based on the evident dissension. It 

makes the case that “leadership may actually hold no meaning and because of this positively 

overflows with meaning” (Grint, Jones, & Holt, 2016, pp. 14, italics in original). It also raises some 

other points that are provocative in the contradictions and paradoxes revealed through identifying five 

major approaches to leadership:  

• Leadership as Person: is it WHO ‘leaders’ are that makes them leaders? 

• Leadership as Result: is it WHAT ‘leaders’ achieve that makes them leaders? 

• Leadership as Position: is it WHERE ‘leaders’ operate that makes them leaders? 

• Leadership as Purpose: is it WHY ‘leaders’ lead that makes them leaders? 

• Leadership as Process: is it HOW ‘leaders’ get things done that makes them leaders? 

                                                                                                         (Grint et al., 2016, p. 4) 
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For instance, in limiting leadership to a person in an appointed leadership role, the contradictory case 

of leadership as a collective is also presented with the reminder that “informal opinion leaders” (Grint 

et al., 2016, p. 5) may not be the positional or appointed leaders, and questions how outcomes of any 

initiative may be attributed to a single person. Besides, it is noted that the context determines the 

meaning of leadership for it is “whatever a group of subjects makes of it within the symbolic fabric” 

(p.16).  

Discussing leadership as a talent Gibb (1949) points out that it is not a dimension of personality, as 

sometimes suggested. Rather, it is “a quality of the role the individual plays within a particular and 

specified social system” (p.75). This idea is especially relevant to this study focusing on direction 

forming for subject department groups in Auckland secondary schools. A subject department is a 

social group with a designated leader and, like most other social groups, its individual members have 

the capacity to influence certain aspects of its functioning. The quality of the roles within the group 

may see continual change as people interact and participate, demonstrating individual members’ 

leadership talent evident at different times. For example, case studies of four Australian primary 

schools revealed that leadership is not limited to those in formal positions of leadership (Wilkinson 

& Kemmis, 2015); it is enacted through teacher and student activities as well.  This finding resonates 

with my own experience of secondary schools in like manner where I, as a positional leader, find 

other members of the department influencing the direction forming of aspects that match their own 

fields of expertise and interest. For instance, a teacher who has recently completed a thesis on how 

Pākeha teachers can build stronger relationships for learning with Māori (Brien, 2017) led the  

professional learning for the Kia Eke Panuku initiative1 across the Department. 

Studies also recognise the problem of ambiguity in the concept of leadership to include problems of 

defining and measuring it (Pfeffer, 1977). This ambiguity also leaves the gate wide open for anything 

1 Kia Eke Panuku: Building on Success was a professional development school reform initiative that operated  
in 94 secondary schools from Kaitaia to Invercargill in New Zealand from 2013 to 2016. 
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else to enter and be included in the leadership discourses that have been designed to solicit support 

(Blom & Alvesson, 2015). Additionally, it has been presented that leadership and management are 

terms that cannot be interchanged for while the latter suggests application of strategies that have been 

used before, the former usually calls for novel ideas and strategies and is characterized by change 

(Barker, 1997; Grint et al., 2016).  Some attempts to define leadership through its outcomes, submit 

that effective leadership makes leaders redundant (Grint et al., 2016; Parry & Bryman, 2006). This 

would suggest that systems are responsible for the success of leadership; indeed that systems are 

leadership. Systems thinking is mainly concerned with problem solving such that the system is 

constantly refined towards its most advantageous form (Phelan, 1999) and matches a scientific and 

mechanistic way of thinking. Much like an engineer designing an efficient machine, leadership is 

seen to focus on designing effective systems. While the approach may work well for engineering 

inanimate objects, leadership cannot ignore the human element of any system. Regarding human 

interaction as a system would be error of judgement for it ignores the ordinary, everyday freedom and 

agency of human choices (Stacey, Griffin, & Shaw, 2000). Even within an optimal system, how and 

when we interact with whom and why is quite impossible to predict and control.  

The same line of thought emerges in a study of businesses where it was found that to make any 

significant gains, leaders had to become a part of the existing processes at work and discover what 

was happening and how things were taking shape (Regine & Lewin, 2000). These processes in the 

businesses being studied, depended on the interactions of the agents. Therefore, leaders would have 

to enter the ongoing interactions and be with the agents at whatever level in an organisational structure 

they might be, rather than imposing or assigning an expected level. Ordering or controlling from a 

hierarchical position would have to make way for mutuality for these interactions to be enhanced. 

Leaders would provide a safe environment within which agents would be free to interact, take risks, 

and be influenced by each other and outside agents. This seemed to closely resemble the ideal 

environment needed to foster genuine and meaningful professional inquiries in secondary schools 

(Zeichner, 2003). Another interesting finding of this study of businesses was the idea that those in 
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positional authority were leaders “by not leading” (Regine & Lewin, 2000, p. 19) and their capacity 

to allow and create conditions for positive interactions for growth were what mattered most to making 

gains. In any other context, particularly in the context of secondary school subject departments, the 

same interactions would be of paramount importance because it would be through these interactions 

that new directions would be formed.  

Rationale and design of the study 

The rationale for this study arose from a consideration of my professional experience, first as a team 

member and then as positional leader, through the lens of educational leadership studies. These 

aspects have been described earlier in this chapter. As I engaged with the literature, it began to become 

more apparent that studies based on a process ontology were not common. It seemed opportune to 

combine my experience and interest with the possible gap in literature to design a study that would 

aim to extend understandings of the processes of direction forming.  

Through this process ontology, the study was also expected to provide insight into emergent 

leadership and direction forming as a form of leadership (Avolio, 2007; Barker, 2001; Hibbert, Beech, 

& Siedlock, 2017). My initial literature review on the topic strongly suggested the duality of leaders 

and leadership  and that qualities of leadership could be developed across the group (Zaccaro, Heinen, 

& Shuffler, 2009), instead of only in the individual who would also hold the formal designated role. 

The significant role that teachers have in forming the direction of a subject department (Drew, 

Priestley, & Michael, 2016) can be brought to fruition through collaboration because it brings 

coherency to all disparate actions (Timperley, 2014).  

While these ideas reveal links and dualities to create a picture of the relationship between leaders, 

leadership, teachers and direction forming, all this could be a mere illusion of understanding without 

a deeper study of the processes that occur within groups (Alvesson & Spicer, 2014b; Crevani, 2018; 

Sheard & Kakabadse, 2004; Youngs, 2017). Besides, ignoring the processes may encourage an 

approach that is bureaucratic and serve to solidify the idea that leadership is always hierarchical 
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(Friedrich, Griffith, & Mumford, 2015; Tschannen- Moran, 2009), thus limiting the growth of fresh 

approaches to leadership studies beyond the leader follower construct that can restrict leadership to 

hierarchies. The  importance given to individual leaders’ actions in leadership literature far outweighs 

the study of leadership practices across groups (Thorpe, Gold, & Lawler, 2011). In order to make a 

meaningful contribution to understandings about how leadership emerges in groups and to recognise 

direction setting as a form of leadership, it seemed logical to pursue a study of processes.  

Drafting research questions that would address the aim of extending understandings of processes 

began with considering teachers’ current understandings. Discussing this with my research supervisor 

highlighted the importance of constructing questions in a way that would encourage activation of 

prior knowledge through giving an account of professional experiences. I also revisited my lecture 

notes from last year and noticed how there was an emphasis on constructing questions that allowed a 

study to address the aim without wandering into other areas. This urged me to be very specific as I 

began drafting the research questions. The first step was to position myself as a learner; how would I 

go about extending my understanding of a topic. Three main themes emerged from the initial 

brainstorm on the topic of processes of direction forming in a secondary school subject department: 

how is direction formed, what is not helpful in this regard, how are departmental functions executed 

despite barriers. These were refined to the three research questions listed below: 

1. What are teachers’ understandings of how direction forms and reforms within their subject

department?

2. How do teachers associate direction forming and reforming with key departmental leadership

functions?

3. What strategies do teachers use to address challenges with departmental direction forming?
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A case study approach was considered while designing this research project because it may be more 

flexible in allowing the research to be as general or as specific as required. Further investigation into 

the use of this approach revealed the logical need to have varied sources of data collection to support 

its efficacy. While the findings of the study are based on the cases of five participants, the findings 

are based on a single source of data; the semi-structured interview.  Given the scope and scale of this 

Masters level thesis, it was not practicable to include other data sources. A qualitative approach 

aligned better with the interpretivist lens that was selected to make meaning of teachers’ accounts of 

direction forming in subject departments. 

While designing this social interpretive study on the accounts of some New Zealand secondary school 

department members, purposive sampling was considered to be most suitable for its purposes. 

Exclusions were included in the design to make the selection of participants transparent and 

straightforward. For example, my own workplace was excluded from participating in the study. Only 

teachers and positional leaders with more than three years’ experience were included in the belief that 

their accounts would yield rich data. However, since fewer than expected expressions of interest were 

received from potential participants, a convenience sample was finally used. Answers to the research 

questions were sought by applying an interpretivist framework to the data gathered through semi-

structured interviews with five participants.  

Research context 

This study focused on the accounts of professional experiences of New Zealand secondary school 

teachers. A framework of social interpretivism that allows for an examination of the experiences was 

used in the pursuit of improved understanding.  In order to better understand the areas or aspects for 

which direction is formed in a subject department, a brief description of some common department 

functions follows.  
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Curriculum delivery, and associated aspects such as resourcing and student assessment, occupy the 

most important position among department functions. The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of 

Education, 2007), is a set of expected learning outcomes at different levels. Each learning area is also 

given sets of key indicators to assess student progress. While a range of teaching and learning 

resources are available through the Ministry of Education and subject associations, departments are 

expected to modify them to suit their learners. In the last three years of secondary school, students 

are assessed against Achievement Standards (AS) and Unit Standards (US) administered by the New 

Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA) through the National Certificate of Educational 

Achievement (NCEA) examinations.  

One of the most significant functions of a subject department is to prepare students for assessments 

through which they may gather credits and gain recognised qualifications. NCEA is based on 

standard-based assessment which means teachers have a great deal of choice in how they choose to 

assess the students. Internal assessments are widespread and robust systems must be implemented to 

ensure accuracy of marking. Intra-department and school-wide professional learning sessions are 

organised to share best practice, give information, and upskill in newer areas such as e-learning. 

Courses may be designed and modified to suit the needs of students at any stage during the year. This 

built-in flexibility may also support an ongoing formation and re-formation of direction for the 

department. 

All classroom teachers must have a current practising certificate, obtained by providing evidence of 

meeting all set criteria (Education Council, 2017a) and renewed every three years, from the Education 

Council. Evidence is gathered through an appraisal process guided by Education Council documents 

(Education Council, 2017a, 2017b). While the appraisal outcomes are mandated by the Education 

Council, the system may be designed by the school. Finally, the processes of implementing the system 

to achieve the mandated outcomes are left to the department. This includes the manner in which 

evidence is gathered by individual teachers. Some subject departments may set up intra-department 
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collaborative learning groups for this purpose, while others may encourage pursuit of individual 

teaching inquiries. 

Besides the largely regulatory functions described above, a department is also expected to implement 

initiatives that support the accelerated learning for the National Education Policy focus groups: 

Māori, Pasifika, males. These initiatives, such as Ka Hikitia2 and Kia Eke Panuku, come with their 

own processes and strategies that have to be practiced and embedded in the daily operations of the 

department. For instance, the Code of Professional Responsibility expects teachers will be “affirming 

Māori learners as tangata whenua and supporting their educational aspirations” (Education Council, 

2017a, p. 10). The school may create a strategic goal to reduce disparity between Māori and non-

Māori learners based on this. It then comes to the department to align its direction with that of the 

Education Council and school goals. The processes by which a department forms direction is the 

focus of this study. 

Structure of thesis 

The next chapter, Chapter Two, of the thesis focuses on the literature review completed for this study. 

It is structured using sub-headings that indicate the main ideas that were considered to be relevant to 

answering the research questions through a review of professional literature. The chapter begins with 

an outline of the literature review methodology. The next two sections are based on general leadership 

studies and comment on areas such as leadership constructs, structures, and group processes of 

leadership. The chapter then moves into areas of direction forming with a closer examination of the 

role of professional interactions and collaboration in this respect. The chapter concludes with an 

overview of direction forming in New Zealand secondary schools.  

                                                 
2  Ka Hikitia – Accelerating Success is a strategy to improve how the education system performs to 
ensure Māori students are enjoying and achieving education success as Māori. 
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The methodology for this study is explained in Chapter Three, beginning with a description of the 

social constructivist orientation and interpretivist ontological viewpoint used for the study. This 

section is immediately followed by descriptions of the research context and the process by which 

participants were selected for this research. The ethical considerations for this study are described 

under a separate sub-heading. The last two sections of the chapter include a description of the design 

of the semi-structured interviews and a brief discussion of the relevance of teacher agency to this 

study.  

Chapter Four is dedicated to introducing the research participants, and summarizing the semi-

structured interviews. Key points raised by the participants are presented as a table at the end of each 

interview summary. The chapter concludes with a figure to present the first set of findings that emerge 

from the interviews. These findings are analysed and refined in Chapter Five. 

The structure of Chapter Five is informed by the main themes that emerged from an analysis of the 

findings described in Chapter Four. The chapter begins by establishing the analysis framework, 

detailing the thought processes through tables. The next three sections, indicated by sub-headings, 

are the main themes that were identified through an analysis of teachers’ accounts of how direction 

is formed in their subject departments: spontaneous professional interactions, leader generated 

processes, and the role of existing organisational structures in direction forming. The next two 

sections focus on perceived barriers to direction forming, and the strategies that teachers identified to 

be in use to overcome these perceived barriers. Finally, the chapter describes the interplay of 

structural components and interpersonal relationships in leadership processes in secondary school 

subject departments. 

 Chapters Four, Five, and Six broadly follow the three-step approach: data-reduction, data-analysis, 

drawing conclusions (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Chapter Four, includes summaries of each semi-

structured interview to reflect the data-reduction stage. Data-analysis forms the basis of Chapter Five. 
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Chapter Six comprises the conclusions drawn from this study, implications of these for leadership 

education and training, and offers recommendations for areas that may benefit from further research. 

Besides, the chapter also outlines the perceived strengths and limitations of the study, and how the 

findings may be of particular relevance to middle leaders in New Zealand secondary schools. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter includes a description of the processes of searching, selecting, analysing, and 

synthesising professional literature that would help in achieving the aim of this study. It draws on 

literature form the field of general leadership studies as well as educational leadership studies. 

Following a description of the review methodology, the chapter is organised under sub-headings that 

indicate the main themes that emerged from the reviewed literature. 

Literature review methodology 

To begin a systematic literature review, I revisited the recommended readings from the three post 

graduate courses I had recently completed in partial fulfilment of a Master of Educational Leadership 

degree. This was considered a good place to begin because it was familiar, and therefore bolstered 

my sense of self-efficacy. I developed a list of key words that reflected ideas linked with the research 

aim. The key words selected for my initial search for relevant literature were: leader, leadership, 

leading teams, team-centric, secondary school subject departments, emergence of leadership, 

emergent, leadership development, processes of leadership, direction formation, collective process, 

collaboration, self- managing team, leader development, and follower. Initially, I was able to maintain 

a systematic diary of the readings by noting the date, source and main points raised in it. However 

enriching this exercise may have been, it was too time-consuming to fit within the scope of a Masters 

level thesis. Therefore, instead of continuing to maintain a detailed diary, I began to keep brief notes 

about the main points raised in the literature to create a literature summary. Besides, I began to 

download readings that matched the key search terms directly into my EndNote library. The main 

drawback of this practice was in the system of exporting citations directly to the library. Quite 

frequently, details would not be imported in the APA style of referencing and needed to be checked 

and edited. Following my research supervisor’s advice, I began to download the abstracts with the 

readings. This helped with searching material for a specific aspect of the research aim.  
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During the phase of engaging with professional literature, besides maintaining a summary record, I 

made notes on the readings using online tools as well as the more familiar tools of pen and paper. 

Every week or so, I would line up the annotated readings and look for emerging patterns that could 

be harnessed to pursue answers to the research questions. Colour coding of the main ideas was very 

helpful at this stage. Finally, three themes were identified as being most promising in terms of the 

purpose of this study: a call for a process ontology in educational leadership studies, a shift to self-

managing teams, and the role of team-centric environments in facilitating the emergence of 

leadership.  

Another layer was added to the process of engaging with literature and identifying patterns when I 

began to follow up on the research mentioned in their reference lists. It was a quest that was 

immensely rewarding and frustrating all at the same time. It was rewarding because of the richness 

of thought I encountered and frustrating because often it took several search routes to access the 

document required or there was a wait involved as a book was sourced from another library through 

the BONUS+ system at Auckland University of Technology. Occasionally, I used the Google search 

engine to locate scholarly articles using the key words for this study as search terms. Databases such 

as ERIC and Scopus were accessed through the AUT library page to access publisher’s databases.  

Some lines of thought were uncovered during discussions with my research supervisor, leading into 

more readings on linked topics. The selection of material was not limited by when it had been 

published. Rather it was the relevance and applicability of research that decided whether or not I 

selected it. Works considered as seminal by some authors in general leadership studies and group 

processes were valuable in understanding the structures and functions of any given group.  

Leadership: expectations, constructs, structures, role of context 

The first idea to be explored in professional literature was from general leadership studies because it 

was considered important to create a general understanding of the term ‘leadership’ before moving 
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into educational leadership studies in particular. Inherent in the idea of leadership is that it cannot be 

a closed system or something that can exist in isolation (Alvesson, 2017). For leadership to come into 

being warrants having others in various roles: participants, followers, recipients, stimulators, and, 

enablers to name a few. It would follow that if others are the raison d’etre of leadership, outcomes 

for these same ‘others’ could provide a definition of leadership. Examples to illustrate this could be 

picked from Hollywood’s cinematic contribution to conceptualisations of leadership by creating 

heroic figures who swoop in to improve outcomes for all (Alvesson, 2017), and leadership that is 

fueled by a moral purpose and fatalistic beliefs (Grint et al., 2016) as in the case of leaders held up to 

be legends. Often, leadership is about delivering what others demand, and there is always a possibility 

that efforts labelled as leadership may lead to unexpected outcomes, or even no outcomes at all. The 

undiminishing popularity of general leadership studies may well be because leadership can be 

everything and nothing; “a maddening concept” (Alvesson, 2017, p. 2). The ambiguity that has held 

scholars enthralled for decades has also prompted some in the community to pause and review 

existing research on leadership theories to offer implications for future research (Dinh et al., 2014) 

and recommend the development of more “integrative perspectives” (Dinh et al., 2014, p. 55). 

The quest to reach a single objective understanding of leadership has contributed to the reification of 

the term to become an “it” (Alvesson, 2017, p. 8), a thing or a noun. Besides providing a notion of 

understanding, it provides middle managers with an aspirational goal (Alvesson & Spicer, 2014a) 

amid the largely mundane and routine task-based existence. The reification enables people to believe 

that leaders make advancement happen, and that the advancement is good for all (Gemmill & Oakley, 

1992).   Paradoxically, the process of reification has also contributed to the “confusion” (Gemmill & 

Oakley, 1992, p. 114) of scholars about the concept of leadership. There is a real danger of team 

members losing sight of their own agency in an environment that regards leadership to be an “it” with 

an individual. Such an approach may even ignore the role of interactions among the group and the 

context in which they occur. Also, if leadership is a noun, a designated individual may be given its 

ownership perpetrating the “Hollywoodisation” (Alvesson, 2017, p. 4) of the leader; the hero who 
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saves the day. Being socially conditioned to regard people such as Gandhi and Mandela as leaders, it 

is not unusual for us to look out for individuals with the “it” in our own settings.  

The notion of wielding influence has surfaced in attempts to provide an explanation of the term 

leadership (Duignan, 2012; Grint, 2010; Kotter, 1988; Larsson & Lundholm, 2013; Yukl, 1989, 2002; 

Yukl & Van Fleet, 1992) including its darker themes (Calás & Smircich, 1991) in different 

environments. The same measure of wielding influence may be used to identify leaders in our own 

educational settings. Studying the sociometry of leadership in temporary groups, Gibb (1950) points 

out that the nature and strength of the influence of the leader is dependent on the dynamics of the 

group. Going on to describe leadership as a “dynamic relationship between the leader and his 

followers” (p.227), he lists “influence hierarchy” (p.227) as the first characteristic of leadership. The 

idea that as the outlook changes, a leader’s influence may also increase or decrease (Denis, Langley, 

& Rouleau, 2010) echoes Gibb’s (1950) emphasis on the dynamics of the group. While secondary 

school subject department groups do not fit the description of a temporary group, their composition 

often changes. Given that wielding influence has been identified as a part of leadership (Benne & 

Sheats, 1948; Drath et al., 2008; Parry & Bryman, 2006), it may be fitting to say that in a secondary 

school subject department influence could be wielded by different people in different situations.  

The first person to spring to mind at the mention of the word leader will probably be someone in a 

formal leadership position, or in this age of Instagram and Facebook, someone who has a large 

number of followers. Within a leader-follower ontology of leadership, influencers are leaders because 

it is assumed they directly or indirectly set out the path for others to follow. How the path came into 

being, or where it might lead are important, yet beyond the scope of this 90-point thesis’ aim. What 

matters in the moment is not limiting focus to the charisma and constructed credibility of the 

influencer, and the assumption that the person in the formal leadership role at the top of an 

organisational structure is the reference point for education policy implementation through the 

organisation. 
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It would be imprudent to think that there is but one kind of leader. A leader may mean many different 

things depending on cultural and historical contexts (Blom & Alvesson, 2015). Gardner emphasizes 

this point by recognising the possible diversity in leaders (Gardner, 1990) and reminds us not to 

exclude any attributes that may distinguish a person from the rest. As an example, a  1989 search for 

a school superintendent was finally ended by “subjective and undiscussed assessments” (S. M. 

Johnson, 1996, p. 94) of the community who decided the appointment. What mattered in the moment 

was how they perceived a match between what they thought they needed and what they thought they 

could see. Pfeffer (1977) recognises the tendency of people to attribute outcomes to individuals, 

ignoring the significance of the wider context, because it gives them a sense of control of the situation. 

Later, the same individual may end up being judged and evaluated without taking into consideration 

the setting or the composition of the group ostensibly being led. The same desire to achieve a sense 

of control also leads to aggrandising and romanticising the individual to be heroic. Ascribing to the 

romanticised conception of leadership here would demand an acknowledgement of leadership as a 

double-edged sword for if the leader possesses the power to control, then the blame for negative 

outcomes will also be the leader’s (Meindl et al., 1985).  

