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“Vision without action is merely a dream.  
Action without vision just passes the time.  
Vision with action can change the world.” 
 

Joel A. Baker 
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Abstract 

 

Vision – or more specifically, a shared visioning process, is recognised by many 
organisational change theorists, to be the key to igniting and sustaining deep change. 
Educational change has been written about for decades, however is still regarded as an 

elusive goal. Vision as it directly connects with education as a catalyst for change, has 
received very little attention. This research looks into that gap.  
 
The research draws from the example of three internationally diverse schools (one each 

from Australia, New Zealand and Spain), where a shared, co-created vision for collaborative 
learning environments has been the catalyst for deep pedagogic, cultural and professional 
change within each community, all the while working from within the legislated curriculum 

frameworks.  
 
The research involves an examination of the schools’ journeys of change through close 
observation of the communities over a few years and drawing from a range of empirical 

data. This includes an analysis of multiple semi-structured interviews with the teachers and 
leaders who were closely involved in the process of visioning and change in each school. 
These are then drawn together in a cross-case analysis and the research synthesises the 

findings from these three case studies, drawing a range of implications for future practice. 
If the vision has sufficient strength, clarity and ownership among the community, then it will 
provide the momentum to see sustained and embedded change.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction to the research  

 

1.1 Overview 

 

This thesis is about vision. More specifically, it is about how and why a visioning process 
has the power to create the deep changes in education that are regarded by so many as 
being vital (Fullan 2009b, 2016; Fullan & Levin 2008; Harris 2003; Levin 2007; Rowan 2002; 

Shirley & Noble 2016; Stoll 2009; Zhao 2017). The use of a visioning process within a school 
context is intended to provide the pathway to profound educational change, not based on 
the oft-discussed notion of ‘school improvement’, rather a deeper pedagogic shift that leads 

to stronger engagement into learning. In turn, such engagement will grow an individual’s 
independent learning capacity. There is a recognition among researchers on educational 
change that attempts to bring about large scale and sustained change in education over the 

last few decades have not worked, despite significant effort and expenditure (Elmore 2016; 
Hargreaves 2009; Shirley 2016). More recently, some researchers have started to 
hypothesise why change has been such an elusive target (Elmore 2016; Fullan 2016). Their 
reflections delve backwards into their own earlier research, with the added benefit of 

hindsight – and frustration (Elmore 1996; Fullan 1992, 1998, 2003, 2011) in order to try to 
identify the blockers to change. This literature is covered more specifically in Chapter Two.  
 

This introductory chapter outlines the premise upon which the present research is 
undertaken – that vision can be a powerful catalyst for educational change, with the goal of 
strengthening student engagement into learning. It also establishes the proposition that 
guides the research and provides some definition around key terms relevant to the thesis 

premise and proposition, notably the concepts of vision and change in education. The 
research investigates the topic using three international case studies. The starting point for 
the present research comes from observations in the three schools of a determined vision 

that learning best occurs in a collaborative learning environment, based on student-centred 
and inquiry-based learning. The vision is clearly articulated across each campus and evident 
in the pedagogy, organisation and statements of the school.  
 

The chapter describes the wider context surrounding the case research. There is some 
targeted discussion and analysis around the terminology of educational change, where a 

number of terms are commonly used; terms such as innovation, transformation, 

improvement, reform and technology, but remarkably silent on the place of vision. This 
research intends to address this silence and place vision, or more specifically, a visioning 
process, as central to embedding educational change. The introduction also looks at the 
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regional or national educational context for each of the three case schools (Australia, New 

Zealand and Spain/Catalonia) selected for research. It provides the broader background to 
the historical, socio-economic and cultural settings for these case studies.  
 

The motivation for this research arises from experience as a Principal in an Australian school 
for almost two decades. That journey highlighted the need to better understand the 
processes that can lead to a far more positive experience of learning for students, as a result 
of deep cultural, pedagogic and professional change, co-created with colleagues and the 

school community through a shared visioning process.  
 

1.2 The challenge 

 

There is a vast industry supporting strategies to bring about educational change and school 
improvement (Ball, 2012; Band, 2017; Trachtenberg, 2012). This exists in the academic 
world (Caldwell & Spinks, 2008; Fullan, 2007; Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009; Hattie, 2015a, 

2015b; Levin, 2008; Papert, 2001; Shirley & Noble, 2016), as much as it does in the 
commercial world surrounding schools (Barber & Mourshed, 2007; Lingard & Sellar, 2013; 
Mansell, 2012; Ravitch, 2010), as well as being a recurrent focus within schools and the 
wider systems that support or regulate them (Beare, 2010; Hargreaves, 2009a). The dilemma 

is that there have been no discernible breakthroughs in the challenge to create long-term 
and sustainable educational change (Elmore, 2016; Fullan, 2016; Senge, 2012; Shirley, 
2016). This challenge presents the opportunity for this present research.  