The spread of readings also showed the shift in focus and expectations of leadership. Earlier writings, 

such as Horner’s (1997) review of leadership studies over several decades recognised that most 

studies focused on individuals as leaders citing Bernard (1926), Blake, Shepard and Mouton (1964), 

Drath and Palus (1994),  Fiedler (1967), and House and Mitchell (1974).  Seeking to develop a 

foundation for leadership training, Barker (1997) noticed that leadership training programmes were 

being designed with individual traits and behaviours in mind. One of the problems with this approach 

was that there was no “reasonable agreement on what traits or behaviours are leadership traits or 

behaviours” (p.343). This leader-centric approach was recognised as being problematic even in the 

last century with Burns (1978) commenting that the preoccupation with the individual leader meant 

that very little was being discovered about leadership and Pettigrew (1992) drawing attention to the 

importance of studying the actual processes in play within and outside the boardrooms of the business 
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world.  This dissatisfaction with the way leadership studies were developing continued into the 21st 

century with Barker (2001) approaching the subject from the fundamentals, and bemoaning the 

“outmoded constructs” (p.469) that were still in use. The gaps in leadership development studies 

remain in the limelight. To illustrate this idea, one study deserves particular attention. Nesbit (2012) 

identifies “continuous dynamic environments facing organisations” (p.204) as an issue with creating 

formal leadership-development programmes  suggesting that any plans and programmes to develop 

leaders should be constructed such that they are able to respond to any environmental or contextual 

change.  These studies highlight the connection between context and how leadership is practised. It 

would be difficult to generate characteristics of leaders or leadership in the absence of specific 

contexts because it is response to changes in the environment that effects the emergence of leadership. 

Further, it is not only the context that impacts the emergence of leadership, but also the popularly 

held perceptions of leaders. Research to identify male and female perceptions of leaders resulted in a 

list of seven attributes that added to implicit leadership theories: Sensitivity, Dedication, Tyranny, 

Charisma, Strength, Masculinity, and Intelligence. (Offermann, Kennedy, & Wirtz, 1994). A 

paralleling study of Offermann et al.'s (1994) study of the content of implicit leadership theories with 

new samples over two decades revealed that there has not been a significant shift in how people, both 

male and female, perceive leaders (Offermann & Coats, 2018). Despite the addition of the attribute 

of Creativity to the list, the overriding message remained the same: leaders are strong, masculine 

figures. While this may not be directly addressing my research questions, it is suggested that these 

perceptions have some bearing on how members recognise emergent leadership in a group. 

Houglum’s (2012) systematic demystification of some beliefs about leadership refers in particular to 

Plowman and Duchon’s (2007) work on the myths of leadership. One of these is that leaders establish 

the final outcomes or destination. According to this an individual leader is objective, capable of 

flawless design and execution of a plan that delivers desired outcomes for all, and is responsible for 

helping everyone to achieve these desired outcomes. For an individual to be able to successfully 
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complete all these actions implies a very high degree of control, akin to tyranny, over all aspects of 

teams. There seems to be little room for anyone else to have any input in the way the plan is designed 

and implemented. Some other myths of traditional that Plowman and Duchon (2007) write about are 

also closely linked with the idea of control with negative connotations. It seems that heroic leaders 

were almost expected to be tyrannical and controlling.  

Since ontology is associated with the pivotal beliefs about the nature of reality, an objectivist ontology 

would regard reality to exist independent of any other factors. There has been some recognition of 

the trend of associating traditional notions of leadership with objectivist ontology and positivist 

epistemology (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2006), and the shift towards new conceptualisations of leadership 

employing the framework of subjectivist ontology and interpretivist epistemology. This shift could 

have been influenced by the increasingly complex and varied demands of educational leadership. It 

is near impossible for a single individual to be the repository of that highly desirable mass of qualities 

that will ensure effective leadership. If to be a leader means to be in control of everything all the time, 

have all the correct answers to the all the questions that need to be asked for the benefit of all, then it 

does not reflect the topography of the current field of educational leadership. Traditional notions of 

leadership are seen to be no longer in alignment with leadership challenges (Griffin, 2002; Houglum, 

2012; Lichtenstein et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007). Flatter structures of 

leadership responsibilities are becoming more common with several individuals, with no formal 

designation, undertaking leadership actions at different times. Often referred to as a distributed form 

of leadership, it has gained the attention of educational leadership researchers who seek to reveal its 

advantages and drawbacks (Bennett, Woods, Wise, & Newton, 2007; Gronn, 2002; Harris, 2003; 

Woods, Bennett, Harvey, & Wise, 2004).  

As an alternative to the objectivist ontology of leadership Drath et al (2008) present an integrative 

“tripod” approach: direction, alignment, commitment (DAC). It is within these processes that 

leadership identities may form quite differently from the designated roles. The traditional roles of 
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leaders and followers may then be interchangeably played out by team members as they participate 

in leadership processes (DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Drath et al., 2008) and begin to be identified as 

leaders (Alvesson, 2017; Miscenko, Guenter, & Day, 2017). While top-down leadership may still be 

experienced, leadership may also occur from within and among the group.  

If “leadership is a process of influence”(Parry & Bryman, 2006, p. 1), any member of a group may 

exert that influence. Studies of teams have also shown that team members participate in the leadership 

process irrespective of their formal designation. This may not be as straightforward as it seems for 

the contexts for leadership keep changing.  Furthering this line of thought, we are urged to pay more 

attention to the emergence of leadership and its development in specific social contexts (Bryk & 

Schneider, 2002; Denis et al., 2010; Ogawa & Bossert, 2000) while being mindful that these contexts 

are themselves in a state of constant change. The significance of context is illustrated in 

conceptualisations where leadership is seen “more like an improvisational dance” (Regine & Lewin, 

2000), an ongoing coevolution of systems (McKelvey, 2002), and “micro-interactions that 

perpetually reconstruct the future” (Stacey et al., 2000, p. 184). Another study based in an industrial 

setting sees “leaders being constructed through the supervisors’ integration into daily organisational 

practices” (Virtaharju & Liiri, 2017, p. 2). As the team being studied extended, changed and 

exchanged their tasks and responsibilities, these “contextual elements” were seen to contribute to 

“leadership emergence” (p.16). Understanding these ideas better may be assisted by a closer look at 

some group processes of leadership, since they are all in the context of groups. 

Group processes of leadership 

Reflecting on the studies on leadership and leaders that were included in the literature review for this 

thesis, team or group leadership begins to emerge as an intrinsic part of both. Going back to the idea 

that leadership cannot exist in isolation, some factors that influence a group’s dynamics are the 

beliefs, assumptions, values, and learned behaviours of the individual members. The impact of a 

group’s learning behaviours on its ability to undergo innovation and change has been evidenced in a 
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study that found links between the two (Widmann, Messman, & Mulder, 2016). This would suggest 

that to implement any meaningful change in the way the team operates, the leader will first need to 

identify the most promising learning behaviours. Through a systematic review of team learning 

literature, Widmann et al (2016) recommend sharing, team reflection, and team activity as the three 

most influential factors in a team’s development. The usefulness of these behaviours is also evident 

in a study of secondary school Heads of Department in Wales where most participants cited formal 

and informal sharing of schemes and practice as being most effective in developing teams (Turner, 

2000). All these factors require the team members to participate and be vulnerable; a challenge under 

any circumstances. The leader is thus charged with forming a cohesive unit of the disparate elements 

and finding a way to embed these learning behaviours in the unit.  

While there may be other ways for a leader to go about effectively creating the environment required 

for productive interactions, Tuckman’s (1965) recommendations for team development may still be 

valid: form, storm, norm, and, perform. Following further study and review, Tuckman’s 1965 model 

was modified to include a fifth and final stage; adjourn (Tuckman & Jensen, 1977). Applying each 

recommended stage to a New Zealand secondary school department would present the following 

picture, which while not reflecting each and every situation accurately, does provide a general 

overview and a sense of what may be. A team, such as a subject department group, in a secondary 

school allows for limited control of how it may be formed as its members may be appointed over a 

number of years by different people. Their selection would have probably been guided by the 

immediate needs of the school community at the time. The stage of storming or disrupting the status 

quo is next because continual change is one of the only constants in school settings. Creativity and 

innovation is most recognisable during this stage as the team develops better ways of doing things. 

The fifth stage of adjournment (Tuckman & Jensen, 1977) may or may not be applicable. Teachers 

may leave the school or may accept another role within the school necessitating the adjournment of 

a team, and equally probable is that team membership and its common vision remains unchanged.  
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A set of four studies with three different samples of businesses in Portugal revealed that the goal of 

increased performance drove team adaptation (Abrantes, Passos, Cunha, & Santos, 2018). Emerging 

from the storming, a team decides the new norms that will see it perform better. The improved 

performance of the team is also seen to lift the practice across the organisation (Kayes & Burnett, 

2006). Whether by association, or by comparison, the other teams in the larger organisation also begin 

their own processes of team development. 

The importance of building the capability to lead across all levels of an organisational structure has 

been articulated (Amagoh, 2009; Kouzes & Posner, 2009; McCauley & Douglas, 2004) as has the 

belief that this development of leadership capabilities at all levels should become a part of 

organisational culture. As the main policy maker for secondary education in New Zealand, the 

Ministry of Education has also begun to recognise the importance of the ability of teachers at all 

levels to lead. The Ministry of Education’s vision document for New Zealand education in 2025 

includes a list titled “What does not change”. The first point in this list reads, “The importance of 

quality leadership. The ability of leaders at all levels to lead during times of rapid change will be 

more critical to success than ever” (Ministry of Education, 2015, p. 2). Classroom teachers lead 

curriculum delivery in their classes and are leaders in this sense. As a group, they influence a core 

function of the subject department. This suggests the need for a better understanding of the processes 

that support a group to form its own direction.  

 Direction forming for a team such as a secondary school subject department will probably be 

continually impacted by social processes including formal and informal interactions in the workplace. 

Chia (1997) explains that studies that employ a process ontology focus on actions in their research. 

These actions are situated in a particular context and occur over a period of time. A process ontology 

suits this particular study as one of the questions it seeks to answer is related to the emergence of 

leadership through direction forming for the group. Drawing on previous studies has led scholars to 

conclude that leadership is “constructed as emerging from these interactions” (Sergi, Denis, & 
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Langley, 2016, p. 44). It is based on change, rather than a fixed, owned, or established (Chia, 1997) 

set of characteristics. A relational, processual view involving interactions occurring over time and 

leading to emergence of leadership has also been put forward by Pettigrew (1992), Cunliffe and 

Eriksen (2011) and Uhl-Bien (2006). Further, it is believed that leadership theory so far “has not 

examined the dynamic, complex systems and processes that comprise leadership” (Uhl-Bien et al., 

2007) . This is consistent with other urgings for a process ontology (Carroll & Simpson, 2012; Denis 

et al., 2010; Küpers, 2007; Parry & Bryman, 2006; Raelin, 2016; Sergi et al., 2016).  

This line of thought resonates with my own position on leadership which has been formed through 

personal experience, observation, and reflection. In my experience, effective leadership practice 

focuses on creating conditions that support students and teachers in their teaching and learning 

(Robinson, Hohepa, & Lloyd, 2009) and creating communities of practice that involve teachers as 

well as positional leaders (Wilkinson & Kemmis, 2015). While the intentional actions of the 

positional leaders may be clearly informed by policy and therefore easier to identify, the processes 

that occur within the learning communities are not always noticed or documented. Direction may be 

formed through spontaneous interactions among all members of the group regardless of formal 

designations as much as through formal meetings, documents, and other school-wide tools such as 

Teams on Microsoft 365. 

A broad overview of the historical basis of understanding leadership as a group quality may be gained 

from the works of Gibb (Benne & Sheats, 1948; Borgatta, Bales, & Couch, 1954; Gibb, 1958). 

Commenting on leadership in groups, Gibb (1958) described it as “a part of the problem-solving 

machinery of groups”(p.103) supporting Thelen’s (1954) view of leadership as  a set of functions 

through which the group aligns the industry of individuals to achieve a mutually desirable outcome.  

These views concur with the functional approach that regards leadership in terms of  guiding a group 

to grow constructively to produce outcomes (Benne & Sheats, 1948). It is of some interest to note 

that a discussion even as early as the 1940s  assumed that “the quality and amount of group production 
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is the "responsibility" of the group” (Benne & Sheats, 1948, p. 41, inverted commas in original). This 

suggests that understandings of group processes and leadership in teams have been in development 

for more than half a century. Further, if groups and group responsibilities take centre-stage in 

understanding leadership, then it may be regarded as a group level construct as opposed to an 

individualistic construct.  

This would seem to be in contrast to leader-centric studies  (Bernard, 1926; Fiedler, 1967). As 

discussed earlier, the problems with adopting a leader-centric approach have been acknowledged and 

attention given to context (Nesbit, 2012) and processes (Pettigrew, 1992). Studies have also attempted 

to widen the understanding of the relationship between team processes and leader effectiveness 

(Zaccaro & Klimoski, 2002) by conceptualising an interface between leadership and team processes, 

and team performance. Building on this is the argument that “leadership happens as an outcome of 

team processes”(Day, Gronn, & Salas, 2004, p. 859). In the light of the aims of this study, this 

argument is highly relevant.  

The approaches mentioned above reflect the current reality of educational leadership, and are hence 

deserving of closer attention in studies that seek to focus on the processes that generate the 

circumstances and momentum conducive to direction forming by the group.  

Role of interactions in forming direction  

Following on from a group level construct of leadership, studies have focused on the interactions that 

occur within a group. In her work, Crevani (2018) draws attention to the approaches to leadership 

studies that reduce a “social phenomenon to an individual’s qualities” (p.2) and suggests that 

“leadership could instead be considered a phenomenon produced and sustained in interactions” (p.2). 

In hierarchical models of leadership, the individual leader may be expected to define and set goals in 

addition to working in a context that assumes that the individual leader is not only able to 

predetermine a universally profitable future, but also to provide the direction necessary to reach it. 
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However, studies that recognise the importance of the group over and above an individual pay 

attention to the outcomes of the micro-interactions within a group, arguing that instead of being 

predetermined, the future “emerges because of micro-interactions among people” (Stacey et al., 2000, 

p. 184). Echoing the same idea is the call for the understanding of leadership as an emergence from

interactions (Carroll & Simpson, 2012) . 

As people interact against a continually changing backdrop, a dynamic may develop independent of 

the formally recognised roles. Schwandt (2008) comments on similar interactions and states that this 

active social construction results in people being formed even as they influence the formation of 

others. This formation includes leaders who must accept the influence of others even as they exert 

influence over them (Hibbert et al., 2017). It is also posited that individuals are wrought by the groups 

that they affiliate with even though these groups are formed by individuals such as themselves 

(Griffin, 2002). All these findings cast a new light on understandings about leadership as a process 

of influence within a group that may have previously been only viewed in a fixed leader-follower 

structure. 

Formal interactions are also important in forming shared understandings about leadership within a 

group. These may be distinct from many of the relational micro-interactions mentioned in the 

previous paragraph. For instance, a scheduled department meeting could be used to illustrate the 

formal construct of an interaction. In this situation, the time, venue, agenda and perhaps, even the 

order of speaking is predetermined. Turner’s (2000) study revealed that the process of professional 

socialisation in settings such as department meetings was recognised by teams as contributing to their 

learning about leadership. In Turner’s writing, the term  socialisation is based on the explanation that 

it encompasses the processes by which an individual experiences leadership, including those that give 

knowledge and skills (Leithwood, Begley, & Cousins, 1994). Except for the formality of the setting, 

these could be quite similar to the ongoing micro-interactions among team members in professional 
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settings (Stacey et al., 2000) that shape people and contribute to the emergence of leadership in 

forming the direction for the team. 

Other examples of formal, purposeful interactions that may be described as processes that form 

direction for a subject department include task-related networks (Bartol & Zhang, 2007), catalytic 

affiliations (McGregor, 2013, as cited by Timperley et al, 2014), professional learning communities 

that feed into school culture (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2010), peer collaboration (King, 2004) and 

collaborative inquiries (Drew et al., 2016).  What is probably a prerequisite for any of these 

collaborative, collegial occurrences is for groups, and in particular, a subject department to identify 

also as a community rather than just an administrative unit within the larger school body. This 

provides a setting based on trust that is important for honest interactions (Cohen, McCabe, Michelli, 

& Pickeral, 2009; Melville & Wallace, 2007; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). 

Professional dialogue and collaboration for problem-solving 

Honest interactions provide an opportunity for a meaningful expression of teacher voice. As teachers 

find opportunities to share opinions (Quaglia Institute of Student Aspirations, 2015), and the 

likelihood of their being open to working collaboratively improves, so does their sense of collective 

efficacy. This could well result in an illustration of the group learning to lead itself through everyday 

processes. This idea is further supported by the reminder that “leaders need to focus on facilitating 

team processes that promote collective direction setting” (Zaccaro et al., 2009, p. 93). One of these 

team processes could be dialogue that creates new connections, understandings and directions for the 

members of the team (Carroll & Simpson, 2012; Drath et al., 2008; Hibbert et al., 2017). Here, it 

would be useful to bear in mind that more questions are likely to emerge from such dialogic 

engagement (Risser, 1997) even as valuable innovations take shape (Anderson, Potočnik, & Zhou, 

2014). Some of these questions may arise as traditions are questioned (Hibbert & Huxham, 2010), 

perhaps reformed, to form direction. The underpinning idea here is that of an ongoing and continual 

occurrence, rather than a singular one.  
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When teachers develop a shared belief that together they can make recognisable and positive 

difference to student learning, their sense of collective efficacy increases (Voelkel & Chrispeels, 

2017). It inspires teachers to set more challenging goals and examine their own ways of teaching to 

make a greater impact on student outcomes. An enhanced sense of collective efficacy plays a 

significant role in motivating teachers to recognise their agency both as individuals, as well as a 

group. Here, peer collaboration and a sense of collective efficacy may be instrumental in helping 

them cope and determine how long they will be able to continue in these stressful situations (Bandura, 

1997). 

Dialogic engagement can be creative in unexpected ways. Space may also be created for group 

members to voice dissent. Despite the negative connotation of the word, dissent can be very useful 

and productive in forming direction for a group while its absence may result in faulty decisions (Grint 

et al., 2016; Roberto, 2013). Roberto (2013) uses ideas attributed to King Cyrus, believed to have 

ruled around 530 B.C., to illustrate the importance of listening to diverse opinions for effective 

leadership when he refers to “the challenge of cultivating constructive conflict” (p.18). The currency 

of the wisdom and value of this challenge still holds true, and when effectively addressed, may yield 

novel solutions to entrenched problems. All too often, group members express agreement to avoid 

confrontation or submit to the perceived superiority of another. Another reason for members to concur 

may be strong social ties within the group, and the reluctance to lose the group’s inclusion (Sethi, 

Smith, & Park, 2002). An unhealthy dynamic may emerge and prove to be counterproductive as 

worthy solutions go unnoticed. This may also be linked to Complex Responsive Processes (Stacey et 

al., 2000) that are “relational processes of communication” (p.188) and encompass “the creative and 

the destructive” (p.190) during the enterprise of “actively constructing the future as the living present” 

(p.188). Therefore, dissent and doubt also have roles to play in forming direction because they draw 

attention to ideas and approaches that may not have been considered yet. By almost forcing an 

examination of hitherto neglected facets, both may serve as a balancing mechanism; a gyroscope for 

the group. 
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Direction forming in New Zealand secondary schools 

Direction forming for a group is a future-focused activity. Stacey et al (2000) express an interest in 

“understanding the process of organising as the ongoing joint action of communication” (p.187) and 

the “relational processes of communication” through which direction is formed towards a future that 

is “unknowable in advance” (p.188). The constant mingling and overlapping of organisational roles 

suggests that direction is formed more through processes than prescribed or traditional roles. Schools 

may be said to experience swiftly changing organisational environments which require agility to 

navigate. Rapid technological advancements influence direction forming for subject departments 

through physical structures such as MLE (Modern Learning Environments), and tools such as BYOD 

(bring your own device) and LMS (Learning Management System). Subject departments may find 

themselves having to continually anticipate and adapt in order to make the best use of these to improve 

student outcomes. Thus, the processes are continually forming and re-forming direction. 

Here, it would be fair to apply the adage that change is the only constant and subscribe to the view 

that “leadership is concerned with direction-setting, novelty and is essentially linked to change” 

(Grint et al., 2016, p. 3). There is a possibility that subject department groups will have to form their 

way out of problematic situations that have never been encountered before, much like the “groups”  

that have to “learn their way out of problems that could not have been predicted” (Uhl-Bien et al., 

2007, p. 300). People’s capacity to cope successfully with change may be related to the development 

of a positive and collaborative work culture at school (Stoll & Fink, 1996). This has already been 

illustrated several times in the New Zealand secondary school sector. For instance, when a new 

assessment system was introduced across New Zealand in 2002 and again when the existing 

curriculum document was replaced in 2009, subject departments were encouraged to participate in 

professional learning days organised by the NZQA and the Post Primary Teachers Association to 

establish a collaborative work culture. Popularly known as Jumbo days, the day-long sessions were 

organised at different venues all over the country for teachers to network and collaborate. Subject 

associations followed suit and organised subject specific professional learning sessions with National 
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Subject Advisors and Moderators from NZQA More recently, there has been an increasing emphasis 

on participating in Department inquiries and work together to gather evidence for the annual 

appraisals required for renewing Practising Certificates3. 

Recently, the TSP (Teaching practices, School practices, Principal leadership) (Wylie, McDowall, 

Ferral, Felgate, & Visser, 2018) tool was created and applied by researchers to get the first national 

picture of educational leadership practices in New Zealand schools. Besides professional literature 

from countries other than New Zealand, researchers also relied on policy documents from agencies 

such as the Education Review Office and Education Council, to determine the aspects that were 

perceived to be of the greatest importance to teaching and learning in New Zealand not only at the 

current time, but also in the years ahead. Among the teaching practices identified as being done very 

well is the ability to ‘promote understanding of others’ perspectives and points of view’(Wylie et al., 

2018, p. 4) suggesting that the teaching community seeks to be inclusive. It is also reported that ‘even 

in a difficult environment staff in this school can depend on each other’ (Wylie et al., 2018, p. 5), 

further highlighting the role of interpersonal, professional relationships in the workplace. School 

practices often did not support conditions required for collaborative sense-making and improvement 

through inquiry and evaluation and school goals did not always direct daily work (Wylie et al., 2018, 

p. 6). Less than a quarter of the participants thought that the school practices included providing 

‘sufficient time for collaboration’ (Wylie et al., 2018, p. 69). It may be inferred that organisational 

structures and practices do not always provide the support that is sought by subject departments in 

implementing processes. 