 
There is a well-documented history of organisational change theory in business literature, 
especially that connected to the place of shared vision as a core and uniting component of 

change (Kotter, 1996; Senge, 2012; Strange & Mumford, 2005; van der Helm, 2009). While 
there is a large repository of academic material that refers to the wider picture of educational 
change (Elmore, 2004; Fullan, 1982, 1993, 1998, 1999, 2003, 2005a, 2007, 2009a, 2009b, 
2010, 2011, 2016; Geijsel et al., 2001; Guhn, 2009; Hargreaves, 1998, 2000; Hargreaves & 

Fink, 2000; Leicester et al., 2012; Levin & Fullan, 2008; Masters, 2014; Papert, 1993, 1999; 
Price, 2013; Shirley & Noble, 2016; Zhao, 2017), there are very few research projects that 
attempt to bring the strands together – educational change theory and vision theory – in 

order to better understand how vision might instigate deep pedagogic change. This creates 
the premise for the present research.  
 
Since the 1990s, the literature connected to change in education, can reasonably be 

considered through a range of sub-strands: 
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1. educational change literature, overtly named as such, and linked to organisational 
change theory and change theories in general; 

2. school improvement literature, arising out of literature focusing on organisational 

improvement theory, especially capacity building; 
3. sustainability of educational innovation and change models, associated with 

literature that looks at sustainability models in relation to organisational change; and 
4. vision-led change in education, arising out of vision theory (van der Helm, 2009). 

 
This literature is covered with more detail and discussion in Chapter Two. The research 
draws from all of this material in order to understand the place of vision as a catalyst for 

educational change.  
 

1.3 Statement of research purpose 
 

Educational change has been a challenge at both a macro (national, regional or systemic) 
and micro (individual school) level. Research highlights the importance of shared visioning 
as an effective process to provide direction to an organisation seeking change. School 

communities have the capacity to develop a strong vision for what the learning environment 
and culture of their school could be. This envisioning process can unite the community, 
creating the momentum to embed the required changes. Given the gap between vision 

theory and organisational or education change theory, the present research seeks to 
examine ‘how and why’ vision can be the catalyst for deep cultural, pedagogic and 
professional change. In doing so, the significance of the research rests in the potential to 
identify a model for community-managed educational change, based on the insights 

emerging from a cross-case analysis of the individual case studies. 
 
The purpose of the research then is to examine the place of a visioning process as the 

catalyst for expansive educational change within a school, toward the goal of strengthening 
student engagement into learning, by specifically targeting school culture, pedagogic 
choices and professional development. The research is undertaken using a series of 
interpretive, qualitative case studies, synthesised through cross-case analysis that looks at 

the common patterns and themes from the individual narratives. It is conducted via a 
sequence of observational visits, concurrent data collection and formal and informal 
interviews, over a number of years, providing some longitudinal perspectives to the success 

or otherwise of sustaining change. The research also intentionally examines three schools 
reflective of different geographic locations, different cultural settings, different education 
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sectors and different socio-economic and historical contexts. This diversity adds a 

dimension to the cross-case analysis that demonstrates the power of a visioning process 
as an operative change agent, across a range of settings.  
 

An understanding of vision theory (van der Helm 2009) that “provides a mental framework 
by which potential actions can be (tacitly) evaluated” (p. 102), linked closely to the elements 
necessary for educational change (Fullan 2016), including “deep pedagogical change based 
on the relationships among learners” (p. 540), provides direction for the purpose of the 

present research. The integration of vision theory and the premises of educational change, 
creates a fresh perspective on the processes necessary to foster and embed a pedagogic 
paradigm shift within a school community. It also provides potential insights for government 

education policy and future directions. 
 

1.4 Research question 

 

The research examines three schools where vision is understood to have been, and is still 
perceived as, the driver of the comprehensive pedagogic changes occurring in each of the 
schools. The changes in the case schools have led to the development of a framework for 
learning based on collaborative teaching models, which is very different from the more 

traditional systems where the paradigm is based on the individual classroom (O’Neil, 1995). 
The focus of the research is on ‘how’ and ‘why’ vision enables change to occur in education. 

Accordingly, the guiding question probes: how and why does ‘vision’ enable cultural, 

pedagogic and professional change in three internationally diverse schools? This 

question provides the parameters for the research.  

 
The individual case studies observe the outplay of vision in each context, keeping in mind 

the socio-economic, political and historical backgrounds. The question enables a practical 

and singular focus on the role of vision. Why does vision have such a powerful effect on the 

initiating change? How do people unite around vision in a practical way? How do the schools 

go about refining the vision? How is the vision communicated? Why are there some 
necessary pre-conditions to successful change, if vision is the driver?  

 

1.5 Overview of case study methodology 

 
The case research uses a variety of data collection methods, so as to build an argument 
based on empirical evidence. If research can demonstrate that vision has the potential to 
be a strong catalyst for change in educational paradigms, then the proposition steering the 
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case research aims to gain insight so as to demonstrate how and why this is so. An 

interpretive, qualitative, case study methodology is chosen as the approach highly suited to 
interrogating this premise, especially as it looks at contemporary phenomena. Case study 
research is noted for the strength of the qualitative depth involved and the inherent power 

to analyse different contexts. As Yin (2014) states: 
 

case study is preferred when examining contemporary events …[adding] two 
sources of evidence not usually available as part of the historian’s repertoire: direct 

observation of the events being studied and interviews of the persons involved in 
the events. (pp. 11-12) 

 

With the underlying knowledge of the research gap in understanding the dynamics of vision 

in school communities, the case research looks into the observed reality of the pedagogic 

practice of each school and collects a range of hard data that reflects the outward indications 
of the model for learning and the driving vision of the school. The research also uses a series 

of semi-structured interviews and a group process, to create further extensive data that is 

transcribed, classified and categorised for analysis. The data is then put through a process 

of triangulation in order to determine the dependability, transferability and confirmability of 

the conclusions and observations (Shenton 2004). The case research looks at the prevailing 

conditions that allow sustained change to occur in three schools – how has change come 

about in the circumstances observed and why has it morphed into arguably embedded 
change. The research methodology is covered with more depth in Chapter Three. 
 

1.6 Role of the researcher 

 
It is acknowledged at the outset of the research that the dual role of participant-researcher 
needs to be considered in relation to the case study involving AUSS and its embedded 
research, development and innovation unit, SYDC. A range of implications for a participant-

researcher are presented in more depth at Section 3.3.1.  
 
At the time of proposing the thesis and considering its case study methodologies, the 

researcher was the Principal of AUSS and also the founder of SYDC. Rather than viewing 
such circumstances as a potential negative, a number of investigators highlight the possible 
advantages of being a combined participant-observer-researcher (Bernard, 1994; Schensul, 

1999). Insider knowledge is presented as something that can shine greater light on the 
motivations of a particular community or journey, as well as understanding what questions 
might be relevant in the cultural context.  
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In the context of this research, some key decisions were made in order to address any 
potential conflicts of interest, or sense of bias, arising from perceptions of hierarchy: 
 

• the key participant interviewees for AUSS would be people closely involved with the 
journey of change at AUSS (and SYDC), but no longer working at AUSS – with at least 
six months elapsing since their resignation from AUSS; 

• a neutral interviewer would be selected for the interviews involving current employees 
in relation to the embedded case study of SYDC; 

• the material selected as additional collected data for AUSS and SYDC would match as 

much as possible, the criteria for the other two international case studies. This limits 
material and artefacts to that which is accessible via the internet, visible within the 
school or offered as a document during visitation programs. 

 

It is further acknowledged that during the latter part of writing up the research, the 
researcher is no longer an employee of AUSS, having stepped back from the role of 
Principal.   

 

1.7 Assumptions 

 

The focus of the research is on the visioning process and its importance as a catalyst for 

educational change. The thesis does not seek to make a case for the need for educational 
change. There is an assumption that change in education is required to achieve a deeper 
engagement into learning, shared with the many investigators on this topic over the last few 
decades. The research is limited in scope to the dynamics surrounding vision across a 

school community – how and why it can create powerful momentum. The research is also 
focused on vision that impacts the activity of the whole school, not the vision of one section 
or faculty within the school. In that sense, the assumption is that vision refers to the situation 

of a comprehensive and consistent school-wide pedagogic shift (Conway & Andrews 2016).  
 