                                                 
3 A current practising certificate signals that a teacher has recently demonstrated that they are of good character 
and fit to be a teacher, have had a satisfactory Police vet and have been meaningfully appraised using, and have 
met, all of the Practising Teacher Criteria. 
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Regine and Lewin (2000) also believe that while the workings of organisations may not be predicted, 

“their direction and how they evolve can be influenced” (p.9) bringing us back to the critical 

importance of processes that form and reform this direction (Gunter, Hall, & Bragg, 2013; M. 

Johnson, 2000). Problems and unpredictability seem to be unavoidable and hence, seeking an 

understanding of processes that will assist in creating suitable responses to them seems a logical next 

step to better understand how direction is formed for secondary school subject departments. 

Teacher agency 

Changing approaches to planning curriculum policy have led to “an apparent reinstatement of the 

teacher as an active agent of change” (Drew et al., 2016, p. 92). Since designing and delivering the 

curriculum is one of the essential functions of a subject department, recognising the inherent agency 

of teachers signals their role in forming the direction of their subject department. Agentic behaviours 

usually thrive better in an environment free of a fear of repercussions as teachers are able to take risks 

and trial new ideas with peer support. Therefore, the significance of an environment of trust is 

highlighted. 

Along with structures and practices, leader and follower identities may evolve, change and be 

exchanged over time (Collinson, 2006) and be reflected in direction forming and reforming for the 

subject department team. The complexity and variety of leadership functions may lead to swift 

changes and exchanges of roles, placing teachers and positional heads in more horizontal structures 

of hierarchy. For instance, the introduction of a school-wide policy on digital learning may see 

teachers who have prior skills and interest in this field take the responsibility for its implementation 

across a subject department. It is not uncommon for a department meeting to be led by more than just 

the positional leader. Not only new initiatives, but also basic departmental functions such as 

moderation of internal assessment and professional learning benefit from a sharing of skills. In some 

cases, subject department heads may encourage others to take the lead as a strategy to manage their 

own workload. It is possible that an ongoing collective “endorsement” (DeRue & Ashford, 2010, p. 
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627) occurs within the group for leader and follower identities to emerge, change, and develop 

according to the context.  

Along with dialogue, feedback and mentoring have also been recognised as constructive processes in 

the direction forming of small teams. Participatory feedback is seen to generate trust and encourage 

reflective processes when it is incorporated into all department functions (Hatchimonji et al., 2018; 

Morgeson, DeRue, & Karam, 2010). Teacher agency is activated when instead of being passive 

recipients, department members are able to experience ownership and engagement in the learning 

process (Cohen et al., 2009) which is much like the “strong collectivities” advocated by King (2004). 

A 2009 Best Evidence Synthesis Iteration (Robinson et al., 2009) frames school leadership as 

leadership of a continually changing, developing, learning and inquiring organisation. Subject 

department groups would be one of the significant groups in this dynamic mass and practices of 

leadership in this group would be related to other school practices many of which may be contextual. 

For example, a secondary school with a small roll of student may merge learning areas to form a 

subject department. Thus, to focus on the “happening” of practices (Wilkinson & Kemmis, 2015, p. 

343) may also shed light on the processes that lead the group in a certain direction.  

Professional relationships based on trust may make a difference for the development of a sense of 

community within a subject department. Agentic actions may include learning from and with each 

other (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2010), moving to horizontal collective processes and a system of rules 

through active involvement (Friedrich et al., 2015; Morgeson et al., 2010; Visscher & Witziers, 2004), 

and concerted action through relationships (Woods et al., 2004). It is expected that these professional 

relationships will reveal individual strengths as well as learning needs. Individual members may be 

supported to generate creative ideas through specific mentoring programmes (Dong, Bartol, Zhang, 

& Li, 2017) that may feed into ongoing collective processes. It is not necessary for the mentor-mentee 

roles to be determined by positional authority or a vertical hierarchy as an increasingly horizontal 
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structure begins to form. Also, these roles may not be fixed and continue to evolve and change as 

direction is re-formed. 

Summary 

Professional literature from the fields of general leadership and educational leadership, including 

studies on constructs of leadership and leaders, has been examined to build a pathway into team 

leadership studies. Since the aim of this research study is to extend understandings of processes of 

direction forming and the emergence of leadership in secondary school subject departments, literature 

focusing on group processes was reviewed next. Next, the terms ‘direction forming’ and ‘teacher 

agency’ have been discussed in the context of the research aims of this study.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY AND 
METHODS 

This chapter begins with an outline of the philosophical positioning of this research study and the 

methodology. Next, it describes the research context of secondary school subject departments, and 

how participants were selected to gather data through semi-structured interviews. This is followed by 

the ethical considerations that informed the semi-structured interviews.  

Having introduced the rationale for the study, articulated its aims, stated the questions the study sets 

out to answer, and presenting the themes that surface in existing literature, this chapter focuses on 

delineating the theoretical orientation and conceptual framework within which the study is situated. 

As a novice researcher, it is all too easy to proceed directly from the aim of a study to its design 

without paying sufficient attention to its positionality or where it is situated (Romberg, 1992). In order 

to mitigate this shortcoming, a brief description of the theoretical orientation and conceptual 

framework of the study follows. 

Theoretical orientation and conceptual framework 

The study subscribes to the sociological theory of knowledge which believes that all human 

development is socially situated. In order to understand the processes that form direction for subject 

departments, it is important to remember that subject departments are a social group in themselves. 

Teachers’ accounts of their experiences of processes were from their individual points of view. 

Participants shared their experiences of interaction with others and the corresponding meanings they 

developed of the same. The term ‘social constructivism’ is attributed to Berger and Luckmann (1967). 

Their seminal work, first published in 1966, explained how meanings and understandings are created 

by individuals as they make sense of their experiences of the world around them. Social 

constructivism has also been described as an interpretive framework by Creswell and Poth (2017).  
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Before describing and justifying the selection of a research paradigm, it is worthwhile to briefly 

consider the four paradigms for the analysis of social theory put forward by Burrell and Morgan 

(1979), arguing that “all social theorists can be located within the context of these four paradigms 

according to the meta-theoretical assumptions reflected in their work”(p.24). The value of this 

exercise in consideration is in the facility it brings to further discussion of research paradigms. The 

four paradigms succinctly presented in a four-box figure titled “the sociology of radical change” 

(p.22) are: radical humanist, radical structuralist, interpretive, functionalist. They also make a clear 

statement of how these four paradigms are contradictory and therefore mutually exclusive and do not 

lend themselves to synthesis. Despite this clear distinction, it is possible to locate one’s operations 

within each of these at different times of one’s intellectual journey. Broadly speaking, the 

functionalist paradigm “seeks to provide rational explanations of social affairs” (p.26), the 

interpretive paradigm “seeks explanation within the realm of individual consciousness and 

subjectivity” (p.28), the radical humanist paradigm “tends to view society as anti-human”(p.32) and 

seeks ways to liberate humans from existing social formations to achieve their potential, and the 

radical structuralist paradigm is concerned with “structural relationships within a realist social world” 

(p. 34). 

The interpretive paradigm is concerned with understanding the world as it is from subjective 

experiences of individuals. The decision to position the research within an interpretivist paradigm is 

based on the need to use a constructivist theoretical framework to understand the research 

participants’ accounts of the processes of direction forming for their subject departments. 

Ontologically, interpretivists hold that reality is co-constructed, multiple, and relative (Berger & 

Luckman, 1967; L. A. Hudson & Ozanne, 1988; Rapley, 2001) and therefore it is difficult to interpret 

in terms of fixed realities (W.L. Neuman, 2000). Interpretivists contend that an objective 

interpretation of the subjective experiences of individuals is possible as the “interpreter objectifies 

that which is to be interpreted” (T. A. Schwandt, 2000, p. 194). An interpretivist epistemology may 

also be classified as hermeneutic since it accentuates the idea that to understand a human action, its 
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context must also be recognised and understood since these multiple realities depend on other systems 

(W.L. Neuman, 2000).  

The philosophical hermeneutics of Gadamer (2004) is a different way of illustrating interpretive 

understanding. It contends that understanding is not “a rule-governed undertaking, rather, it is the 

very condition of being human. Understanding is interpretation” (italics in original) (T. A. Schwandt, 

2000, p. 194). In any given moment we, as humans, are engaged in understanding intellectual 

experiences just as much as we are in making meaning of the information involuntarily gathered by 

our senses. This understanding arises from an engagement with all the different beliefs, 

preconceptions, values and experiences we bring to the interpretation. The “task of hermeneutics is 

to clarify this miracle of understanding” (Gadamer, 2004, p. 303). 

The interpretivist researcher focuses on understanding motives, challenges and other subjective 

experiences that are closely linked to time and context (L. A. Hudson & Ozanne, 1988; W.L. Neuman, 

2000). Thus, “interpretivism assumes an epistemological understanding of understanding” (T. A. 

Schwandt, 2000, p. 193). For the interpretivist, reality is subjective (Guba & Lincoln, 2005) and 

therefore there may be numerous, diverse compositions of reality (Creswell & Poth, 2017). Instead 

of an exclusive construct of objectivity, through use of this methodology, knowledge is socially 

constructed through ongoing negotiations and interactions (Berger & Luckman, 1967; L. A. Hudson 

& Ozanne, 1988; W. L. Neuman, 2014). The research process itself takes the form of an interaction 

between the interpretivist researcher and the participant as interpretations are co-constructed (Fontana 

& Frey, 2008). Therefore, the researcher is positioned as an engaged and allied observer at an equal 

footing with the participants (Titchen & Hobson, 2011). 

A rigid structural framework is not the best tool for interpretivists as “the movement of understanding 

is constantly from the whole to the part and back to the whole” (Gadamer, 2004, p. 302) aligning with 

the processual perspective of leadership that this study employs.  Research structures that are personal 

as well as open to personalisation are suggested instead (Carson, Gilmore, Perry, & Gronhaug, 2001) 
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since they are better suited to capture the nuances of human interactions and experiences. The 

researcher’s own prior insight of the context of research is acknowledged, but considered insufficient 

to form a design that can effectively deal with all the levels and aspects of a changing reality (L. A. 

Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). Since no single external reality is recognised in an interpretivist ontology, 

the research focuses on seeking to understand specific contexts through perceived knowledge (Carson 

et al., 2001). The interpretivist ontological viewpoint is that understanding does not develop in 

isolation. Continual negotiation, interaction and communication is necessary for understanding to 

emerge and develop (W.L. Neuman, 2000). All these aforementioned factors suited the purpose, 

nature, and context of this study which depends on teachers’ accounts of the processes that are 

instrumental in the formation of direction for their subject departments. Therefore, I was able to 

proceed to the data-gathering stage of the research with an informed confidence in its methodology.  

Enlisting participants 

In order to include both positional leaders such as Heads of Department as well as classroom teachers 

with no positional authority, expressions of interest were invited from staff at Auckland secondary 

schools. To begin the selection process, the school Principals and their Boards of Trustees were 

contacted. Once all relevant information about the study had been made available to them, they were 

able to make an informed decision of consenting to their staff’s participation in it. Besides asking the 

Principals to convey my invitation to participate in the research to the staff, I also asked to give a very 

brief oral presentation of the research topic and its aims to the staff. Interested staff were requested 

to contact me directly via email. I was looking for teachers and subject department heads who had 

been with their respective departments for at least three years in the belief that people who had spent 

a reasonable length of time in the same group would have more telling insights into the direction 

forming processes for the group. 

As per the research design, the first point of contact were Principals of four secondary schools in 

South and Central Auckland. This contact was made as soon as the Ethics Committee granted 

approval. A formal letter of invitation, the participant information sheet, and a consent form was 
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attached to a brief email message requesting access to their teaching staff (Appendices A, B, C, and 

D). By the next day, three of these schools responded declining the invitation and one school accepted 

it. Given that the school term was about to end, Principals indicated their staff were too busy to 

participate in research. Over the next two days, invitations were emailed to thirteen other schools 

resulting in two more schools agreeing to participate. Schools that did not respond to the email were 

contacted via telephone to follow up on their decision regarding the invitation to participate in the 

research. In all cases, the Principal’s office promised to find out and get back to me. However, this 

did not happen. I took it to mean that schools were either not interested in participating, or were too 

busy to respond on account of the NCEA practice examinations. 

Three expressions of interest were received within two days of the schools agreeing to participate in 

the research. The candidates came from a mix of small and large departments. Two were positional 

department leaders, while one was a teacher without any formal designation. All three were recruited 

to participate in the study. Since all candidates wished to be interviewed at their workplaces within 

the coming week, appointments were set up accordingly. Another two expressions of interest were 

received soon after, taking the total number of participants to five. The last two participants were also 

subject department heads. They chose to be interviewed during the school holidays as the end of the 

school term was a very busy time for them. The Participant Information Sheet and the Participant 

Consent Form was sent to the selected participants within five working days of receipt of their 

expressions of interest, with the understanding that they would be required to sign a hard copy of the 

Consent Form at the time of the interview. Two people who sent in expressions of interest, but were 

not selected to participate in the study were thanked for their interest and informed of the outcome 

via email. They could not be included in the study because their expressions of interest did not arrive 

in time for the data-gathering stage. Participants had five working days to respond to the initial 

invitation, and these responses arrived more than three weeks later. 
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Ethical considerations 

Due diligence was done in designing an ethical research study. The process began with attending a 

workshop on this topic organised by the Auckland University of Technology (AUT). A draft was then 

submitted for feedback to the Ethics Advisor attached to the Faculty of Culture and Society. After the 

required modifications had been made, the application was submitted to the Auckland University of 

Technology Ethics Committee (AUTEC) for approval. Contact was initiated with school Principals 

only after receiving formal notification from AUTEC of having provided evidence of following the 

principles of ethical research as set out by AUTEC: 

• Informed and voluntary consent

• Respect for rights of privacy and confidentiality

• Minimisation of risk

• Truthfulness, including limitation of deception

• Social and cultural sensitivity, including commitment to the Treaty of Waitangi

• Avoidance of conflict of interest

While designing the research, care was taken to safeguard the professional interests and personal 

wellbeing of the participants. Written consent was obtained from the school Principals that the 

participants’ relationship with the school would not be adversely affected. All reasonable efforts were 

made to maintain confidentiality from their colleagues. For instance, they could choose to be 

interviewed in a bookable space at the AUT South Campus instead of their workplace and 

pseudonyms were used instead of real names in the final report. A Participant Information Sheet (PIS) 

was provided to all who expressed an interest in participating to enable informed decision making. 

As a secondary school Faculty leader myself, I was aware of being a member of the social group that 

my study was targeting. To mitigate the drawbacks of being an insider researcher, my own place of 

employment was excluded from the study. Another aspect of being an insider researcher that caused 

me concern was the perceived power imbalance since not all participants would be positional leaders 
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such as department Heads. More importantly, the very construct of an interview places the interviewer 

in a position of power since not only are all details are designed to suit the interviewer’s project, the 

overall operational control also lies with the interviewer (Rapley, 2001).  Rapley (2001) writes of 

being ‘artful’ in guiding interviews as silences and non-verbal cues may also serve as signals to 

interviewees to add to what they have said. Among power characteristics listed by Brinkmann and 

Kvale (2015), one points out that an interview may manipulate the interviewee to divulge information 

without knowing the interviewer’s agenda, while another draws attention to how a research interview 

cannot possibly be an equal partnership. After due consideration of these ideas, I thought a realistic 

course of action would be to remain mindful of these pointers without allowing them to disrupt the 

flow of conversation.  

As an insider researcher, I also needed to remain aware of my own personal bias that may have 

developed through prior experience and study. The following actions were taken to maintain the 

validity of teachers’ accounts. All interviews were audio-recorded to capture the actual words spoken. 

Another advantage of having an audio file was that it captured the intonations that are important to 

accurately identify connotations. Participants were given the opportunity to check the transcript of 

their interview and indicate if it seemed inaccurate. Finally to remain objective and focus only on the 

teachers’ words, I listened to the audio-file while highlighting the key points pertaining to the research 

questions on the transcript.  

The main source of information about appropriate Māori protocol was the document Te ara tika (M. 

Hudson, 2010). Prior to the actual interview, some time was spent on developing 

whakawhanaungatanga4 with participants (Mutch, 2013; Smith, 1999). A brief kanohi ki te kanohi5 

was of value in building connections with the participants through talking about experiences in 

common and personal identity (Vaioleti, 2006; Walker, Eketone, & Gibbs, 2006). Building these 

connections was considered as being important because they would help build the environment of 

                                                 
4 Relationship, a sense of connectedness 
5 Face to face meeting 
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trust required for participants to feel safe and be honest in their accounts. The bicultural identity of 

New Zealand was taken into account also by seeking advice about Māori protocols from a kaumatua6 

at my school. He did not see any potential problems in my research design. Among other details, he 

reminded me of the significance of koha7 in the interactions I would have with the research 

participants. I decided to include this in the research design as a symbol of the esteem in which I held 

the ideas of the participants. 

The Participant Information Sheet (See Appendix A) and the Participant Consent Form (See 

Appendix B) was sent to the selected participants within five working days of receipt of their 

expressions of interest, with the understanding that they would be required to sign a hard copy of the 

Consent Form (See Appendix B) at the time of the interview. Two people who sent in expressions of 

interest, but were not selected to participate in the study were thanked for their interest and informed 

of the outcome via email. They could not be included in the study because their expressions of interest 

did not arrive in time for the data-gathering stage. Participants had five working days to respond to 

the initial invitation, and these responses arrived more than three weeks later. 

The main data collection tool was semi-structured interviews. All of these were conducted in a closed-

off space at the participants’ workplace in keeping with their preference. Care was taken to check that 

the participants had a clear understanding of the interview process, and what would follow afterwards. 

An external transcriber, who completed a confidentiality agreement (see Appendix F), was hired to 

ensure a quick turnaround for the interviewees. Since the transcriber was using an AI (Artificial 

Intelligence) programme, sometimes the interviewees’ accent affected the accuracy of the transcript. 

Therefore, I worked with the transcriber to check the transcripts’ accuracy by comparing them to the 

audio files. When participants were given a copy of the transcript, they were also asked to add, edit, 

or remove any material they did not want included. One participant drew my attention to an error, 

which I corrected. Three others were satisfied with the transcript. One participant did not respond to 

                                                 
6 Māori elder 
7 A Māori custom which may be translated to mean a gift  



 

42 
  

the offer of commenting on the transcript. Analysis of the data began with a close reading of the 

interview transcripts to extract material that addresses the research questions. The next step was to 

unpack the material to reveal underlying assumptions. The tables prepared for this purpose can be 

found in Appendices G and H. 

Semi-structured interviews 

For the layperson an interview is a face-to-face or telephonic conversation for a specific purpose, 

usually inviting opinions and descriptions. One of the earlier definitions of an interview describes it 

as, “a face-to-face verbal exchange, in which one person, the interviewer attempts to elicit information 

or expression of opinion or belief from another person or persons” (Maccoby & Maccoby, 1954, p. 

449). The purpose could range from offering employment to publicity. Keeping the interview on track 

is seen largely as the interviewer’s responsibility, and it is common practice for them to go prepared 

with a set of questions and/or provocative statements designed to draw out the interviewee’s ideas. 

Since an interview implies a purposeful activity, it can never be completely unstructured.  

Semi-structured interviews were selected as the data-gathering tool for two main reasons. First, this 

structure allows the researcher to ask clarifying questions (Harrell & Bradley, 2009). It may be 

important to paraphrase and ask further questions to check understanding of a participant’s response. 

Second, the possibility of suppressing data may be avoided through semi-structured interviews 

because additional questions may be asked to draw out more details. Besides, interviewing individuals 

separately sets the tone for confidentiality, something that may not be possible in a group interview 

situation (Corbin, Strauss, & Strauss, 2014). 

For this research study, it was important to remember that if the interviewer (myself) remained firmly 

bound by a structured interview and only considered the answers received to the prepared questions, 

the interviewee’s full potential may not be tapped. Besides, the research may have led to predictable 

conclusions adding little or nothing to the topic being studied. Therefore, a better course of action 

was to aim for a conversation that allowed  interviewees to speak from their own perspective without 
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feeling fettered, be provoked to respond and question, express concerns, and defend their beliefs 

(Latour, 2000; Parker, 2005) as this would allow the study to benefit from the “dialogical potentials 

for knowledge production that are inherent in human conversations” (Brinkmann, 2018, p. 579). 

Semi-structured interviews were selected as the data gathering tool because besides giving the 

interviewees greater leeway, it would allow me to focus the conversation on issues that are most 

relevant to the questions the study aims to answer.  

The questions were designed to elicit descriptions in the belief that teachers’ accounts of their 

experiences and understandings of direction forming in their subject departments would generate 

material that could be analysed to extend understandings about the processes involved therein. For 

indicative interview questions see Appendix E. As I prepared to conduct the semistructured 

interviews, I reflected on the validity of the potential data. Recognising the constructionist conception 

that focuses on the situational nature of interviews, I could identify with the metaphor of researcher 

as a traveler and the context of the interviews as the places encountered on the journey (Brinkmann, 

2018) and remain keenly aware of the processes involved in knowledge production through the 

purposeful conversations. Since I was a participant in a situated interaction, the resulting data would 

be a co-constructed reality. The interviewees would be tailoring the descriptions of their experiences 

to fit my questions and research focus thus necessitating a rearrangement of facts. The interview 

situation would thus determine the accounts. On the other hand, it would be wrong on my part to 

generalise all interview data as being incomplete or inaccurate because they would be influenced by 

the situation. To resolve this dilemma, I decided to follow Brinkmann’s suggestion to adopt an 

approach that would allow me to regard the data to be both a factual report and a more general account 

“occasioned by the situation” (Brinkmann, 2018, p. 587). 

In order to keep the teachers’ accounts focused on the aim of the research study, I took a set of 

indicative questions to each interview (see Appendix E). Before I began recording the interview, I 

asked if there were any questions about the Participant Information Sheet (see Appendix A). Four 

participants had no questions before signing the Participant Consent Form. The other participant did 
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not have any questions before signing the Consent Form, but contacted me after the interview to seek 

further clarification about the protection of her privacy. Even though participants were requested to 

refrain from mentioning names of people in the interview, some names were mentioned. Where the 

name was part of a statement that I wanted to quote in Chapter Four, I replaced it with an ellipsis.  

All participants were keen to share their accounts of how they experienced direction forming for their 

subject department. Jess, Peta, and Lyn described their context in greater detail than Max and Ann 

because they saw it as having a significant impact on the processes related to departmental functions. 

Supermarket vouchers were given to each participant as koha to show appreciation of their time and 

participation. Hard copies of the Principal’s consent form as well as the Participant’s consent form 

were signed before the interviews. A hard copy of the Participant Information Sheet was available at 

each interview. A list of indicative questions (Appendix E) was shown to participants before the 

interview began, and remained on the table during the recorded interviews. 