While the notion of what a comprehensive and consistent school-wide pedagogic shift is in 
the context of the case study schools is not the focus of the thesis, a brief description is 

included at this point for the purpose of explanation and clarity. Across the schools included 
in the research, the progressive visioning processes have led to similar conclusions about 
what constitutes effective pedagogy, learning dispositions and program aims, summarised 

here: 
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• collaborative teaching practices are adopted – teachers no longer work in isolation, but 

within teaching teams as much as possible (collaborative teaching); 

• choice is introduced into curriculum design in order to promote student ownership of 
their learning (learner agency); 

• the focus is solidly on the learner, not the teacher (student-centred learning); 

• learning experiences are designed with the learners in mind, or where possible, co-

created with the learner (personalised learning); 

• learning experiences are developed that integrate knowledge across traditional learning 
areas (transdisciplinary curriculum); 

• learner quests provide the framework for much of the inquiry (project-based learning); 

• curiosity and creativity are key values in the learning process (creative thinking and 
problem-solving competencies); 

• consistency of methodology in all sections and faculties (school-wide pedagogy); 

• consideration is given to the design of physical spaces in order to support the 
collaborative, inquiry-based model (acoustically engineered, flexible spaces for larger 

cohorts working with multiple teachers); and 

• technology is used as a support for pedagogic directions, not as a driver of change 
(mobile learning). 

 
Beyond this general summary, the thesis does not seek to provide any in-depth description 
of collaborative teaching models as adopted in the three schools involved in the case 

research. However, the research around the visioning processes is directly connected to 
schools attempting to achieve a pedagogic model that incorporates these elements as part 
of their vision for learning. The goal of creating highly collaborative learning environments, 
suited to teaching larger cohorts, is part of the pedagogic model preferenced in all three 

schools.  
 
The key component of this circumstance, is the choice to move away from a model where 

teachers are essentially sole operators working in their own space, to a collaborative team 
approach located in a larger space. This involves a fundamental reorientation of how a 
school is structured. It impacts many areas of a school’s operation, including the design of 

the built environment, essential in order to facilitate the collaborative model. Given the 
general lack of experience of working within such models, the collaborative teaching model 
necessitates a continual focus on professional development for the staff, in order to 
strengthen their capacity to advance the model. All three schools recognised this as a core 

element of the ongoing upskilling of the staff.  
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1.8 Definition of key terminology 

 
1.8.1 Vision – theoretical interpretations 
 
Definitions of vision can be very general and somewhat misleading in the context of the 

intended understanding for this research. At the weaker end of explanation, vision can be 
interpreted (as a noun) and to be something akin to a dream: not a strong dream, but a 
softer concept, more like a daydream. To counter this interpretation, the concept of vision 

is switched (as a verb) to being a process of envisioning. The present research adopts this 

second interpretation. In his writing about vision theory, van der Helm (2009) suggests seven 
different types of vision: humanistic, religious, political, business/organisational, 

community, policy and personal (p. 99). He further argues that there are important 
considerations in relation to vision, as vision is clearly about the future and an ideal, but 
most importantly, the concept of vision signifies the “desire for deliberate change” (p. 99). 

This desire is cast by van der Helm as both ideational and transformational. In essence, a 
“theory of vision is a theory of change” (p. 100). 
 

Senge, as quoted in an interview with O’Neil (1995), points out that visioning is a process, 
rather than a statement. This point is further clarified by Umekubo, Chrispeels and Daly 
(2015), for whom vision is:  
 

not a school-based document labelled as the ‘vision statement’ – rather, it is the 

commonly shared understanding and ownership within an organisation of where the 

organisation is headed. In this respect, it also encompasses an understanding of the 

educational philosophy driving the pedagogic directions of a school, leading to a 
collective drive to embed that philosophy with consistency across a school. (pp. 

455-459)  
 
Bishop and Hines (2012) highlight that “vision is something tangible and concrete” (p. 236) 

and Nanus (1992) says vision offers “a realistic, credible, attractive future” (p. 8). Kotter’s 
perspective (1996) adds in the notion that vision holds a “commentary on why people should 
strive to create that future” (p.68). Ziegler (1996) focuses on the activity of visioning, where 

transformation occurs because of the collective commitment to enacting the vision. In a 
similar way, Cole, Harris and Berneth (2006) draw attention to both the clarity of vision, but 
also the idea that vision is the justification for taking action.  
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The focus on vision in the context of this research does not extend to its use to describe 

people as visionaries. The definition of vision involves a process of envisioning and this is 

quite removed from the concept of a visionary leader (also referred to as a transformational 
leader). Other research does look at the place of visionaries within educational change, 
suggesting that the impact of a visionary leader is most often short lived, over-rated or 
localised (Crowther, 2002; Rose, 2007). Vision in the context used in the research is about 
a process, not the description of an individual. 