Analysing data 

Data for this small-scale qualitative study was only collected through semi-structured interviews. The 

quality criteria for the trustworthiness of this data (Korstjens & Moser, 2018) were checked using 

strategies listed in Appendix J. Initially each transcript was visited several times to identify emerging 

themes in the participants’ answers to the research questions. A sample of initial thematic coding is 

provided in Appendix I. A thematic analysis, as outlined in Appendix G, was the next step. Appendix 

G provides a summary of the participants’ responses to the research questions, along with my own 

inferences about the perceived challenges and supports in direction forming. 

Three columns were headed by the research questions designed for this study. The fourth column was 

created to set out the perceived challenges and scaffolds that emerged through the teachers’ accounts 

of direction forming. This column was colour-coded to highlight the contrast between what was 

hindering the department in forming direction and what was helping in this regard. The table was 

deliberately kept very brief to focus on the broad strokes. 
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The next step in this exercise of identifying themes was to attempt an unpacking of the most 

frequently repeated ideas that seemed to address the research questions (See Appendix H). Once 

again, colour-coding was used to differentiate between connotations. As I engaged with the ideas, I 

captured some of my own thought processes as questions on the table. In doing so, I tried to remain 

neutral and objective mindful of my own beliefs and values. I was also careful not to allow my own 

personal experience of leadership to influence these questions. Linking the questions with 

professional literature helped in this regard. 

Further, the unpacked ideas were examined to identify the key themes that had emerged. These were: 

spontaneous, unplanned professional interactions at the workplace, leader generated processes, and 

existing organisational structures. Finally, it was noticed that teachers’ accounts of directions forming 

for their subject department could be broadly classified as: processes, challenges, strategies used to 

overcome these challenges. These headings have been used to summarise teachers’ accounts at the 

end of each interview outline in Chapter Four of this thesis. 

Summary 

This chapter has covered the positioning of the study in the context of New Zealand secondary 

schools. It has described the process of enlisting participants, and how the ethical obligations of its 

design were met. The chapter concluded with an explanation for choosing semi-structured interviews 

as a suitable method to gather data for this study. The findings from these interviews are presented in 

the next chapter of this thesis. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

This chapter begins with a brief introduction of each participant before outlining individual 

interviews. All participant names have been changed to maintain anonymity. Each interview outline 

concludes with a table summarising the main themes that emerged. This is followed by a section on 

research findings that do not directly sit under a specific research question, yet add value to meeting 

the overall research aim.  

Introducing participants 

The research design expected to attract participants at different stages of their teaching career. 

However, it just so transpired that all the expressions of interest received within the stipulated time-

frame were from experienced teachers. Four of five participants were formal designated middle 

leaders. After giving due consideration to the composition of this group, and discussing it with the 

research supervisor, it was decided that the semi-structured interviews would go ahead as originally 

planned. The participants were given the following pseudonyms: Max, Peta, Ann, Lyn, and Jess. 

Max: An experienced teacher, Max has no formal leadership position at his current workplace. 

Having taught overseas, it took him some time to recognise the flexibility of NCEA and the rich 

opportunities for learning that the system carries within it. 

Ann: An experienced Head of Department, Ann has been at the same school for several years. This 

continuity of service has enabled her to develop a broad vision of the direction her subject department 

is developing and modifying as an ongoing feature of departmental functions. 

Peta: At the time of interviewing Peta was at her third workplace, the second as Head of Department. 

She had handed in her notice resigning her current position on account of philosophical differences 

with the Principal about a vision for the Department. 
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Lyn: Lyn has been at the same workplace for several years. This has deepened her understanding of 

the impact of change in senior leadership on departmental direction-forming. As Head of Department, 

she works closely with other curriculum leaders. 

Jess: An experienced Head of Department, Jess has been at the same school since it was established. 

She feels invested in the school’s overall direction, while seeking to align her subject department to 

the same. 

Interview outline: Max 

The first interview was with Max who was very forthcoming about his understanding and 

expectations of direction forming in his subject department. As a teacher with a broad range of 

experience in New Zealand and overseas, Max could articulate his own professional development in 

relation to department functions. Though currently affiliated with one subject department, he began 

teaching in a different one, and was looking to align with a third one next year.  Max has no formal 

or positional authority in his subject department. 

The interview began with questions about how his department is structured and the sharing of 

responsibilities. An early statement in Max’s account brought up the importance of open and honest 

conversation when he said: 

Having just an open conversation with…  but also having the scope to be kind of just given 

autonomy and being able to run things how I want them, and that’s allowed me to be really 

flexible… Just got an open dialogue about success. It’s a big point of conversation right 

now… like what are we doing, what are we really doing here. 

Max was quite clear that the ongoing professional conversations among teachers in his department 

were the backdrop for all departmental functions. Teachers talked about the purpose and processes as 

much as they did about the goals of their department taking into account the specific context of their 

subject. Max is certain the department processes are guided by purpose; positive student outcomes 
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and authentic learning. He thinks the other teachers are also quite good at spotting when the focus 

shifts from the original purpose to compliance. 

…And that's the one thing you know when you know when you feel like you're sort of 

compromising it's when you're putting systems above purpose. Am I ticking the box for the 

person above me what they want to see as opposed to just maintaining integrity and sticking 

to our purpose. … and so for me that’s always been my focus… 

Max described the school Principal’s role as one of attentive support. The vision for the department 

was co-constructed by the teachers, and having the Principal’s active involvement meant that the 

plans materialized as they were modified to suit the changing context. Max valued having a positional 

leader listen to his ideas, understand the big picture, and provide the required resources including 

ongoing encouragement. 

The principal who really understood my vision right from the outset which was fantastic. … 

So yeah he got it and he'd come to me and I’d say I've got … so we could do this and yes we 

could do that. So he was kind of putting it together and understood the whole … the whole 

different take on the subject. It was more of an affirmation maybe an encouragement to say 

yes, I get it. I get where you're coming from keep going you know… like … let's work on 

that. 

The interview then moved into an account of the barriers that were encountered in direction forming 

for the department. While Max, the other teachers in the department and the Principal felt they were 

in a harmonious relationship where they could express dissent and float new ways of doing things, 

the subject department head was not a part of this group.  Max described the head of department as a 

positional leader who believes in a firm top-down hierarchy, frequently refers to teachers as “you 

people”, and is quite divisive in his attitudes. 

And that really really (sic) didn't go down well with the head of department because 
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everything had to go through him. It is very much a dictatorial type yet ended up with no 

decisions. He’d say things like this is not for you people and you people don’t get to decide. 

Max spoke at length about the value of dissent in forming the direction of a subject department and 

keeping its functions purposeful by ongoing constructive criticism, experimentation and review. He 

thinks that having people express dissent may be disruptive, but it is one way to ensure that a group 

develops coherence. 

I think that it's an absolutely integral necessity in any department any institution. Dissenting 

voices you know … conformity and expectations of toeing the line. You know it's just it's … 

that's how you destroy an organisation. You know you need to embrace dissenting voice. 

From a point of view of understanding what's being said for starters but also why … where 

it's coming from because people get a tunnel vision about their vision… they have an agenda 

and when they hear a dissenting voice, they reject it straight away, outright … and the reality 

is that the reason the person is speaking up is because they care. You know it's not because 

they're trying to control or disrupt … but it's called dissent, and it is disruptive, but that's not 

a bad thing. 

Besides pointing out the danger of developing a tunnel vision, Max was very clear about the purpose 

of voicing dissent is improvement and betterment of the situation for all stakeholders. 

…also to improve the situation for everybody for everybody is. And if it's never discussed 

then nothing ever changes. And some people like that they don't want anything to change 

because they're very much in control and they're very much in their comfort zones… 

When teachers feel unsupported by the formal leaders charged with the task of supporting them in 

their professional functions, it drains them of enthusiasm and efficiency. 

And it has a lot of inefficiency that's not necessary yet. Right. And it's an awful lot of … sigh 

… emotional energy wasted you know because … you only have so much energy you know 



 

50 
  

be that emotional and physical energy … but if you're drained of emotional energy from the 

kids or from colleagues….  and the teaching just suffers in the end and we shouldn't be 

stretched out thinly. And that's the problem with our profession. We are stretched that thinly 

that we're just barely keeping it together particularly if you're one of those people who are one 

of the others. You know you people talking on the front line and you got no support and you 

feel alone. It's just this you feel isolated. It's just awful. When the very people who are 

supposed to be supporting you just literally trying to do this and put you under the thumb 

constantly. 

Speaking about processes that might empower departmental members to make a meaningful or 

recognisable difference to the decision-making in the department, Max listed being invited to speak 

and negotiate on issues that impacted student outcomes as being most important. Open lines of 

communication would go a long way in creating a collaborative culture. In the absence of a 

willingness to collaborate, a toxic workplace develops and people feel resentful and defensive. The 

struggle for power and control dominates all departmental functions. Open lines of communication 

would go a long way in creating a collaborative culture that focuses on student outcomes rather than 

issues of power and control.  

Another process that Max identified as being influential in forming a subject department’s direction 

in a secondary school is by redesigning structures to adopt a “sideways hierarchy” in which the 

classroom teachers are supported by several layers of people charged with creating optimal conditions 

for teaching and learning. 

There’s a place for hierarchies in some areas … but they do far more damage than good or 

provide security or provide sound structure. You’re better to live in a bit of a mess and be 

inclusive than try and have a top down hierarchy … people use the word anarchist. I don’t 

like it. It has negative connotations. I far more prefer co-operative concepts and enterprises 

than anything else that’s a top down structure. 
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Table 4.1: Summary of Max’s key points 

Processes of direction 
forming 

Challenges to direction 
forming 

Strategies to overcome 
challenges 

• Open conversations 
• Collaboration 
• Discussion 
• Dissent 
• Supportive and co-

operative senior 
leadership 

• Pressure to conform 
• Rigid leadership – 

tunnel vision, 
conflicting visions and 
personalities 

• Vertical hierarchy 
• Sense of isolation  
• Need to manage 

perceptions 

• Clear purpose 
• Develop a mindset that 

focuses on 
improvement 

• Instead of positional 
heads, subject experts 
lead department 
functions 

 

Max’s comments highlighted his passion for inclusive processes which he sees as being of utmost 

importance in direction forming. He acknowledged the seemingly disruptive outcomes of giving 

everyone a voice, and seemed to consider that as an acceptable trade-off for developing a culture of 

co-operation. Being able to maintain focus on improving outcomes meant less energy was being spent 

on unproductive personality clashes and personal agendas.   

Interview outline: Ann 

The second interview was with Ann. The participant is a positional leader and has been in the role for 

almost eight years. Since this subject is unlike most other mainstream subjects, the processes in this 

department also need to be more fluid and flexible to accommodate students at different stages and 

levels of learning. What may be working for some students in one class may not work for another 

class at the same level necessitating agility and quick modifications in curriculum delivery. Ann 

stated, “we do have a kind of a bit of a moveable feast going on”. 

The structure of the department places two other teachers in roles of formal authority. The physical 

teaching spaces for this subject are concentrated in a single building with only one teacher being 

required to teach elsewhere on campus. There is a shared workroom that is used by all teachers for 

socialisation as well as departmental functions such as marking and moderation and where “we talk 

a lot”. Ann described the role of conversation as being the single most important factor in forming 
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direction for the department. Though there are formal meetings throughout the year, much of the daily 

direction forming is through spontaneous conversations. She thinks it is very important for “the voice 

of the person who is in front of the class to be heard” and expressed satisfaction in the knowledge 

that “teachers themselves have a small amount of autonomy in deciding their programme”. All 

department members have the opportunity to express their ideas and opinions. Sometimes there is a 

mutual agreement that also aligns with the school’s overarching vision. In that case no further action 

is required. In other situations, Ann may decide to follow it up with an individual or make time for 

another formal meeting with the group. 

… everyone will have a chance to air their views as to why they think that. And we won't 

necessarily make a decision if I think that there’s more talking to be done. I will carry it on or 

will make a separate time or I will go and speak to people individually. 

While Ann tried to ensure that the dissenting voices were not quelled, she accepted that it is usually 

impossible to please everyone. She chose to be open and transparent about her own decision-making 

and the role of the school directives in this regard. She might say that while the idea has merit, “it is 

not what the department needs”, or that it is “not open to negotiation because of school policies”. Ann 

would like to think that teachers in her department feel safe to voice their disagreement because that 

is the culture she has been building. However, this approach brings its own share of frustrations and 

sometimes Ann felt she was “not getting anywhere” with making her own voice heard by the senior 

management. Decision-making at the senior level was frequently without any input from middle 

leaders. To counter this, some Faculty leaders had “middle leader meetings to resolve issues” created 

by policy decisions. 

Ann recognised that it was important for her to encourage teachers to further develop their strengths 

and take the lead in various ways. For instance, “with the advent of BYOD 8in the classroom, some 

                                                 
8 Bring Your Own Device (BYOD) is a growing trend which encourages students to bring their own personal device for 
learning in the classroom and at home 
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teachers have a much more natural aptitude for it”. Ann has identified teachers with the capacity to 

design and lead professional learning sessions based on e-learning. By doing so, Ann thinks her 

teachers “have had that opportunity to progress”. 

Speaking about the barrier to forming direction for the department, Ann cited shortage of staff as the 

single most important factor that stood in their way. Even though Ann was “more than happy” to 

welcome part-time teachers from other specialist areas, it had not happened. As a result, classes 

“become much too big to personalise learning”. This is particularly concerning given the nature of 

Ann’s subject. The department is well-supported financially and if they “need money for new 

resources and trips and the like”, there is always enough. This did not fully offset the barriers to 

curriculum delivery. Ann felt that the impact of their teaching was reduced by class sizes. Students 

were not getting the attention they need and the department was having to “reconsider and redesign” 

the processes that had served well in the years leading up to the present situation. The current 

processes related to basic department functions such as assessment and professional learning in the 

department mirrored what was practised in the rest of the school. 

The department depended on collaboration to overcome the barriers created by shortage of staff and 

space. Ann said that they had “become better at collaborating over the years”, but there was a time 

when a single department member challenged the status quo by refusing to share any resources. By 

refusing to work with the other teachers, this individual created problems for the department because 

it became hard to monitor the progress of students in her classes.  Also, it created tension among the 

group and trust was damaged. Ann stated that not everyone is comfortable with change and perhaps 

the non- collaborative teacher felt inadequate in some way, but currently the group had strong 

collaborators. A couple of department members were not completely on board with this, but overall 

the tone was very positive. 

It's very much teamwork. And working together. And I think everybody can see the benefits 
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of that. We socialise together. You know … I will have lunch in school. Everybody brings a 

shared lunch. I think that kind of friendship has spilled over into work most definitely. People 

are very very willing to help and support each other and to share their knowledge. And I think 

that's what's helped. We do have I mean obviously within that team we have different 

personalities and probably one or two are reluctant to go with change. 

Ann’s contribution to the study may be summarised as follows: 

Table 4.2: Summary of Ann's key points  

Processes of direction 
forming 

Challenges to direction 
forming 

Strategies to overcome 
challenges 

• Documentation   
• Structured programmes 
• Professional 

conversations and 
socialising at the 
workplace 

 
 
 
 
 

• Vertical hierarchy 
• Lack of consultation in 

direction forming 
• Inadequate physical 

structures such as 
classrooms and 
timetables 

 

• Teachers have some 
autonomy 

• Flexibility in courses 
• Clear purpose 
• Collaboration among 

middle leaders to 
improve 
communication 

• Subject experts lead 
aspects of departmental 
functions according to 
their expertise 

• Open and honest 
communication 

 

In this subject department social interactions, such as celebrating life events, seem to have a very 

important influence on forming the direction for the team on an ongoing basis. Ann cited “talking” 

as being the main process, regardless of whether it occurred in structured setting such as meetings 

or informal “catch-ups” in the lunch room. 

Interview outline: Peta 

This interview was with a Head of Department, Peta. Being an experienced teacher, and having 

worked at two other schools placed Peta in a strong position to comment on the processes that 
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influenced direction forming in a subject department. Her breadth of experience was considered 

valuable in gaining a deeper understandings of the processes of direction forming; the aim of this 

study. Peta shared an account of her experiences as a positional middle leader focusing on the most 

recent workplace where the structure of the department includes two other positional leaders. There 

are five full-time teachers and another almost full-time teacher. Three teachers voluntarily take 

responsibility for a year level each. When asked about how this had come to pass. Peta said that 

initially it was optional and then: 

They just took ownership of it and carried on with it. Everyone likes to contribute … 

something …and I guess it makes them feel like they have some experience. You know that 

will be something they could talk about if they were going to apply for a job somewhere else 

which nobody ever seems to want to do anyway. 

In this role, the self-nominated teacher-in-charge was responsible for several departmental functions 

such as: 

makes the assessment task and is in charge of the moderation of each standard at that level 

and just keeps an eye on everyone teaching that level and jollies everybody along … But then 

our processes are really well organised. 

Peta explained that decisions regarding the context for assessment and assessment tasks were made 

collaboratively; sometimes during planning days, otherwise during ordinary working days. As a 

department, they discussed what might be the best thing to do. At the end of each year, teachers-in-

charge of year levels updated all documents in the folder that Peta would set up for the following 

year. Unless a new Achievement Standard was being included, updating documents was not a time-

consuming process. Besides modifying existing programmes, the department also created new 

programmes based on the learning needs of particular cohorts. While Peta was confident that they did 

everything collaboratively in the department, when asked to describe how this collaboration occurred 

and what facilitated its occurrence, responded that: 
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But that's the thing is it's hard for me to know the extent to which we work collaboratively 

and the extent to which I just think we work collaboratively. 

One of the structures that facilitate the process of collaboration at her workplace is the existence of a 

shared workspace. Even though the teachers could work in their own rooms, should they be vacant, 

or use other shared spaces such as the library and staff room, they chose to use the department 

workroom.  They gathered there at the start of each day and again at the end of most days even though 

there was no formal expectation to do that. Another organisational structure that facilitated 

collaboration are the mandated department meetings and professional development sessions. Peta is 

in favour of keeping the professional learning sessions quite unstructured to allow teachers the time 

and space to candidly discuss their problems and dilemmas, but since the senior management requires 

written reports of each session, this is becoming increasingly problematic. Collaboration amongst the 

department members extended to the unrestricted electronic sharing of all resources.  

Speaking of the tone of the department meetings and other professional conversations among the 

teachers, Peta said that she thought teachers were not afraid “not to get good results” because she 

herself was honest about the times something did not go as planned in her classes. Teachers are able 

to own their own negative teaching and learning experiences because they know that “they will not 

get into trouble”. Besides, the student learning management system being used at this school allows 

for results for each teacher’s classes to be generated and shared. This is done for each assessment as 

a matter of general practice. Peta thinks that this transparency is helpful because it opens the door for 

conversations with her and other teachers in the department about what could be done differently. 

Moreover, Peta believes that while resources may be shared, individual teachers have to modify them 

to fit their own practice and students.  

But I don't believe that she can teach the same way. So each teacher has to find within… 

Within the frame of themselves and the student. How that can work. And some teachers will 

be good for some students and some teachers will be bad for some students. That's how that 
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works that you can't ask a teacher to… You can share your resource with another teacher but 

you can't necessarily. ..That's not necessarily going to influence their practice. 

Peta was certain that while teachers collaborated and contributed, she led the direction setting process 

for the department by having a clear vision and philosophy for the subject. This vision was explicitly 

articulated and shared with all teachers in the department. Since she was “the one who explained to 

the senior management”, she saw it as her job to take the lead. Teachers are able to contribute to the 

formation of direction through ongoing professional dialogue, collaborating in department functions 

such as curriculum delivery, and voluntarily taking responsibility for administrative roles within the 

department. Peta remarked that while “there is a plan”, it is usually modified to suit the changing 

circumstances. 

Everything is emergent spontaneous and unplanned … at the same time as being planned. So 

there's a plan … if we decide to change as we teach it… we do… we'll decide if that's what 

we want to do, or of all of us, or some of us will do with or whatever… if there's something 

unplanned we're good with that … we can be quite flexible there. 

Peta noted that even though these changes were made on the basis of the student outcomes data that 

emerged over the course of the teaching and learning, the “goodwill of the senior management” was 

crucial in this regard. The teachers might attempt to re-form the direction that was initially decided 

in order to adapt to the changing needs of teaching and learning, but the senior management may not 

be receptive to this approach. One reason for the senior management’s inflexibility may be a lack of 

understanding of the nature of this particular subject. Another reason could be a single-minded focus 

on credit gathering as opposed to gaining meaningful learning. The lack of senior management 

support arising from a misalignment of vision was identified as a significant barrier to the direction 

forming for the department. Peta was clear that little to no headway could be made if the department’s 

philosophy reflected a different version of the overarching strategic vision of the senior leadership 
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team. Describing teaching, learning and leading as a team sport, Peta stressed the importance of 

playing the same team sport. 

So if you're playing on the football field and get a new senior management that says we're 

going to row boats from now on, you either have to be ok with rowing boats or you have to 

go somewhere else. That's how that works… 

Her experience of a strong vertical hierarchy at the current workplace was a highly demoralising one 

and she was clear about the options available to her. In her opinion, Peta and her team had no say in 

how departmental functions were structured and implemented. They felt stifled and undermined by 

senior leadership, and thought “there’s no point in staying in a school where the senior management 

cannot be persuaded that your vision for your subject is the right one”. This experience also 

highlighted another aspect of direction setting for a subject department: how is the formation of 

direction impacted when decisions are made by those who have no curriculum knowledge of the 

subject. Not only was the Principal’s lack of curriculum knowledge a barrier, it was also Peta’s 

perception that the “Principal has so much power”. The structure of the organisation concentrated all 

decision-making powers in the Principal. Peta thought “it’s a huge problem for the sector as a whole”. 

A subject department’s overall morale was also influenced by the Principal’s attitude to teachers. 

Without ongoing acknowledgement, teachers struggled to sustain their engagement and effort. 

 The principal that you get makes a huge difference… it makes you feel like what you're doing 

is worthwhile and it makes you feel like even though it's hard it's appreciated. And that makes 

a huge difference not just for me but for the whole department. 

Another example of this lack of philosophical alignment given by Peta was differing beliefs among 

the departments. Most departments at the school, according to Peta, believe that it is their job to make 

students achieve credits, and so keep trying to simplify assessments for students without due attention 

to the quality of the resultant learning. Peta believes that students must understand that learning is not 
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always easy, and requires effort. By taking ownership of their learning and being prepared to 

persevere, students will not only develop resilience, but also learn to challenge themselves to higher 

levels of achievement. Peta observed that if the students’ experience of learning is not the same in 

each subject, they would find her subject very hard and may give up before making a determined 

effort.  

So the barrier is when other parts of the school are saying what can we do to make it easier. 

What can we do to make the children pass without thinking hard then that's a barrier to you 

having a different more thoughtful approach in your own subject area… 

Another identified barrier was the “unpleasable” teachers who would not co-operate regardless of the 

efforts to accommodate their professional needs. The presence of such personalities in the team is 

usually highly demoralising for all because they do not make any positive contribution. Peta described 

the attitude of such teachers as being different from professional disagreement or dissent. Continuing 

with a sporting analogy, Peta said: 

You could be the goalie or you could be the centre or you could be the winger but you can't 

play the oarsman if it's… if it's football or hockey and if you have that person, that person is 

never going to make a useful contribution. 

There were also the outliers, who insist on taking a selective approach to curriculum delivery and that 

proved a barrier to the formation of direction in the department. 

So you have an outlier who says… Oh no I only want to do X and not Y. I don't want to do 

what everyone else is doing all the time. … But then how can you ensure that the kids are 

developing a coherent package of skills so that they'll be ready when they get to senior classes 

or leave school.  

Sometimes the school’s organisational structures, such as timetables, became a barrier to the 

department’s philosophical direction. For instance, Peta’s department decided to have mixed ability 
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classes, and did away with any sort of streaming. But since other departments continue to stream 

students on the basis of their grades, Peta’s subject also ends up with at least one class that has 

predominantly low achieving students. 

While Peta has not experienced a shortage of funds at her workplace, she understands that a 

cripplingly small budget would be a barrier to direction setting for a department. Even the most 

fundamental department functions such as curriculum delivery require adequate resourcing. 

In response to overcoming the barriers to direction forming, Peta emphasised the importance of 

honesty and kindness. It is important to give credit where it is due. By acknowledging and 

“celebrating individual successes, the group empowers itself” to act collectively. This collective 

identity prevents individuals from feeling isolated or “broken”. Also, sharing all relevant information 

develops trust and collegiality. Peta believes she cannot do her best work if she does not have 

“complete information”. By the same logic, she makes sure the team as all the information it requires 

to function optimally. Peta’s contribution to the study may be summarised as follows: 

Table 4.3: Summary of Peta's key points  

Processes of direction 
forming 

Challenges to direction 
forming 

Strategies to overcome 
challenges 

• Collaboration in an 
environment of trust 
and kindness 

• Ongoing professional 
conversations 

• Documentation 
• Sharing information 

• Pressure to conform 
• Rigid leadership – 

tunnel vision, lack of 
consultation with 
middle leaders, 
conflicting visions and 
personalities 

 

• The positional leader 
co-ordinates all 
departmental functions  

• Teachers have some 
autonomy  

 
 

 

The pressure to conform was clearly having a negative impact on the subject department’s morale 

and processes of direction forming. While they continued to collaborate and work together, they did 

not feel supported in their efforts by the Principal. 
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Interview outline: Lyn 

Lyn has held different leadership roles at the same secondary school over more than a decade. Having 

viewed the vast canvas of a secondary school’s organisation from more than one perspective, she is 

in a strong position to reflect on and review the factors that have impacted her experience of 

leadership across differing group contexts.  

And I'm so lucky. It's really highlighted how it's dependent on the leadership at the top. Like 

you know that the whole philosophy of the approach to curriculum development is very 

dependent on who's leading you know… 

Lyn could see how a senior positional leader’s professional and personality strengths shaped their 

style of leading, how it impacted the departments, and how this left little scope for subject departments 

to make their own decisions about how department functions should be implemented. She recalled an 

instance where her subject department was enjoying a very positive environment on account of being 

able to trial and share strategies without fear of being reprimanded or shut down. At this stage there 

was a change in senior leadership with the new person declaring changes that were sudden and far-

reaching. Lyn felt that created a divide within the subject department and severely damaged the trust 

that had been built. There was no consultation surrounding the changes, and teachers felt quite 

isolated by this approach.  

There was no consultation it was just this was the way it was going to be. So she was given a 

brief. She was given a brief as to what to do. 

Besides, the new approach to curriculum delivery created setbacks for student learning with several 

teachers finding that students were not ready for NCEA assessments when they arrived in senior 

classes. In retrospect, Lyn felt that the new person did not realise the impact the changes would have. 

It was more a case of the person employing her professional strengths without considering the context 

well enough. To counteract the sense of isolation and rebuild trust, Lyn worked to forge closer 
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professional ties with her colleagues. When the opportunity to take on additional responsibilities 

presented itself, Lyn accepted the chance to make a difference to school-wide practices.  

Initially when Lyn took over as the formally appointed leader of the department, she felt challenged 

by the existing interpersonal relationships. Not everyone on the team was able to accept that they 

were now accountable to a former colleague. Where in the past they would have been happy to share 

their shortcomings and less-than successful outcomes, now they became defensive. This highlighted 

the importance of inculcating a sense of self-efficacy in teachers so that they could make better use 

of their skills and energy. 

Lyn has consciously made an effort to create conditions conducive to the emergence of leadership in 

her own subject department. Reflecting on the processes that matter in this regard, she saw individual 

personalities and skills as important factors in how they moved together as a team through a process. 

She feels fortunate to have people who are willing to use their skills to create something that everyone 

on the team can use. By taking ownership and responsibility, they position themselves in a leading 

role without any formal designation or remuneration. 

… department because they are very collaborative. They are very innovative. Like I've got 

one of my department members who's very into sort of e-learning and she's developing a 

whole sort of structure. 

Recognising the crucial role of collaboration in embedding processes that ensure effective and 

positive outcomes for all stakeholders has also revealed the most common barrier to collaboration. 

Lyn feels that while there are constant reminders not to use paucity of time as an excuse, the reality 

is that nothing meaningful can occur if it is rushed. Therefore, Lyn protects department meeting times 

for professional dialogue, sharing resources and pedagogy, and team-building activities.  

… and then I mean as a leader … you’ve got to make time and space for the collaboration to 

happen. Sometimes teachers have done a really good lesson or tried something new that they 
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will present on that at our department meeting … so that’s been really helpful … you do need 

to make the time and space for collaboration to happen. Otherwise it will never happen 

because people are just so busy teaching and trying to survive the term… 

Departmental strategic goals are guided by the school’s strategic plan. Lyn sees this as being helpful 

in determining and implementing a common vision for the team. Subject departments “have some 

leeway” in how they choose to contribute to the school’s strategic plan, even though their “direction 

is pre-determined”. Not having to create a vision of the destination from scratch means that the team 

can focus on the journey itself and feel more confident. The team co-constructs the success criteria 

and are able to self-assess their progress. It helps to have the “vision, specific goals and success 

criteria displayed” in high visibility areas in each classroom so that every person in the team lives the 

common vision. 

Lyn identified “ongoing self-review” as something that could not be ignored while thinking of 

direction-forming for a department. The reason she gave for this was that co-constructed initiatives 

and goals can lose their effectiveness in a matter of months because of the rapidly changing nature of 

secondary schools. For instance, the student demographic has seen a recognisable change in recent 

years. It has therefore become important for the department to review the content and assessment of 

the courses being delivered. An honest reconsideration of the direction the department also prevents 

complacency. Lyn picked professional learning programmes as an example to illustrate the role of 

self-review in direction re-forming. Some time back, the professional learning framework for staff 

was overhauled by a new appointee who brought in a system that had worked very well as another 

secondary school. It was a well-structured system that was much appreciated for the clarity of purpose 

it brought. In this framework, “the goals, possible actions, and success criteria” were provided. Staff 

felt supported because it meant they did not have to do any extra preparation. Strapped for time, “any 

system that reduces their workload is welcomed by teachers”. However, by its third iteration, it had 

begun to lose its lustre because people thought they had already achieved the objectives and were 

looking for fresh challenges and validation. The framework was now becoming repetitive and did not 
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evoke the engagement it once did. Teachers felt the need to be consulted and become more involved 

in how the framework was to evolve in the years ahead.  

… but like now that you’re comfortable with it and you kind of think well actually I need 

more of a say on where this is going… 

Teacher voice was gathered through an electronic survey, but teachers felt it was all very tightly 

controlled and they really did not get an opportunity to express their issues.  Lyn thought that the next 

step to address teacher frustration could have been to invite open dialogue and foster collaboration. 

The person in charge of professional learning would have found it very difficult to deal with the 

team’s resentment of the idea of having to spend more time on an activity whose relevance they did 

not see.  

You’ve always got people who are very … who have done and who know different things. So 

I think if the time was given to such people to collaborate … well, I think it takes the pressure 

off one person. Maybe just take a step back and let everyone just come together to talk about 

things… that could unfold as to where we need to go. 

Speaking of barriers that subject departments faced in forming direction, Lyn mentioned positive 

aspects such as teachers wanting to achieve a “work-life balance”. They were often reluctant to take 

on more responsibility and participate more actively because it took away from their personal time 

outside of school hours. Lyn was supportive of this attitude because she does not think it is right to 

let one’s job control all aspects of one’s life.  

Another barrier was the lack of transparency and uncertainty about school-wide processes such as 

appointments to formal roles. For instance, at Lyn’s school it had been noticed that applicants could 

take short-term measures to meet the stipulated conditions for appointment, and then withdraw their 

commitment to these measures. Some appointments had led the staff to speculate whether it was the 

timetable and subject area of the applicants that was guiding the outcomes. Lyn gave the example 
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that recent appointments to formal leadership positions had been from subject areas where finding 

replacement teachers was considered to be a straightforward task. In Lyn’s opinion, this could be 

perceived as lack of integrity in those who were expected to inspire organisational trust.  

Lyn’s contribution to the study may be summarised as follows: 

Table 4.4: Summary of Lyn's main points  

Processes of direction 
forming 

Challenges to direction 
forming 

Strategies to overcome 
challenges 

• School-wide strategic 
plan is used to inform 
direction setting 

• Sharing of professional 
expertise within the 
department to 
introduce and embed 
initiatives 

• Absence of formal 
recognition of 
contribution to 
departmental functions 
negatively impacts 
motivation 

• Policy changes are 
sudden and cause 
anxiety 

• Not all school-wide 
processes can be 
described as 
transparent 

• Deliberate actions are 
taken by department 
head to create 
opportunities to meet, 
collaborate, and be 
acknowledged for 
contributions 

 

Direction forming for Lyn’s subject department seems to be strongly influenced by the senior 

leadership’s selected priorities. In turn, these priorities are often shaped by the area of professional 

expertise of those in senior leadership, and are not co-constructed or explained.  

Interview outline: Jess 

Jess has led a subject department at the same secondary school for over a decade. Jess spoke about 

the need to “make teachers feel valued” because that helped to create a professional environment that 

benefits all stakeholders. Additionally, she spoke of how school culture impacted her department 

processes. Discussing the role of collaboration in forming direction for the department, Jess thought 

it was “not an easy process” to adopt because the day-to-day teaching functions took up most of their 

time. Most importantly, collaboration depended on “teacher goodwill” as there was no formal 
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recognition or remuneration available for their contribution of time and skill. There were few 

pathways available for career development and “upskilling” teachers did not seem to be a priority. 

To build her team, Jess relied on giving timely and explicit praise and acknowledgement to teachers 

who came forward to work with others and willingly shared their skills. Those who stepped up to 

take responsibility of specific departmental functions were also motivated by the idea of self-

improvement through experience. Because they took on additional responsibilities, they were often 

able to gain more autonomy within the department as they designed or planned for everyone. Jess 

saw this as a sort of reward for their extra work. Often this emergence of leadership was spontaneous 

and unplanned. Jess spoke of one person in the department who held a formal role, but was very 

reluctant to contribute to the department as a whole.  

You know there’s a lot of myth around collaboration and really the role of collaboration is 

solely dependent on how willing your staff are to work in that capacity. And they put up 

barriers if they’re not willing. So collaboration only comes from staff who are genuinely in 

that with no agenda … and so if you’ve got participants in your staff who have agendas then 

it’s never going to happen and it will stall the whole process of direction setting. 

One of the main reasons that collaboration was not effective was “clashing agendas”. Jess thought 

that a team could not be expected to function effectively as long as teachers pursued different, 

mutually exclusive goals. Conflicting personalities also prevented the team to work together on 

problem-solving.  

Jess felt that it was difficult to have deep conversations about pedagogy and leadership at school 

because very few people had completed formal study beyond their post graduate teacher training 

certificates and diplomas. There was a paucity of ongoing and higher learning, particularly in senior 

leadership, that was having a negative impact on the formation of direction in her department. She 

felt that most senior leaders were either “out of touch” with the latest developments in pedagogy or 
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had only surface knowledge of the same. Jess was quite certain that the senior leader allocated to her 

department would have no idea of the workings and needs of the same.  

A senior leader was assigned to each department, but in Jess’ case, there had been little regular 

contact. Any meetings were strictly controlled by administration work. Appraisal meeting only 

focused on signing off the paperwork. Staff and Head of Department meetings were dominated by 

administrative task lists. On occasion, the last ten minutes of an hour’s meeting was spent on 

discussing curriculum and teacher development.  

Instead of starting there and giving us time to actually collaborate … when it’s 4:20, teachers 

are already going home in their head. It’s not a good time to expect them to collaborate. 

Jess described her workplace where personal professional growth did not receive much attention. 

Since senior leadership did not model professional growth, engagement and collaboration, it was 

usually not seen as part of the school culture. Besides, the school’s strategic plan could be quite 

limiting and restrictive in terms of developing direction. Jess said it was “almost a non-conversation” 

because everything was already decided. Since the department has already implemented the strategic 

plans, she felt that she does not have to put in any extra work.  

… it’s a good thing. But it doesn’t give you an awful lot of room to move… We’ve already 

been doing those things for a long time. So there are no direction setting processes in our 

department that are particularly creative. 

There had been several rounds of rapid change in the overarching structures of the school. The 

changes had a direct impact on curriculum delivery and how they designed the courses. In the absence 

of consultation and adequate information, Jess and her department found the changes quite unsettling. 

Each time they worked with the new system, they spent a lot of time getting it right and training 

teachers to close the gaps in their understanding. Under these circumstances, there seemed to be no 
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opportunity for blue-sky thinking for her department. Her subject department team felt overworked 

and undervalued, and quite disempowered by these changes.  

Ongoing cycles of self-review gave Jess the confidence that her subject department was moving in a 

positive direction. Having undertaken more than one complete cycle to map curriculum delivery 

across all year levels, attended subject conferences, and participated in teaching inquiries had added 

to her confidence. These strategies provided her with evidence as well as the understanding of the 

processes that were in play for direction setting in her department. 

Jess’ contribution to this study may be summarised as follows: 

Table 4.5: Summary of Jess' main points  

Processes of direction 
forming 

Challenges to direction 
forming 

Strategies to overcome 
challenges 

• Collaboration 
• Generate goodwill 

among department 
members through 
timely praise and 
acknowledgement  

• Frequent structural 
changes have created a 
sense of instability 

• Conflicting agendas 
within the department 

• Conflicting 
personalities 

• Self-review 
• Attend off-site 

professional learning 
sessions 

 

Jess saw little scope for her team to influence the direction of the subject department on account of 

the strict and rigid framework set by senior leadership. Developing and nurturing teacher goodwill 

was identified as making the most positive difference to the overall smooth running of the department. 

Overview of the initial findings 

Reflecting on the tables of the key points of each interview revealed three main points. First, that all 

leadership processes in a subject department aim to meet the organisational goal, and hence, the 

purpose of the forming and reforming of direction is largely predetermined. Second that most 

processes and strategies are created in response to the ever-changing conditions, and are indeed 

reactive in nature. Finally, there seemed to be little recognition of individual agency or capacity to 
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Leadership processes aim to meet the organisational goal

Most processes and strategies are reactive

Some recognition of collective agency, but not of individual agency

How do teachers 
associate direction 

forming and 
reforming with key 

departmental 
leadership 
functions?

What are teachers’ 
understandings of 

how direction forms 
and reforms within 

their subject 
department?

What strategies do 
teachers use to 

address challenges 
with departmental 
direction forming?

impact the leadership processes in a subject department. The figure given below presents the essence 

of the initial findings that emerge from interviewing the participants in a visual form. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.1 Overview of initial findings 
 

In relation to the research question, “What are teachers’ understandings of how direction forms and 

reforms within their subject department?”, the constant point of reference remained the participants’ 

school goals. To varying degrees, all participants understood direction forming for their subject 

departments to be dictated by the organisational goals. The accounts suggested that departments were 

navigating, rather than deciding, their course. Operating within the confines of predetermined 

expected outcomes seemed to leave very little scope for leadership to emerge. Further, the examples 

of emergent leadership that were described by participants were not perceived to be examples of 

leadership practice. 



 

70 
  

In relation to the research question, “What strategies do teachers use to address challenges with 

departmental direction forming?”, the teachers’ accounts suggest that they are usually reactionary 

because changes are swift and unpredictable. Most of the time, there is inadequate opportunity to 

reflect, plan, and action an effective response. These changes may include organisational structures 

and interpersonal relationships making it necessary for teachers to remain flexible, and able to 

respond in the moment. Co-operation and collaboration were identified as the main strategies to 

address challenges with direction forming, suggesting that ability to influence direction resided in the 

group, rather than within an individual. 

In relation to the research question, “How do teachers associate direction forming with key 

departmental functions?”, participants seemed to identify as a community rather than individual 

agents. While this seemed to be in accordance with the finding that direction was formed by the group, 

it brought the absence of the recognition of teacher agency into sharp focus. Since teacher agency 

was not recognised, it implied that emergent leadership was not acknowledged as a form of 

leadership. 

Summary 

Besides providing outlines of participant interviews, this chapter has introduced the first tier of 

findings of the study. Some main themes underlying these initial findings will be examined in relation 

to professional literature in Chapter Five.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 

This chapter analyses, discusses, and provides an interpretation of the research findings. This is done 

by relating it to relevant literature in the field of general leadership, educational leadership, and team 

leadership studies. The analysis includes a discussion of the similarities and differences in the 

accounts of teachers who were interviewed.  

Establishing the analysis framework 

The first consideration of the audio files of the interviews, as well as the resulting transcripts of the 

same, suggested that teachers’ experiences of direction-forming were not dissimilar in different 

subject departments even though the individual schools were quite disparate in their location, decile 

rating, and student demographic. Before any analysis, it was essential to organise material in a way 

that its common threads became evident. A four-column table (See Appendix G) was the first step 

towards organising the data.  

Spontaneous, professional interactions 

The occurrence of oral, spontaneous, ongoing professional interactions was identified as the single 

most significant process of direction forming for the department by Max, Ann, and Peta. In Max’s 

case, these conversations included the Principal. Teachers’ accounts place strong emphasis on the 

importance of ongoing and honest interactions among team members. Though some of these may 

occur in structured environments such as department meetings, the majority occur in unplanned 

situations such as being in a shared workspace at the same time. Besides, Max shares the teaching 

space with his colleague teaching the same subject and Ann’s subject is taught in rooms that are in 

the same block. There is a high likelihood of conversations related to the ongoing teaching and 

learning in the department when colleagues are in the same location. 

A possible challenge to the occurrence of such exchanges is structural. Should teachers not have non-

contact periods in common, or if there is no provision for a common workspace, the chances of 
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spontaneous professional conversations would be few.  Another challenge could be the location of 

teaching rooms for a subject department. Being situated in rooms that are either in the same building, 

level or area increases chances of seeing other teachers, who teach the same subject, more frequently. 

This may set up the group to form habits that support exchange of ideas. For instance, a teacher may 

have just had a student query that set her thinking about an alternative mode of assessment. Peta 

mentioned how her subject department tended to gather in the shared workspace to talk about teaching 

and learning before and after school. Ann’s department has most of the teaching spaces in the same 

building, where it is usual for teachers to co-teach. Max shares the teaching space with the other 

teacher of the same subject. He values the enrichment it has brought to his practice while providing 

the other teacher immediate support with what may be fairly challenging groups of students. 

Both positional heads and classroom teachers acknowledge the importance of building trust. In 

pursuit of an environment and culture of trust, positional heads may model vulnerability and be 

willing to share their errors as much as their good ideas. When Peta shares how an idea that seemed 

great did not really work out in the classroom, or did not lead to raising student achievement, she is 

demonstrating the importance of honesty. She encourages her team to question her choices and co-

construct a plan for the next steps that need to be implemented. This could be considered as an 

illustration of the social construction that occurs through ongoing interactions (D. R. Schwandt, 

2008). While the teachers in Peta’s department develop an understanding of the importance of being 

open and honest about practice, Peta’s own practice is influenced by the co-construction and dialogue 

that occurs in the team (Griffin, 2002; Hibbert et al., 2017). 

In Ann’s case, these interactions were aided by the nature of the subject. Given the wide range of 

student abilities and levels of learning, teachers chose to be honest and open in their professional 

conversations as a way to make meaningful modifications to their practice. As a department-wide 

process, ongoing professional interactions underpinned all department functions such as curriculum 

delivery, assessment, moderation and professional learning. When Ann first began as the Head of 
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Faculty, the culture in the department was quite different. She described it as being quite 

individualistic and almost secretive because teachers would not share their resources and practice. 

Gradually, networks formed on the basis of tasks that the team had in common (Bartol & Zhang, 

2007) and collaboration among peers (King, 2004). The fact that the school culture reflects some 

degree of departmental agency in conducting their teaching inquiries in groups as professional 

learning communities (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2010)  gave further impetus to these interactions. The 

addition of another layer of purpose served to further validate these ongoing conversations. 

Professional socialisation (Leithwood et al., 1994) initially occurred in formal department meetings 

before micro-interactions gained traction as an ongoing process. Consequently, the positional leader 

is now confident that these interactions are a clear and direct influence on the formation of direction 

for the subject department. 

As a teacher with no formal designation, Max’s account clearly outlined how much he valued open 

conversations and offers to share resources among the team. On several occasions during the 

interview, he mentioned how much his practice was influenced by the dialogue and constructive 

criticism that occurred in his team. These interactions sustained his practice, and hence the way 

direction was formed for a course design. Max experienced leadership through these ongoing 

professional conversations; a process led to the emergence of leadership  (Carroll & Simpson, 2012; 

Stacey et al., 2000). Max and his peers formed and re-formed new understandings and directions that 

their subject could possibly take in the near future (Drath et al., 2008; Hibbert et al., 2017). This 

experience illustrates the idea that leadership is team-centric and emerges from micro-interactions 

among people (Stacey et al., 2000), which, in turn, could also include the process of feedback 

(Hatchimonji et al., 2018). 

The informal, professional interactions discussed above echo Youngs’ (2017) challenge to view 

leadership as a practice emerging across a group of people rather than as a role-based function first. 

Max and the teachers in Peta and Ann’s departments illustrate the emergence of leadership through 
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practice. By affirming and praising teachers’ efforts, Jess is also supporting leadership as a practice 

and promoting teacher agency regardless of formal roles.   

Leader generated processes 

Educational leadership has been identified as a significant factor in improving student outcomes 

(Bush, 2010; Robinson et al., 2009). Though a single definition of educational leadership may not be 

available, there is general consensus among researchers that it refers to those actions that uplift 

educational outcomes for students (Robertson & Timperley, 2011; Robinson et al., 2009; Seashore-

Louis, 2015). One of these actions, at different levels of the organisational structure, may be to create 

frameworks that support this planned improvement of student outcomes.  

Sergiovanni (1998) suggests pedagogical leadership as a “more effective alternative to bureaucratic, 

visionary and entrepreneurial leadership in improving schools” (p.37). Each teacher is a leader of 

learning in the classroom, and may demonstrate leadership through actions that influence the 

functioning of the subject department. In this case, the processes generated by the teacher may include 

participating in the professional conversations discussed under the previous sub-heading. By voicing 

their experiences and ideas for improvement, teachers lead thinking and actions to deliver better 

outcomes for the students, and thus, for the department. In this situation, leadership is demonstrated 

through actions and practice, rather than occupation of a formal designation in the organisation. 

Youngs (2017) recommends “shifting our gaze more to practice as it unfolds” (p.141) to extend 

understandings of leadership in higher education. This recommendation could also be applied to 

practices of classroom teachers in secondary schools. 

Positional leaders may design formal processes to provide a structure for departmental functions. 

Regine’s analogy of a fishbowl (Regine & Lewin, 2000) describes leadership as a transparent bowl 

within which the team enjoys autonomy to some extent. By setting safe boundaries, the leader co-

ordinates the team’s efforts. It is important for the bowl to be transparent to foster inter-relational 
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trust. An example of a leader generated process could be that of participatory feedback (Hatchimonji 

et al., 2018) that is built into the design of planned meetings. Receiving ongoing feedback can be 

highly productive when it is done in the spirit of improvement. Lyn sets aside time to observe and 

meet with the teachers in her department. Albeit short, these sessions focus on providing feedback 

that addresses either the learning needs identified by the teacher or what has been recognised by Lyn 

as being crucial to the department’s functioning. Jess has a similar approach and tries to ensure high 

levels of engagement and motivation in her department by acknowledging the work of teachers and 

encouraging them to take ownership of their ideas  By leading others to lead themselves (Parry & 

Bryman, 2006), this process increases engagement much like in the case of Max who feels encouraged 

by the Principal, and therefore feels able to lead change in his department. Leader emergence may 

occur on the basis of leader endorsement (Tuncdogan, Acar, & Stam, 2017). When a person feels 

validated as a leader, it increases their capacity to influence the direction of their department (Melville 

& Wallace, 2007).  

A contrary view is reflected in Peta’s account when she speaks of her experience with a Principal 

who would not engage with any ideas that did not mirror her own. In this situation, the Principal saw 

herself as the dynamic itself rather than being a part of the dynamic (Avolio, 2007). This approach 

not only demoralised Peta, but also negatively impacted her ability to lead the team towards realising 

a shared vision. Ann’s account also reflects the impact of poor leader generated processes. In her 

case, the Principal rarely interacts with her as a positional leader leaving Ann with mixed messages 

that leave no room for discussion or negotiation. Treated largely as passive recipients of decrees, both 

Peta and Ann feel disenfranchised and impotent. There is a real possibility that this negativity may 

spread to other subject departments in the school (Cohen et al., 2009) as evidenced by Lyn who felt 

demoralised by the way another head of department was not supported through a professional learning 

initiative.  
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Another example of a leader generated process could be the element of coaching and mentoring built 

into a mandatory process such as the annual appraisal. Interestingly, none of the positional leaders 

among the participants in this study identified coaching and mentoring as a part of the appraisal. Their 

experience of appraisal was not one of agentic leadership (Griffin, 2002). Senior leaders allocated to 

their subject departments were usually too busy to see them on a regular basis. When they did meet, 

it was mainly to go over the evidence for the Practising Teacher Criteria. In one case, a department 

head described it to be an annual meeting focused on signing the paperwork. Identifying this as a 

significant professional learning opportunity and recognising the alienation created by the lack of 

ongoing mentoring, subject department heads were making a conscious effort to observe, meet, and 

mentor their teachers.  

Although occurring at different schools that have a distinctly different demographic of student 

population, these negative experiences of participants seem to highlight the importance of the quality 

of leader generated processes. When well-informed by teacher participation, they have potential to 

positively influence the emergence of leadership in a department group setting. On the other hand, 

they might be a leading cause of stifling the growth and regeneration of departmental contribution to 

the school’s strategic vision. Overall, the implication seems to be that leader-member relationships 

determine the quality of goal-setting (Benne & Sheats, 1948), and hence, the effectiveness of direction 

setting processes in the group. 

Collaboration in implementing departmental functions was seen as valuable on account of the peer 

coaching that occurred as a part of it. By working together, teachers in a subject department are able 

to get their learning needs met by peers. All participants were in agreement about the occurrence and 

value of peer coaching. Ann and Peta spoke of how effective peer coaching teams and pairs had 

developed quite organically in their subject departments once they, as positional leaders, initiated it 

as a deliberate process. Research also suggests that collegial affiliations improve the learning 

conditions for teachers (Showers & Joyce, 1996). A recent literature review of peer coaching as a 
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professional development tool across several sectors such as health and education (Hooker, 2013) 

recognises it as a viable means of improving practice. Hooker (2013) argues that it is necessary for 

mutual trust to be developed before such coaching to be effective, and that questioning and listening 

skills must be learnt before participating in peer coaching. Perhaps, the most significant outcome of 

ongoing professional interactions is the mutual trust it generates amongst the team members. 

Role of existing structures in promoting collaboration 

Existing school-wide structures such as timetables and workspace allocation were identified as fairly 

significant in forming direction for a subject department. Collaborative inquiries developed and 

leadership emerged through these spontaneous exchanges made possible by existing structures. 

Teachers also experienced agentic affiliations (Timperley, 2014) that motivated them to actively 

participate in deciding how departmental functions would be completed. For instance, in schools 

where teaching inquiry cycles were already embedded, teachers felt empowered to complete authentic 

and deep inquiries as a departmental team because they were able to share ideas and engage in 

dialogue without having to make any extra effort regarding schedules and meeting times. “Mutual 

dependencies” (Bryk & Schneider, 2002, p. 41) that develop through such dialogic engagements were 

seen as a positive and empowering outcome. 

 All participants spoke of the importance of ongoing, informal, professional interactions and how 

much they valued having timetables with non-contact period in common with other teachers in the 

department. In Peta’s department it is common practice to gather in the workspace at least once a day. 

Max shares the teaching space with another teacher and, with her consent, is able to observe and co-

teach as needed. Ann, Peta and Lyn appreciated being able to frequently touch base with their teachers 

because besides checking on curriculum delivery, they were able to check on their teachers’ 

wellbeing. It became easier for them to prevent feelings of isolation that could erode a teacher’s 

confidence. Overall, being able to collaborate on problem-solving led to creating an environment of 

collegiality and trust. 
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It is common for secondary schools to have a calendar of meetings and professional learning sessions. 

By conveying expectations of attendance and participation, such calendars may strengthen a sense of 

community and common purpose. As an existing structure, fixed meeting times could support the 

subject department groups to be prepared to share and participate in advance. It is usually easier to 

complete tasks and report or give feedback when there has been ample prior notice because it reduces 

the stress caused by last-minute imposition of deadlines. By spontaneously co-constructing the 

agenda of these planned and pre-scheduled meetings, teachers had another opportunity to influence 

the departmental functions. For instance, Peta’s department meeting agendas are quite open. Thus, 

calendars may help teachers feel more secure and empowered. All the participants in this research 

valued the allocated department meeting and professional learning hours.  

One of the ways that educational leadership is distinct from general leadership is in its obligation “to 

enable and constrain educational practices by creating the practice architectures hospitable to 

educational practices” (Wilkinson & Kemmis, 2015, p. 356). Therefore, existing structures usually 

exert a strong influence on educational practices such as curriculum delivery and professional 

learning. 

Perceived barriers to direction forming 

Participants also identified the downside of essential structures such as timetables and meeting 

schedules as a barrier to direction forming. One participant described how having teachers teaching 

in more than one department meant that they were unable to attend all scheduled departmental 

meetings. Although the minutes of each meeting were published, it was not unusual for teachers to 

miss out on important information and therefore not take action as required. This usually led to more 

work for the other teachers in the department who had to step up to close the gap. Not only was this 

wasteful of time, but also the emotional energy of the teachers who were having to constantly give of 

themselves. For a team to move together, it has to come together both literally and metaphorically. 



 

79 
  

In the experience of two other participants, Lyn and Jess, some appointments to senior leadership 

positions had been determined by the existing timetables of internal applicants. It was felt that while 

a candidate’s capabilities were taken into account, the final decision was guided by how 

straightforward it would be to adjust the timetables. These accounts illustrated social constructivism 

as evidenced by the participants; creating meaning of their experiences of the world (Berger & 

Luckman, 1967). The meaning they were making in this instance was that the tail was wagging the 

dog and if it was not NCEA’s latest initiative, it was a pursuit of convenience that was determining 

how teaching and learning, and other departmental functions were being completed in their subject 

department. Jess’ comment that they have “no real say” may be seen as an illustration of their sense 

of disempowerment. 

Sometimes frameworks meant to provide direction restrict the growth of new ideas. For instance, in 

Jess’ school the strategic plan so rigidly controls all other processes that much good thinking is given 

no consideration. Existing organisational structures are implemented to facilitate administrative 

coordination in secondary schools. These may be considered to be external constraints to the informal 

dynamics of a group (Kaufmann, 1993) in cases where there is a perceived lack of alignment between 

the overarching vision of the organisation and the immediate, shared vision of the subject department 

group. Peta, Lyn, and Jess’ cases illustrate how the spontaneous emergence of leadership could be at 

odds with administrative coordination. However not all cases, such as Ann and Max, experience this 

level of incompatibility. The varying levels of compatibility seem to highlight the significance of the 

degree and nature of administrative coordination in supporting the group to lead itself, thus enabling 

the emergence of leadership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007) and direction forming. The challenge for 

positional leaders seems to be to coordinate structures and contexts such that they enable all group 

members to contribute to knowledge and action production. 
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Strategies to overcome perceived barriers 

It is in the context of overcoming perceived barriers to direction forming that leadership emergence 

is seemingly most prominent. Whether the strategies are formed by one person or many, they are the 

teachers’ own way of getting past a problem. In this regard, each one of them participates in and 

contributes to the practice of leading. This may be considered as evidence of activities and practices 

that constitute leading and that may include encouraging and supporting others to engage in the 

practice of leading” (Wilkinson & Kemmis, 2015, p. 346). 

All participants referred to practices linked to enabling as a strategy to overcome barriers to direction 

forming. Max, Ann, and Peta cited conversations and discussions as a powerful way of maintaining 

momentum for the departmental functions. It was evident from Max’s comments that clear 

communication is vital for direction forming. Ann echoed the idea of direct and clear communication 

while speaking of how messages passed through intermediaries may sometimes lose their urgency 

and purport.  

Ongoing professional conversations that included acknowledging and praising individuals in the 

department for their work was recognised as a powerful strategy by Jess and Peta. They said that 

since there was no money or other incentives available to be used as rewards, it was important for 

them to continue to affirm teachers’ efforts in leading departmental functions. Ann and Lyn affirmed 

the teachers in their departments by creating opportunities for them to showcase their individual 

strengths. Referring to the “happening” of practices (Schatzki, 2006), Wilkinson and Kemmis (2015, 

p.343) focus on organisations as “social phenomena” (p.343). In the accounts of the teachers who 

participated in this research, the social interactions and structures occupied a prominent position. 

They spoke of spontaneous conversations, sharing workspace and meals as examples of the eminently 

social nature of direction forming. Referring to their own earlier (2012) unpublished work, Wilkinson 

and Kemmis (p.349) reiterate the idea of the formation of a shared, rather than a positional 

responsibility. 
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Following on from this sense of collective responsibility, Peta’s account highlights the importance of 

the sense of belonging to a group for a department to overcome setbacks. According to her, the 

teachers are very open and forthcoming about all aspects of their practice. Therefore, when things do 

not go as planned for an individual, the others provide support. Peta states that by modelling 

vulnerability herself, she is able to create a safe environment for the other teachers. This strategy has 

served to maintain cohesion in the department even as they have a philosophical conflict with the 

Principal. 

Interface of organisational structures and socio-cultural factors 

While unpacking the material that directly addressed the research questions, what also emerged was 

a set of data identifying perceived challenges and scaffolds for the processes of direction forming. 

This has been included in Appendix G since the aim of this study is to extend understandings of the 

processes of direction forming and re-forming. It is believed that examining these aspects of direction 

forming will bring greater clarity of what helps and what does not. 

Further, an attempt was made to uncover the possibility of underlying ideas, assumptions, and 

opportunities. This is presented in the last column of Appendix H. I questioned the material that had 

been summarized in a table (Appendix G) to draw out other, possibly hidden, ideas. Most of the 

material had links to decision-making. Since decision-making is an integral part of direction forming, 

the challenge for all decision-makers is “How should I go about making the decision?” (Roberto, 

2013, p. p.29), bringing the focus back to processes. 

Among the perceived challenges to direction-forming, participants listed the vertical hierarchical 

organisational structure, shortage of subject specialists, class sizes, poor communication, and the high 

frequency of change in leadership and policy. The perceived scaffolds were all related to structures 

that facilitated interaction and collaboration: shared workspace, common non-contact periods, 
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department meeting times, freedom to self-select professional learning, teaching rooms located in the 

same building or block of the school campus. 

A common thread in teachers’ accounts was the articulation of the need to reconstruct the formal 

structures and constructs of formal leadership in secondary schools. Framing the idea in different 

ways, all participants spoke about the role of senior leadership in determining the direction for the 

subject departments. Their experiences of senior leadership were varied. While Max appreciated the 

Principal’s involvement and the ongoing encouragement he receives, the rest of the participants were 

less than happy about the way the senior leadership roles were being enacted. Broadly speaking the 

existing vertical hierarchies were seen to be ineffective and unhelpful because instead of feeling 

supported, the positional heads and teachers felt they were placed under undue pressure to conform. 

Perhaps, it is better not to assume that leaders are somehow better than the rest of the group, or 

indispensable to the functioning of the group (Alvesson, 2017).There was a general call for leadership 

constructs that recognised classroom teachers as experts, and therefore, the leaders of learning. In 

particular, Sergiovanni’s (1998) suggestion to recognise the effectiveness of pedagogical leadership 

seems to be reflected in these teachers’ accounts. The positional authority figures’ role in such a 

construct would be mainly to resource, co-ordinate, and review departmental functions to benefit all 

stakeholders. 

Vertical hierarchies were perceived to be a challenge mainly because the people making school-wide 

policy decisions were often unaware of the nuances of daily classroom practices. Max thought that it 

was the responsibility of the senior leadership to ensure that classroom teachers felt supported in their 

efforts. In a vertical structure, that rarely happens even though “educational leadership refers to a 

capacity to nurture a learning community” (Caldwell, 2003, p. 26). On the contrary, teachers find 

themselves facing the pressure of ever-increasing bureaucratic demands. 
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Lyn, Peta, and Jess thought that decisions made for subject departments by senior positional leaders 

in a vertical hierarchy were often ill-informed. Some of the reasons they gave were a lack of subject 

curriculum knowledge, authoritarian approach, limited secondary school teaching experience, and 

knowledge of current educational leadership practice models. In the case of Peta and Lyn, senior 

leaders associated with a subject department lacked the relevant curriculum expertise. As mentioned 

by Lyn and Jess, hardly any senior leadership team members had undertaken further study following 

the initial Bachelor degree and teacher training. It was felt that their concepts and practice of 

leadership was outdated and did not suit the current, ever-evolving contexts (Nesbit, 2012) of 

secondary schools. This experience may be supported by the suggestion that a knowledge of policies 

and operational models is becoming less useful for leaders because of the decreasing frequency of 

repeated situations. The leaders’ formal learning may have occurred in a different time, and therefore, 

lacked applicability (Horner, 1997; Regine & Lewin, 2000).  

For teachers and middle leaders coping with diverse range of responsibilities and expectations, 

stability of organisational structures becomes an important factor in maintaining efficiency. Lyn and 

Jess had experienced changes in organisational structures at their schools in swift succession. Both 

felt that when they became accustomed to the changes the first time, they were facing another set of 

changes. Max felt challenged by the uncertainty of student numbers because it was difficult to plan 

courses without knowing how many classes they would have.  

Ann’s school culture reinforced a top- down hierarchy because of the perceived disconnection 

between the Principal and the department. Consequently, much of the original message could be lost 

or diluted by passing through several layers of bureaucracy. The delay also meant that the department 

had less time to regroup and decide on their next course of action. Max recognised the danger in 

blindly accepting the status quo. He spoke of the need to review and refine, be alert to the changing 

needs of the students, and be agile enough to modify curriculum delivery and assessment as and when 
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required. Communication was identified as a crucial factor to maintain a continual flow of co-

operative actions (Stacey et al., 2000). 

Ann’s experience of instability also stemmed from poor communication from the senior leadership. 

She felt middle leaders at her school were uncertain about the messages they received through 

intermediaries. These uncertainties often made teachers defensive and less co-operative than they 

might have been. This could be because swift and frequent changes added to their workload. Shortage 

of specialist teaching staff and the resulting large class sizes were another area of concern for Ann, 

whose subject department had almost all teachers teaching more than one subject. The quality of 

personalised learning programmes was being affected by the size of the learning groups. While the 

department was co-operating to deliver the learning outcomes, the situation was less than ideal.  

Moving on to organisational practices and structures that are perceived to be helpful in direction 

forming, all participants spoke of collaboration and frequent professional interactions. It was in these 

situations that leadership emerged as teachers undertook more unambiguous responsibilities for 

departmental functions. All participants saw informal, professional interactions leading into a 

productive and collaborative work environment where team members felt safe to share ideas and offer 

criticism. This supports the process ontology of the study that considers direction forming as an 

ongoing activity. Through dialogue opportunities for other regenerative activities may arise as teams 

continue to create, criticise, and refine (Carroll & Simpson, 2012; Hibbert et al., 2017). Conversation 

may also be regarded as “an instrument of organisational action” (Taylor & Robichaud, 2004, p. 397). 

Some factors that supported the generation of this team environment conducive for spontaneous 

professional conversation were identified to be access to a shared workspace, common non-contact 

periods, an expectation to informally gather as a group either before or after school hours, teaching 

in classrooms situated close together, celebrating success, and creating opportunities to share food. 

Taking these into account, departments seemed to recognise the importance of developing and 

maintaining a collegial and welcoming environment at the workplace. Ann had even begun to 
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calendarise departmental socialising over a shared lunch to promote a sense of shared departmental 

purpose. 

 Jess explained, increased teacher autonomy was a naturally occurring reward for these voluntary 

actions. Besides acknowledging and praising teacher contributions, Jess did not have any other way 

to reward teachers. Creating the opportunity for teachers to have more autonomy in the way 

departmental functions such as curriculum delivery and professional learning was seen as a reward 

because of the decision-making involved therein. In Peta’s department, teachers were taking on 

responsibilities for departmental functions as part of their ongoing professional development. 

According to Peta, they saw their reward in being able to state the experience on their professional 

resume. Therefore, it could be said that the processes for direction forming created opportunities for 

the emergence of leadership in a subject department. 

Max and Ann attached much importance to “open”, “spontaneous” conversations in forming and re-

forming direction for the department. This indicates a possible assumption of an environment of 

mutual trust. Max and Ann assume that all teachers in their departments are able to freely express 

themselves without any anxiety about resulting consequences. While it affirms the need for trust 

within the department, there is no mention of how this assumption is checked or evidenced.  

In a slightly different approach to the idea of trust, Peta assumed that all the teachers in her department 

agree with her vision. When asked for evidence of this, she said that they talk about it and if someone 

wants to do something different, they have to convince her. This could be interpreted as creating an 

environment that discourages dissenting voices. Teachers may be discouraged by the thought of 

having to spend energy on an exercise that closely resembles conflict with a positional superior. The 

power balance in the situation may favour the positional leader. However, it is to be noted that Peta 

was able to provide some evidence of collegial trust by talking about the times when she shared 

examples of her own disappointments with her department. The extent to which teachers in Peta’s 
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department are able to play a role in direction forming, when it is already “decided” by her, is unclear. 

As a positional leader, Peta may be seen to follow the principle of “decide how to decide” (Roberto, 

2013). Perhaps, she is already actively “shaping and influencing the conditions under which people 

interact and deliberate” (p.30). Some further exploration of the idea of trust in team environments is 

discussed in Chapter Six of the thesis.  

The context of each participant’s experience of direction forming was reflected in their accounts. For 

instance, Max’s school had a large transient population, which made them feel they were constantly 

in a state of flux. The department members could not predict how many classes they would have at 

any given level the following year. The uncertainty impacted staff wellbeing and some perceived 

preparing new resources and lessons as additional workload. Peta’s department did not stream 

students, yet still ended up with a predominantly lower ability class as a result of timetabling for other 

subject departments that streamed their students. Peta was frustrated by the negative impact of 

streaming on the department’s planned destination. All these examples seem to illustrate the idea of 

an organisation comprising several interdependent parts (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). What happens in 

one area, impacts several others. 

Lyn, Jess and Peta found it difficult to develop and trust their own leadership potential and there was 

a sense of powerlessness as they felt they had no capacity to influence the overall direction for their 

department. The collaborative work culture (Stoll & Fink, 1996) they sought to establish within their 

departments always seemed out of reach. They felt that there was no room for any recognisable 

leadership to emerge in the absence of a supportive environment echoing Alvesson (2017) in that 

leadership does not exist in isolation.  

Direction forming for a subject department was described as a dynamic, rather than a static, 

phenomenon by both Max and Ann even though the motivating factors were slightly different. While 

both participants identified “purpose” as the guiding factor, in Max’s case, the purpose arose from an 
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internal aim; “improvement for all”. For Ann, the purpose was set by the senior leadership team of 

the organisation. Ann’s department agreed with the purpose and set about forming and re-forming 

direction accordingly. For both participants, uncertainty and constant change was a part of everyday 

reality. They spoke of dynamic developmental processes as naturally occurring functions within the 

department. For instance, Max made some alterations in the programme outline in consultation with 

his colleagues in order to improve opportunities for learners who were struggling to achieve through 

the existing course. Ann spoke of “a moveable feast” that was modified according to the needs of the 

learners. The department had to be innovative and agile. The social connectedness of the team meant 

that the innovation development was an interactive process drawing on the skills of several members 

(Widmann et al., 2016). In both cases, the active involvement of several members of the department 

meant that the innovations benefited the students as well as the teachers because it created more 

efficient departmental processes.  

Speaking of conflicts that challenge a smooth execution of departmental functions, participants 

mostly spoke of conflicting personalities and visions within subject departments and across the 

school. This seems to suggest that in the absence of a shared vision, much energy is wasted in 

unproductive and demoralising interactions. Using a sporting analogy, Peta described it as people 

wanting to play roles that cannot logically exist in a particular discipline. For instance, Peta said, “one 

cannot be an oarsman on a rugby team”. Ann also spoke of her experience with people who would 

not interact in positive ways with the rest of the team, and how she had to spend considerable time 

and effort in aligning their actions with the department’s vision. Some insight into the nature of team 

development through a creating a common vision is provided through a systematic review of 

professional literature (Widmann et al., 2016), where team reflection is recognised as a tool to align 

disparate goals and values. Professional literature seems to support the existence of ongoing conflicts 

and disagreements in the practice of educational leadership, describing is as a relationship with others  

and being a “highly political struggle between practice, theory, and research” (2001, p. 7). 
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Summary 

This chapter has focused on analysing the various aspects of direction forming that emerged from the 

semi-structured interviews. The last section of the chapter has discussed the interface between 

organisational structures and leadership practices, acknowledging the possible tension that may exist 

between the two.  
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION 

As a concluding chapter, it aims to synthesise the findings gained through the interviews, and an 

analysis of the same in the context of the research questions. Besides presenting the conclusions that 

may be drawn from this research study, the chapter also submits recommendations for further research 

and implications for leadership training and practice. 

Rationale and aims of research study 

As explained in Chapter One, the initial idea for this study arose from my personal experiences of 

direction forming in a subject department as a classroom teacher and positional leader. As I engaged 

with professional literature it seemed that the processes of direction forming have received less 

attention that individual leaders’ actions and attributes. While there were references to the role of 

collaboration (DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Drew et al., 2016; King, 2004; Timperley, 2014), there was 

little that delved into the nature of the processes that were involved in this collaboration. During the 

course of this study, the importance of the role of collaboration was articulated in each interview 

where participants identified it either as a process, or a strategy to overcome perceived challenges in 

direction forming. Collaboration seemed to be an ongoing, spontaneous process through which 

participants experienced collective agency and empowerment.  

Seeking to extend understandings of direction forming, a process ontology seemed the best fit for the 

purpose. It was expected that a study of the processes might also aid in the recognition of emergent 

leadership as a form of leadership, thus encouraging the production of novel approaches to 

educational leadership studies and practice. While speaking of the emergence of leadership, it is 

important to remain cognisant of the context of this emergence; what does it emerge from, thus 

drawing attention to the significance of processes such as professional interactions. Besides, there 

was a possibility that the study would enhance understandings of leadership practices. Looking back 

on the study, the use of a process ontology drew attention to the interface of organisational structures 

and socio-cultural factors that reflected both relational trust and structural dependency (Bryk & 
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Schneider, 2002). In doing so, the ontology helped to show that leadership is based on relationships 

(Kouzes & Posner, 2012) and is a practice more than a position (Raelin, 2016). A process perspective 

also matched the continually forming and re-forming nature of the actions required to implement 

departmental functions. 

As a practising Head of Faculty in a New Zealand secondary school, I experience the importance of 

managing the co-evolutionary dynamics (McKelvey, 2002) that are constantly shifting and impacting 

the way departmental functions are completed. Since it is highly unlikely for any given system to 

“encompass every eventuality”(Stacey et al., 2000, p. 186), the study sought to focus on the ongoing 

actions of forming and organising. Reflecting back on the study, the findings have added to the 

understandings of processes by highlighting the importance of ongoing spontaneous professional 

interactions that “perpetually reconstruct the future”(Stacey et al., 2000, p. 184). These participatory 

processes secure a personal sense of ownership. They may be experienced as empowering because 

they could be perceived as expressions of confidence in their individual capacity, and foster 

opportunities to participate in decision-making (Conger, 1989; Neilsen, 1986; Strauss, 1977).  

Course of action to address research aims 

Once the rationale and aims of the study had been established, the following questions were 

constructed to meet the research aims: 

1. What are teachers’ understandings of how direction forms and reforms within their subject

department?

2. How do teachers associate direction forming and reforming with key departmental leadership

functions?

3. What strategies do teachers use to address challenges with departmental direction forming?

While selecting a suitable methodology, social constructionism was considered suitable since subject 

departments are social groups. Research participants shared their sense-making of professional 



 

91 
  

experiences through their accounts. Each account was an interpretation for to describe is to give one’s 

own perspective on the experience. Here it was important to remember that usually discrepancies 

arise between the experience and its understanding, and that not all nuances of an experience will be 

included in the resulting description (Adams & Van Manen, 2017). At this stage, it was helpful to 

consider the possibility of some underlying elements (See Appendix H) that may not have been 

clearly articulated during the interviews. 

Main findings 

One of the main findings of this study was that direction forming within a subject department does 

not replace hierarchies. Pay hierarchies are set out in the Secondary Teachers’ Collective Agreement9 

whereby Management Units10 are awarded to those in positional leadership roles. The influence of 

top-down positional leadership and authority was strongly felt at the level of individual departments, 

and further by classroom teachers. Subject departments found themselves constantly involved in 

finding better ways to align with the goals set for them. Shifts and changes in the higher levels of 

positional leadership as well as within the department necessitated ongoing interactions to adjust. 

When Gibb (1958) described leadership as “a part of the problem-solving machinery of 

groups”(p.103) and concurred with Thelen’s (1954) view of leadership as  a set of functions through 

which the group aligns the industry of individuals to achieve a mutually desirable outcome, it was in 

recognition of the significance of aligning with the organisational goals.  

Direction forming and reforming could thus be characterised by actions, interactions, and reactions 

that are necessary to maintain alignment with organisational goals. Research participants in 

designated positions of leadership were cognisant of the constant pressure to align and complete 

actions that were seen to directly feed into the school’s strategic plan for any given time of the year. 

                                                 
9 This document provides the terms and conditions of employment for teachers in state and state integrated 
secondary schools in New Zealand. 
10 Boards can allocate units as a permanent or fixed-term addition to a teacher’s salary. Each unit is worth 
$4,000pa (at the time of writing this thesis). 
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These views concur with the functional approach that regards leadership in terms of  ensuring a 

constructive environment that supports the group to produce outcomes (Benne & Sheats, 1948). By 

placing the onus of outcomes or results on the group, Benne and Sheats (1948) recognise leadership 

as a group construct. However, there was little recognition of leadership being a group construct 

among the participants of this study. 

 Overall, subject departments were seen to be operating as compliant units within an organisation, 

and were not involved in designing structures and goals. Leadership processes such as collaborating 

to create new programmes for curriculum delivery and mentoring aimed to meet the organisational 

goal, and the positional leaders’ actions held more credence than the everyday leadership practices of 

classroom teachers. There was some recognition of collective agency as participants spoke of 

collaboration, but there was little evidence that participants recognised teacher agency as a factor in 

forming the direction of the department. In the pursuit of compliance, most processes and strategies 

being formed were responsive rather than being proactive. Participants were constantly facing change 

and adjusting their behaviours accordingly, illustrating the claim that leadership “is a relationship, 

highly political and is a struggle between practice, theory and research”(Gunter, 2001, p. 7).  

The interpretive approach was also used in the analysis of the participants’ accounts. Since the 

“harmony of all the details with the whole is the criterion of correct understanding” (Gadamer, 2004, 

p. 302), the research context was taken into consideration while interpreting the accounts. At the time 

of analysing the interview transcripts, it seemed interpreting would be a fairly straightforward 

activity. However, reflecting on the material after a few weeks brought up some questions that could 

be better answered by periods of observation, or having access to the departmental artefacts. For 

example, Jess and Peta were certain about the autonomy and opportunities within their departments. 

It might have helped to observe this in action. Also, it was surprising to note that individuals showed 

very little awareness of their own agency in determining how departmental functions were completed, 

and how they were being pro-active in contributing to the organisational goals. This was surprising 
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because it seemed contrary to the belief that human interactions are continually about “forming 

intentions, choosing and acting in relation to each other as they go about their daily work”(Stacey et 

al., 2000, p. 187). Though there were indications of conjoint agency where individual agents were 

influencing one another (Gronn, 2002) to contribute to departmental direction forming, participants 

did not seem to recognise emergent leadership as a form of leadership. Relating it to my own 

experience as a middle leader in a secondary school led me to believe that it is the frenetic pace of 

the academic year that leaves no time for deep reflection about one’s own role in the larger 

organisation. 

While describing strategies they used to overcome perceived barriers to direction-forming, 

participants in this study seemed to be part of a dynamic, uncertain environment where they were 

interdependent on each other as well as organisational structures. Trust and goodwill would be crucial 

for this environment to remain conducive to positive actions, yet it was not clear how this was being 

fostered in the workplace. Perhaps, teachers are so “committed to the value of education”(Kristinsson, 

2014, p. 15) that they generate goodwill in the workplace by their professionality, and remaining 

focused on the “priorities internal to the work”(Kristinsson, 2014, p. 16).  

Strengths and limitations of the study 

The purpose and aim of this study was also its greatest strength for it sought to extend understandings 

of processes. The findings of the study are expected to be of relevance to classroom teachers, middle 

leaders, senior leadership teams, and those involved in teacher training and leadership development. 

Not only did it address a possible gap about processes of direction-forming in literature, but also 

closely reflected the position of secondary school subject departments within the larger organisation, 

highlighting the significance of positive relationships at work. 

The literature selected for the study was sourced from the fields of general leadership, educational 

leadership, and team leadership studies. This wide range of reference helped reflect the complexity 
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of secondary school environments for teachers and middle leaders. Examining the findings against 

the backdrop of leadership constructs described in general leadership studies was helpful because the 

research participants’ understandings were often formed by these constructs and the expectations 

therein. By reflecting on their current understandings of direction forming, participants were 

reminded to examine their own agency, or the lack thereof. Literature recognises that usually it is not 

only the individual teacher’s capacity that determines teacher agency, but also the availability of a 

range of resources that may be “cultural, relational and material”(Drew et al., 2016, p. 97). This was 

borne out to some extent in the teachers’ accounts for they all expressed having experienced the 

pressure of performativity, echoing findings that mandated student outcomes negate the positive 

effects of teacher agency(Biesta, 2004). Additionally, it helped to examine practices and structures 

that were identified as being supportive or perceived to be barriers to direction forming. Teachers’ 

accounts suggested that the micro-politics of the organisation played an important role in determining 

the extent to which they could enact their collective agency. Perhaps, a case study method would be 

useful in assessing the validity of this belief. 

The study was limited to gathering data from a small sample size using only one method. Each 

participant was interviewed once for the period of about an hour. This was necessary considering the 

scope of the study did not allow for longer periods of observation. Only Auckland-based secondary 

schools were included in the study, and those in the geographical proximity of where I live and work 

were selected for contact. 

The research design made no provision for creating a gender balance among participants. This was 

because all participants were expected to share accounts of their personal experience and gender was 

not considered to be a factor that might influence perspectives on processes of direction forming. 

Only one male participant could be recruited to participate in this study. 
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Implications for future practice 

The findings of the study may find applications in educational leadership and team leadership 

training. Teachers’ accounts highlight the importance of collaboration and trust in a subject 

department. Collective agency thrives in an environment of trust, and relationships based on trust 

(Tschannen- Moran, 2009) are usually the most stable and productive in the workplace. Therefore 

training on leadership processes that cultivate trust among the team could have a place in leadership 

training programmes. Additionally, including training in change management would assist future 

leaders to minimise anxiety and generate trust. Furthermore, in education “leadership is not located 

in job descriptions but in the professionality of working for teaching and learning” (Gunter, 2001, p. 

7). Recognising emergent leadership as a form of leadership might bolster the professionality of the 

work undertaken by teachers. 

Onsite professional learning sessions could include training in reflection and the development of 

emotional intelligence among teachers as well as middle leaders. This training could either be 

individually tailored according to a person’s skills and abilities, or be process-based to include the 

whole team, or be a combination of both. Each of these alternatives would have its own strengths and 

drawbacks, not to forget the logistical issues such as observing interactions in a team environment 

for extended periods of time, and ensuring that the team members are drawn from different levels of 

the organisational structure. The emotional perceptions of others may usually be the focus of 

emotional intelligence training programmes, while self-concept and self-management may be 

overlooked (Khon, Kim, & Aidossova, 2016). The time spent on these aspects could be an 

empowering exercise for teachers who may not have recognised their own individual agency yet. 

In particular, the findings of this study may resonate closely with middle leaders in New Zealand 

secondary schools. Bearing the pressure of performativity from senior leadership, as well as the onus 

of supporting the well-being of teachers in their departments, middle leaders often lack time for deep 

reflection. It is hoped that teachers’ accounts in this study will help in identifying some common 
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occurrences across the sector that cause frustration and conflict, and help focus time and energy on 

building and maintaining professional relationships so crucial for direction forming. Another way 

middle leaders may benefit is by recognising the importance of individual agency in themselves as 

well as the teachers, thus paving the way for leadership to emerge across the group.  

Recommendations 

A deeper analysis of the role of the school vision in direction forming for a subject department brought 

to light its connection with the practice of reflection and self-review. Ann, Lyn, and Jess referred to 

using the school vision, goals and strategic plans as the rubric for checking their own practices as 

positional leaders. As valuable as the self-review may be, it was not being shared with their peers or 

senior leaders. The absence of critical dialogue may therefore obscure opportunities for self-

improvement. Having visual displays of the school vision and goals helped inform all departmental 

functions, and department meetings often focused on the specific actions that were being taken to 

align with these. However, there was no mention of teacher and middle leader voice being gathered 

and fed back to senior leadership to inform future planning. This is worth considering because while 

departments may be constantly engaged in forming and re-forming direction in order to align with 

the school vision, the alignment may be smoother and more effective if the school vision were to be 

informed by their experiences. Processes of compliance and direction- forming for subject 

departments need not be mutually exclusive. 

Repeated references to the impact of positional leaders’ actions and interactions would suggest that 

they have an impact on the processes of direction forming in subject departments. As a result of the 

attitude of the Principal, Max felt empowered, while Lyn, Jess and Peta experienced frustration. Ann 

did not have any outstandingly negative or positive experience, but did mention how sometimes the 

Heads of subject departments felt quite isolated and neglected. Considering the small size of this 

study, it would be wrong to generalise. However, there seems to be adequate reason to recommend a 

closer look at the interactions between senior, middle, and classroom leaders. It may be possible to 
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avert conflicts that are, according to Max and Peta, “a waste of energy”, “demoralising” for Lyn, and 

cause much frustration for all participants.  

Literature on group processes of leadership suggests that building the capacity to lead across all levels 

of organisational structure is crucial to the strength and effectiveness of the organisation (Amagoh, 

2009; Kouzes & Posner, 2009; McCauley & Douglas, 2004). A heightened understanding of the 

processes may also strengthen middle leadership practice and “subject departments may become 

powerful agents in influencing workplace conditions as well as educational quality and teacher 

development” (Visscher & Witziers, 2004, p. 4). It would also be valuable to revisit the question 

fielded by Hackman and Wageman  about how models of leadership may be restructured so that all 

members act as both leaders and followers (Hackman & Wageman, 2007). Perhaps, opportunities to 

practice and participate in leadership actions would best be embedded in the organisational structure. 

Such leadership opportunities were most commonly available to subject departments through 

situations related to the delivery and assessment of the curriculum, as long as the innovations 

remained within the confines of the structure determined by the senior leadership of the school. 

Max and Ann attached much importance to “open”, “spontaneous” conversations in forming and re-

forming direction for the department. This indicates a possible assumption of an environment of 

mutual trust. Max and Ann assume that all teachers in their departments are able to freely express 

themselves without any anxiety about resulting consequences. While it affirms the need for trust 

within the department, there is no mention of how this assumption is checked or evidenced. It might 

be worth considering the teachers’ motivations in this respect. Left unchecked, the assumption of an 

all-pervasive trust may remain a blinkered view of reality. Merely stating that something is, does not 

bring it into being. The existence of an abstract construct may not be simple to evidence, but it is 

necessary. Otherwise, it is just wishful thinking. Perhaps, strategies such as gathering teacher voice 

could be helpful in this respect. 
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As a positional leader, Peta may be seen to follow the principle of “decide how to decide” (Roberto, 

2013). Perhaps, she is already actively “shaping and influencing the conditions under which people 

interact and deliberate” (p.30). It was not clear whether the shape of these conditions was informed 

by teacher voice. Some further exploration of the positioning of power in such situations is 

recommended.  

Conversation, informal socialising over food and collaborating were identified as common processes 

by which the group formed direction by both male and female participants. However, speaking of 

barriers to direction forming, dissent within the subject department was clearly identified by only the 

male participant while three female participants spoke of personality clashes. All subject departments 

that participated in the study had more female members than male.  These factors seem to indicate 

that the role of gender in direction forming for a subject department may need further examination. 

It might also be important to check teachers’ understandings of collaboration within the department 

because there seems to be room for co-operation and social connections to masquerade as 

collaboration. It has been pointed out that strong social connections among team members sometimes 

hinder expression of differing opinions (Sethi et al., 2002). Besides, an examination of the factors 

that ensure equity in the collaborative environment may also deserve some closer attention to check 

whether it empowers productive behaviours in a team. 

Summary 

The final chapter has reiterated the rationale, aims, questions, and the design of the research. Besides 

presenting the findings, the chapter includes a brief outline of the perceived strengths and limitations 

of the study, the implications of the findings for leadership practice and training, and 

recommendations for areas that might benefit from further research. 

Completing this research study has brought the organisational complexity of secondary schools in 

New Zealand into sharper focus for me as I stepped away to engage with professional literature and 
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research participants, and then returned to synthesise and draw my conclusions. It has also 

strengthened my belief in the importance of being proactive in building and maintaining positive 

relationships at all levels in the organisational structure. Additionally, I believe that engaging in a 

systematic research process has expanded my repertoire of skills related to eliciting the best from a 

team. It has been an empowering experience as it has shown me ways to manage energy, first in 

myself and then in my team (Clawson, 2010).  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Participant Information Sheet 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This information sheet has been created for use with teachers and middle leaders.  
5 June, 2018  
Project Title - Direction (re)forming: Teachers’ accounts of leadership processes in secondary school 
departments  
Kia ora,  
My name is Shalini Saxena. I am Head of Faculty (English) in a secondary school and am currently working 
on a Master of Educational Leadership research thesis at the Auckland University of Technology (AUT). My 
research focuses on the leadership processes that influence direction forming and the emergence of 
leadership in New Zealand secondary school subject departments.  
I would like to conduct interviews with teachers who are willing to share an account of their understandings 
and experiences of leadership processes within their subject departments. It is not a study of a school or a 
department.  
What is the purpose of this research?  
Apart from fulfilling the course requirement for a Master of Educational Leadership qualification, the 
research will help me to refine my understanding of leadership. It is expected that the findings will contribute 
to the understanding of direction forming in the subject departments of secondary schools.  
How was I identified and why am I being invited to participate in this research?  
I extended an invitation to Fully registered teachers and Department Heads in Auckland secondary 
schools, who have worked with their respective current departments for at least three years, to participate 
in this research. You responded through an expression of interest. From among the respondents I will 
select 5-7 participants to include different learning areas, levels of experience, and decile ratings of schools. I 
aim to have a balance between the number of teachers and Department Heads selected for this study.  
Written assurance was obtained from the BOT and Principal that your participation or non-participation in 
this project will not affect your employment status or relationship with the school. Your identity will not be 
disclosed to the BoT and Principal.  
Fully registered teachers who also hold Senior leadership positions in secondary schools are excluded from 
this study, as are teachers at my own place of employment.  
How do I agree to participate in this research?  
Should you decide to participate in this research, I would like you to contact me via 
email khq6849@autuni.ac.nz within five working days of receiving this email.  
If you are selected, I will email you a Consent form that you will have time to consider before signing a hard 
copy at our first meeting. Once there are sufficient participants, I will inform those who expressed an 
interest, but were not selected.  
Your participation in this research is voluntary (it is your choice) and whether or not you choose to participate 
will neither advantage nor disadvantage you. You are able to withdraw from the study at any time. If you 
choose to withdraw from the study, then you will be offered the choice between having any data that is 
identifiable as belonging to you removed or allowing it to continue to be used. However, once the findings 
have been produced, removal of your data may not be possible.  

mailto:khq6849@autuni.ac.nz
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What will happen in this research?  
I will interview you in a closed-off area at your workplace during Term 3 this year at a time 
that least interferes with your work. The semi-structured interview will focus on your understandings of 
how direction is formed for your department. You may also be asked to share your professional experiences, 
personal beliefs, distinctive moments in department meetings, and your understandings of how your 
department team solves problems related to department functions and leads itself. Should you not wish to 
be interviewed at your workplace, the interview will be held at the South Campus of AUT. Each interview is 
expected to take up to an hour and audio recordings will be taken.   
Once transcribed you will receive a copy of the transcript to review for two weeks.  During this time you can 
add to, or delete parts of the transcript.   
The data thus gathered will be analysed to add to understandings of how direction forms within a subject 
department and the emergence of leadership in teams.  
The details of all participants, departments and schools will be kept confidential and you will not be identified 
in the final report. The final report may be published in academic journals and presented at conferences.  
Once transcribed you will receive a copy of the transcript to review for two weeks.  During this time you can 
add to, or delete parts of the transcript.   
The data thus gathered will be analysed to add to understandings of how direction forms within a subject 
department and the emergence of leadership in teams.  
The details of all participants, departments and schools will be kept confidential and you will not be identified 
in the final report. The final report may be published in academic journals and presented at conferences.  
You will receive a small koha in the form of a supermarket voucher as a token of appreciation of your 
participation in the study.  
What are the discomforts and risks?  

There is a very low level of emotional discomfort and risk associated with your participation in this 
research as you recall and share your experiences; all of which may not have been positive.   

How will these discomforts and risks be alleviated?  
You will be free to decline a question and/or withdraw from the interview at any time you feel 
uncomfortable.   
What are the benefits?  
This research aims to identify leadership processes that shape the direction of the department. It includes 
the experiences of teachers with no positional authority (no Management Units or formal designation) to 
clarify the role played by them in this regard and highlight their contributions.  
For participants in positional authority roles, the research may provide avenues for team and teacher 
development.   
I believe that by focusing on the processes, the study will bring me a deeper understanding of how to 
positively influence emergent leadership, thus improving my own practice as a middle leader. Besides, it will 
contribute to the completion of a post-graduate degree in Educational Leadership.  
How will my privacy be protected?  
Should you not wish to be interviewed at school in case you are identified, I suggest meeting at a bookable 
space on the AUT South campus.  
Every effort will be made to maintain confidentiality.  All interviews are one on one.  It is my intention to 
transcribe all the interviews myself.  If for some reason this is not possible then a professional transcription 
service will be used and they will be asked to sign a confidentiality agreement.    
Your decision whether or not to participate will not prejudice your relationship with your school now or in 
the future. You will be able to withdraw from the study during the research phase and up to two weeks after 
the reviewing transcripts, without giving a reason.  You may also choose not to answer questions during the 
interview or ask for the recorder to be turned off.  
All aspects of the inquiry, except findings, will be treated as confidential. Only the supervisor and I, as the 
researcher, will have access to the data. Unless in use, all hard copy information relating to the study will be 
stored in locked filing cabinets at the Auckland University of Technology for a period of six years, after which 
time the documents will be confidentially destroyed. All electronic files will be kept on password protected 
computers. Your consent forms will be kept in a locked cabinet separate from all recordings and hard copies 
of the transcribed data.  A report of the study may be submitted for publication, but neither the school’s 
name, nor your name will be used in such a report.  
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What are the costs of participating in this research?  
The semi-structured interview is expected to take up to an hour of your time. You will also need to spend 
some time reviewing the transcript of the interview.  
What opportunity do I have to consider this invitation?  
You have five working days to consider this invitation.  
Will I receive feedback on the results of this research?  
You will receive a one- page summary of the research findings at the conclusion of this research. The thesis 
will be publicly available via AUT library (https://tuwhera.aut.ac.nz/open-theses ) after it is been examined 
and uploaded to the library.  
What do I do if I have concerns about this research?  
Any concerns regarding the nature of this project should be notified in the first instance to the Project 
Supervisor, Dr Howard Youngs, howard.youngs@aut.ac.nz, 09 921 9999 ext 9633  
Concerns regarding the conduct of the research should be notified to the Executive Secretary of AUTEC, Kate 
O’Connor, ethics@aut.ac.nz , 921 9999 ext 6038.  
Whom do I contact for further information about this research? 
Please keep this Information Sheet and a copy of the Consent Form for your future reference. You are also 
able to contact the research team as follows:  
Researcher Contact Details: Shalini Saxena, khq6849@autuni.ac.nz  
Project Supervisor Contact Details: Dr Howard Youngs, howard.youngs@aut.ac.nz, 09 921 9999 ext 9633  

  
Approved by the Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee on 04/09/2018  
AUTEC Reference number 18/300  
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Appendix B: Participant Consent Form 

Project title: 

Direction re(forming): Teachers’ accounts of leadership processes in secondary   school departments 

Project Supervisor: Dr Howard Youngs 

Researcher: Shalini Saxena 

In giving my consent I acknowledge that: 

o I have read and understood the information provided about this research project in the Information
Sheet dated 5 June, 2018.

o I have had an opportunity to ask questions and to have them answered.
o I understand that I have a choice between being interviewed at my workplace or at AUT South

Campus.
o I understand that notes will be taken during the interviews and that they will also be audio-recorded

and transcribed.
o I understand that taking part in this study is voluntary (my choice) and that I may withdraw from the

study at any time without being disadvantaged in any way.
o I understand that I will receive a small koha in the form of a supermarket voucher as a token of

appreciation for my participation in the research.
o I understand that if I withdraw from the study then I will be offered the choice between having any

data that is identifiable as belonging to me removed or allowing it to continue to be used. However,
once the findings have been produced, removal of my data may not be possible.

o I understand that the findings from this research may be presented at conferences or published in
journals.

o I agree to take part in this research.
o I wish to receive a one-page summary of the research findings (please tick one): Yes No
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Participant’s signature:

 .....................................................………………………………………………………… 

 

Participant’s name:

 .....................................................………………………………………………………… 

 

Participant’s Contact Details (if appropriate): 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Date: ………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Approved by the Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee on 04/09/2018 

AUTEC Reference number 18/300 

Note: The Participant should retain a copy of this form. 
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Project title:  

Direction re(forming): Teachers’ accounts of leadership processes in secondary   school departments 

Project Supervisor: Dr Howard Youngs 

Researcher: Shalini Saxena 

 

In giving my consent I acknowledge that: 

o I have read and understood the information provided about this research project in the Information 
Sheet dated 5 June, 2018. 

o I have had an opportunity to ask questions and to have them answered. 
o I understand that I have a choice between being interviewed at my workplace or at AUT South 

Campus. 
o I understand that notes will be taken during the interviews and that they will also be audio-recorded 

and transcribed. 
o I understand that taking part in this study is voluntary (my choice) and that I may withdraw from the 

study at any time without being disadvantaged in any way. 
o I understand that I will receive a small koha in the form of a supermarket voucher as a token of 

appreciation for my participation in the research. 
o I understand that if I withdraw from the study then I will be offered the choice between having any 

data that is identifiable as belonging to me removed or allowing it to continue to be used. However, 
once the findings have been produced, removal of my data may not be possible. 

o I understand that the findings from this research may be presented at conferences or published in 
journals. 

o I agree to take part in this research. 
o I wish to receive a one-page summary of the research findings (please tick one): Yes No 

 

 

Participant’s signature:

 .....................................................………………………………………………………… 
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Participant’s name:

 .....................................................………………………………………………………… 

 

Participant’s Contact Details (if appropriate): 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Date: ………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Approved by the Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee on 04/09/2018 

AUTEC Reference number 18/300 

Note: The Participant should retain a copy of this form. 
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Appendix  C: Principal Consent Letter 

 

 

 

In giving my consent I acknowledge that:  
  

1. I have read the Participant Information Sheet and understand the time involved for the school’s 
participation in the project.  The researcher has given me the opportunity to discuss the information 
and ask any questions I have about the project, and they have been answered to my satisfaction. I 
understand this form will be held for six years.  

  
2. I give consent for the researcher to approach teachers who have expressed their interest in 
participating in this project to take part in the interviews. I understand that the interviews will take 
place at the school at a time that suits the participant and the school, or at AUT South Campus during 
Term 3 this year.  

  
3. I give my written assurance that participation or non-participation of teachers will not affect 
their employment status, or relationship with the school.  

  
4. I understand that the school may withdraw from the inquiry at any time without prejudice to 
the school’s relationship with the researcher, or the Auckland University of Technology, now or in 
the future. The timeframe for the school’s withdrawal in the study will be until the end of the data 
collection phase, and the timeframe for withdrawal of any data will be until 30th September, 2018.  

  
5. I understand that the school will not be named in the research outputs.  

  
6. I agree that the results of the study may be published using every effort to maintain 
confidentiality of the school and the participants.  

  
7. I understand that only the researcher and the supervisor will have access to the data that will be 
stored securely.  

  
8. I understand that this form and all research data will be stored in secure cabinets for six years. At the 
end of the six-year period all documents will be shredded in a secure destruction facility and all digital 
recordings will be deleted.  

  
9. I understand that if I have any questions relating to the school’s participation in this research I 
may contact the researcher who will be happy to answer them.  

  
10.  I understand the thesis will be publicly available via AUT library 
(https://tuwhera.aut.ac.nz/open-theses) after it has been examined and uploaded to the library.   

Please sign and return one copy of the consent form to the researcher.  
  
Name: _______________________________ 
Signature: ___________________________________________________  

https://tuwhera.aut.ac.nz/open-theses
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Title: ________________________________________________________  
Date: ___________ / _______________ / _________________________  
  
When you have read this information, I will discuss it with you further and answer any questions 
you may have. If you would like to know more at any stage, please feel free to contact me at 
khq6849@autuni.ac.nz or my supervisor: Howard Youngs, Auckland University 
of Technology, howard.youngs@aut.ac.nz, 09 921 9999 ext 9633. Concerns regarding the 
conduct of the research should be notified to the Executive Secretary of AUTEC, Kate 
O’Connor, ethics@aut.ac.nz , 921 9999 ext 6038.  
Approved by the Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee on 04/09/2018  
AUTEC Reference number 18/300  

  
  

mailto:howard.youngs@aut.ac.nz
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Appendix  D: Invitation to Principal  

 

 

 

The Principal and Board of Trustees  
………………………………………………………  
…………………………………………………….  
  
Permission to access teaching staff  
Kia ora,  
My name is Shalini Saxena and I am a Head of Faculty at Pukekohe High School. I am currently working on 
a Master of Educational Leadership research thesis at Auckland University of Technology. My 
research focuses on the leadership processes that influence direction forming and the emergence of 
leadership in New Zealand secondary school subject departments.  
I would like to conduct interviews with teachers who are willing to share an account 
of their understandings and experiences of leadership processes. It is not a study of a school or a 
department. Teachers in Senior Leadership positions are excluded from this study.  
I am inviting your school to be a part of this research study because I am seeking schools of different decile 
ratings in South, East and Central Auckland. Please read the attached Principal Information 
Sheet and Principal Consent Form. If you are willing to allow your staff to participate in this study, please 
invite expressions of interest from your staff and share my email so that they may directly contact me 
at khq6849@autuni.ac.nz. Alternatively, I shall be happy to address your staff directly at a morning briefing 
or staff meeting.   
As outlined in the Participant Information Sheet, the hour-long 1-1 interviews will take place during term 3 at 
a time that is convenient for the participant.   
If you are willing to have your teachers participate in my research, please let me know and I shall bring a hard 
copy of the Principal’s Consent Form for you to sign when I first visit your school. Any concerns regarding the 
nature of this project should be notified in the first instance to the Project Supervisor, Dr 
Howard Youngs, howard.youngs@aut.ac.nz, 09 921 9999 ext 9633. Concerns regarding the conduct of the 
research should be notified to the Executive Secretary of AUTEC, Kate O’Connor, ethics@aut.ac.nz , 921 
9999 ext 6038. My email contact is khq6849@autuni.ac.nz.  
  
I look forward to answering any queries you may have, and a favourable response.  
Yours sincerely  
Shalini Saxena  
  
Approved by the Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee on 04/09/2018  
AUTEC Reference number 18/300  
 

 

  

mailto:khq6849@autuni.ac.nz
mailto:howard.youngs@aut.ac.nz
mailto:khq6849@autuni.ac.nz
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Appendix  E: Indicative Questions for semi-structured interviews 

The focus here is on processes rather than individuals in schools.  
 At the beginning of the interview, participants will be reminded not to mention any names of 
individuals.  They will be instructed not to mention individuals and focus on group processes.  
 
Indicative questions for the semi-structured interviews  

• What is the structure of the department? How are responsibilities shared?  
• What is the role of collaboration in your department?  
• How would you describe the direction-setting processes in your department?  
• Describe some ways in which the department members contribute to the direction of 
the department.  
• To what extent are these processes emergent, spontaneous and unplanned and why  
• How does working collaboratively influence your contribution to direction forming of the 
department?  
• What are some existing processes that you would identify in relation to collective contributions to 
departmental functions such as curriculum delivery and professional learning?  
• What are some barriers that prevent departmental members from making a meaningful or 
recognisable difference to the decision-making processes in the department? How do department 
members address these barriers?  
• What processes do you think will empower departmental members to make a meaningful or 
recognisable difference to the decision-making in the department?  
• Are there any other key points you would like to make in relation to the matters discussed during 
this interview? 
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Appendix  F: Confidentiality agreement (Transcriber) 

Project title: Direction (re)forming: Teachers’ accounts of processes that matter in secondary 

school departments 

Project Supervisor: Howard Youngs 

Researcher: Shalini Saxena 

• I agree to maintain full confidentiality in regards to any and all audiotapes and
documentations received from Shalini Saxena related to her research study titled
Emergence of Leadership: Processes that matter.

• I agree to hold in the strictest confidence the identification of any individual that may be
inadvertently revealed during the transcription of audio-taped interviews, or in any
associated documents.

• I understand that all the material I will be asked to type is confidential.
• I understand that the contents of the notes or recordings can only be discussed with the

researchers.
• I agree to store all study-related audiotapes and materials in a safe, secure location as long as

they are in my possession.
• I agree to not make copies of any audiotapes or computerized titles of the transcribed

interviews texts, unless specifically requested to do so by the researcher, Shalini Saxena.
• I agree to return all audiotapes and study-related materials to Shalini Saxena in a

complete and timely manner.
• I agree to delete all electronic files containing study-related documents from my

computer hard drive and any back-up devices, not keep any copies of the transcripts nor
allow third parties access to them.

• I am aware that I can be held legally responsible for any breach of this confidentiality
agreement, and for any harm incurred by individuals if I disclose identifiable information
contained in the audiotapes and/or files to which I will have access.
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Transcriber’s signature:

 .....................................................………………………………………………………… 

Transcriber’s name:

 .....................................................………………………………………………………… 

Transcriber’s Contact Details (if appropriate): 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Date:  

 

Approved by the Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee on 04/09/2018. 
AUTEC Reference number 18/300  
 

Note: The Transcriber should retain a copy of this form.
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Appendix  G: Organising data 

Research question 1 Research question 2 Research question 3 Participant response Participant response 

N
am

e of 
participant 

What are teachers’ 
understandings of how 
direction forms and 
reforms within their 
subject department? 

How do teachers 
associate direction 
forming and reforming 
with key departmental 
leadership functions? 

What strategies do teachers use 
to address challenges with 
departmental direction 
forming? 

Perceived challenges 
with departmental 
direction forming 
 

Perceived support for 
departmental direction 
forming 

MAX Ongoing, open 
conversations 
 

• Sense of purpose 
guides all 
interactions 

• Common 
purpose is to 
improvement for 
all (including 
teachers) 

• Open lines of 
communication with 
Principal, students and 
colleagues 

• Welcoming dissent – 
constructive arguments 
based on disagreements 
help to check whether 
purpose is met 

• Non-conformity (as 
opposed to compliance) 

• Top down 
hierarchy- HoD 
is authoritarian 

• Transience of 
students means 
uncertainty  

 

• Room allocation 
• Timetable 

ANN Spontaneous 
conversations 

• Common 
purpose 

• Feeling safe to 
share ideas, try 
new ideas 

• Collaboration 
• Sharing 
• Helping with daily jobs 

• Communication 
from Senior 
Leadership 
Team may be 
late or 
incomplete 

• Rooming 

• Timetable 
• Rooming 
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• Class sizes 
/Staffing 
shortage 

PETA HoD decides direction. 
Guided by her vision for 
the department 
Voluntary sharing of 
administrative duties 
Professional dialogue 
Currently in conflict with 
LT VISION 

• Transparent 
practices 

• Sense of collective 
identity means they do 
not feel isolated or 
“break’ when things 
don’t go well 

• Pl sessions are kept 
unstructured to create 
room for blue sky 
thinking 

• Individual, small 
successes are 
acknowledged and 
celebrated 

• Senior 
Leadership 
Team vision -
Authoritarian  

• School-wide 
practices such 
as streaming 

 

• Common 
workspace, 
Rooming 

• Department meeting 
schedule 

 

LYN LT decides direction for 
school and the department 
has to find ways to align 
with that – no real say 

• Ongoing self-
review to check 
if what they do 
is in line with 
school vision 

• Encourage teachers to 
work to their strengths 

• Protect time to focus on 
department functions 
such as planning and 
assessment 

• Frequency of 
change in 
Senior 
Leadership 
Team and 
policy – 
Guiding vision 
seems to be in 
flux 

• Timetable 
• Department 

meetings 
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• Staff have 
become 
defensive 

JESS LT decides and then it is 
through teacher goodwill 
that plans are 
implemented. No scope to 
be creative or innovative. 

• Ongoing self-
review to check 
that all actions 
are in line with 
the NZC and 
school vision 

• Praise and celebrate 
teacher success  

• Create opportunities for 
teachers to take 
responsibility for parts 
of admin functions so 
they may grow their 
skills 

 

• Senior 
Leadership 
Team lack of 
subject 
curriculum 
knowledge , 
also lack of 
knowledge of 
the secondary 
school sector 

• Timetable 
• Department 

meetings 
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Appendix H: Unpacking responses that address research questions 

Research question 1 Possible underlying ideas Questions that may need further 
investigation 

R
esearch 

participant 
 What are teachers’ 

understandings of how direction 
forms and reforms within their 
subject department? 

  

M
A

X
 

Ongoing, open conversations 
 

• Assumes presence of trust 
• Affirms the importance of trust 
• Dynamic environment guided by purpose 

• How is this assumption checked and 
evidenced? 

A
N

N
 

Spontaneous conversations • Assumes presence of trust 
• Social connections encourage these 

unplanned exchanges 
• Affirms the importance of trust 
• Dynamic environment necessitated by 

nature of subject as well as purpose of 
courses 

• How is this assumption checked and 
evidenced? 

 

PE
T

A
 

HoD decides direction. Guided by 
her vision for the department 
Voluntary sharing of 
administrative duties 
Professional dialogue 
Currently in conflict with LT 
VISION 

• Assumes that everyone in the department 
agrees with the HoD’s vision  

• Significance of Senior Leadership Team 
members’ actions in relation to the 
frustration it may create in teachers 

• Evidences trust within the subject 
department 

• How is this assumption checked and 
evidenced? 

• Could this be an opportunity for self-
review, and to examine own values 
and beliefs? 
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L
Y

N
 

Senior Leadership Team decides 
direction for school and the 
department has to find ways to 
align with that – no real say 

• Significance of Senior Leadership Team 
actions 

• Frustration is experienced 
• Demoralising for teachers 

 

• Department may not have say in the 
final destination. Do they have a 
‘say’ in determining the processes 
that will get them to the destination? 

• What are the options for avoiding 
these negative outcomes? 

JE
SS 

Senior Leadership Team decides 
and then it is through teacher 
goodwill that plans are 
implemented. No scope to be 
creative or innovative. 

• Significance of Senior Leadership Team 
members’ actions 

• Stifling environment 
• Resentment 

 

• Is there an opportunity here for being 
creative with processes? 

 

  
Research question 2 

 
Possible underlying ideas 

Questions that may need further 
investigation 

 How do teachers associate 
direction forming and 
reforming with key 
departmental leadership 
functions? 

  

M
A

X
 

• Sense of purpose guides 
all interactions 

• Common purpose is to 
improvement for all 
(including teachers) 

• Shared goal leads to commitment 
• Non-conformity is accepted as a part of 

interactions 
• Assumes a no-risk environment 

• How is this assumption checked and 
evidenced? 
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A
N

N
 

• Common purpose 
• Feeling safe to share 

ideas, try new ideas 

• Highly changeable environment on 
account of the nature of the subject.  

• Teachers have to be agile and adaptive in 
order to deliver the curriculum 

 

• Seemingly high dependence on social 
compatibility. How are personality 
differences factored into the need to 
be constantly adaptive? 

 

PE
T

A
 

• Transparent practices • Requires a high trust, no-risk environment 
 
 

 

L
Y

N
 

• Ongoing self-review to 
check if what they do is in 
line with school vision 

• Significance of reflection and ongoing 
review 

 

• To what extent are the boundaries set 
by the school vision helpful for 
direction-forming in a subject 
department? 

• Who else is reviewing and evaluating 
department actions? 

• What is the role of teacher voice in 
direction forming? 

JE
SS 

• Ongoing self-review to 
check that all actions are 
in line with the NZC and 
school vision 

• Significance of reflection and ongoing 
review 

 

• To what extent are the boundaries set 
by the school vision helpful for 
direction-forming in a subject 
department? 

• Who else is reviewing and evaluating 
department actions? 

• What is the role of teacher voice in 
direction forming? 

 



128 

What strategies do teachers use to 
address challenges with 
departmental direction forming? 

M
A

X
 

• Open lines of
communication with
Principal, students and
colleagues

• Welcoming dissent –
disagreements to check
whether purpose is met

• Non-conformity as
opposed to compliance

• Significance of Senior Leadership Team
support

• Role of dissent and constructive challenges

• How does compliance influence
direction-forming?

A
N

N
 

• Collaboration
• Sharing
• Helping with daily jobs

• High dependence on goodwill • How are teachers’ contributions
acknowledged?

PETA
 

• Sense of collective
identity means they do
not feel isolated or
“break’ when things
don’t go well

• Significance of the ‘collective’
• Echoes idea of “community’

Research question 3 Possible underlying ideas 
Questions that may need further 
investigation 
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• Professional Learning 
sessions are kept 
unstructured to create 
room for blue sky 
thinking 

• Individual, small 
successes are 
acknowledged and 
celebrated 

 LY
N

 

• Encourage teachers to 
work to their strengths 

• Protect time to focus on 
department functions 
such as planning and 
assessment 

• Assumes positive actions are taken • How is this assumption checked? 
 

 JESS 

• Praise and celebrate 
teacher success  

• Create opportunities for 
teachers to take 
responsibility for parts of 
admin functions so they 
may grow their skills 

 

• Assumes that teachers recognize the link 
between accepting responsibility and 
professional growth 

• How is this assumption checked? 
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Appendix I: Sample colour-coding of interview transcript 

This is an extract from an interview transcript. The yellow highlighting indicates parts 

that addressed the research question: What are teachers’ understandings of how 

direction is formed and re(formed) for their subject department?  

The data analysis process is outlined in Appendices G and H. 

 

… three weeks. We have departmental meetings once every three weeks so because there 

are so few and far between is actually is so much that you've got to kind of get it done like 

the running stuff that you maybe don't have as much of the discussion and learning 

conversations that you would want but so does the very recent HoD meeting you'd had 

like with given feedback that we need to have these conversations so it was like all the 

admin and then the last team that they said Okay well it was almost like tick the box kind 

of thing 

…  instead of starting there and giving us time to actually collaborate where we've had the 

full hour at our disposal and then we could have taken half an hour of.  

and when it’s 4:20 staff are already going home in their heads. And at the end of the day 

that is not a good time to expect people to collaborate.  

So collaboration your questionnaire around what is the role of collaboration. It's actually 

driven by your staff's agendas personalities and time.  

And then I mean as a leader though I mean like you said in the HoD meetings as a leader 

in a department you've got to make time and space for the collaboration to happen. So like 
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you consciously make sure that you don't fill your meetings with admin that you actually 

remember. Sometimes we like teachers have done a good lesson like  tried something new 

that will present on that in our department meetings and then we've had quite a strong 

literacy focus this year.  

We've got a specialist from two team teams solution teams. So she's come in and work 

with various departments and there are found there are departments found that very useful 

when I ask them and she's worked quite well with us.  So that's been really helpful. But 

yeah I think so I think as a leader of the department I think you do need to make that space 

and time for their collaboration to happen. Otherwise it will never happen because people 

are just so busy teaching them to survive during the term  
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Appendix J: Checking the trustworthiness of data 

Strategies for checking 

Credibility 

• Transcript
checked by
participants

• Prolonged
engagement
with data- 
follow up
questions
were asked at
the
interviews

Transferability 

• Rich
description is
provided in
the thesis for
the reader to
decide the
transferability
of the findings

Dependability and 

Confirmability 

• An audit trail – the thesis
document, including the
Appendices provides an
evidence of ongoing note-
making and reflection.
These were shared and
discussed with the research
supervisor.
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