 
1.8.2 Vision – participant interpretations 
 

It is useful to take these theoretical understandings of vision into the context of the case 
studies included in this research and make connections with the collective understanding 
of vision as expressed by the research participants. This is not presented as a finding, rather 
it is a pre-condition to the research. What do the interview participants understand vision to 

be at the start of the research process? A full listing of the informal definitions arising from 
interviews with the case research participants, is provided in Appendix 2. The general 
overview is presented here, for the purposes of this introduction. 

 
When analysing the explanations of what vision meant to the participants of the individual 
institutions prior to the research, there is obvious alignment of articulated understanding. It 

is clear that although vision is an abstract concept in itself, vision is viewed as a tangible 
reality; something that unites people and enables them to work towards a common goal. In 
this new place, it is understood that the learning culture is different, improved and stronger. 
It is aspirational and understood to be a moving goal to which people continually journey as 

a united community. This immediately concurs with Senge’s comments, stated in his 
interview (O’Neil, 1995), that the journey to the new place is “never-ending” (p. 23).  
 

1.8.3 Synthesis of theoretical and participant definitions of vision 
 
There is pronounced alignment between the theoretical understanding of vision, with that 
which is articulated by the research participants (Appendix 2). This is especially so when it 

comes to understanding vision as envisioning – a process. In the context of the case 
research, the process leading to the creation of vision is a collective exercise in each case 

– a shared vision process (Senge et al., 2012). This concurs completely with the models 
proposed by organisational change theorists (Kotter, 1996; O’Neil, 1995; Senge, 1990; van 
der Helm, 2009). Umekubo, Chrispeels and Daly (2015) refer to this visioning process as 

“the commonly shared understanding and ownership within an organisation of where the 
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organisation is headed” (p. 455). Senge’s concept (2006) of collective aspiration that leads 

to united action is also evident in some of the individual explanations.  
 
In this respect, the explanations articulate that vision provides an understanding of the 

educational philosophy driving the pedagogic directions of a school, leading to a collective 
drive to embed that philosophy with consistency across a school and to create the culture 
where the activity of the school can make the practice vastly improved. Vision is viewed for 
the purposes of this research as an abstract concept made tangible by the shared 

understanding and ownership of a community, who engage in an active process to co-
create clear vision about the preferred educational future and that the actions and strategies 
implemented, will lead to constantly evolving and sustained cultural, pedagogic and 

professional change.  The literature that relates to educational change, organisational 
change theory, sustainability of change and vision theory is reviewed in more specific detail 
in Chapter Two.  
 

1.9 National education narratives as background to the case research 

 
While the research is not focused on the impact or implications of the background narratives 
for each of the case study schools, the wider context does have a bearing on some of the 

decisions or directions relevant to the specific school. An overview of key topics within the 
national education narratives is presented here by means of introduction. 
 

1.9.1 National education narratives as background to the case research: Australia 
 
The narrative of Australia with regard to educational change in general, and the presence or 

absence of any discourse around vision, mirrors a number of the elements of the experience 
of the United Kingdom and the United States over the last few decades (Beare, 2010; 
Garcia-Huidobro et al., 2017; Hargreaves, 2009a; Savage, 2015). Hargreaves in particular 
outlines decades of attempted top-down educational reform in the UK and North America, 

but to no lasting effect. Beare (2010) reflects that similar strategies have formed the basis 
for reform attempts in Australia during the same timeframe. Beare identifies six decades of 
“continuous school restructuring” in Australia, which he states has led to the “complexified” 

(p. 11) nature of the Australian education context. Beare attributes this, in part, to having 
aspects of responsibility resting with both the state and federal levels, where education 
departments and ministries have aligned, but separate, responsibilities.   
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This notion of a complexified context is taken as a point of reference for providing further 
background to understanding the more recent trends or movements in Australian 
educational change. At the federal level, the conversations around education are largely 

focused on educational improvement, rather than educational change or pedagogic 
paradigm shift. In this arena, any specific discussion around vision is noticeably absent. The 
terminology heard is linked to funding (Gonski, 2011; OECD, 2017e), choice (Garrett, 2011), 
improvement (Gonski, 2018), technology (Buchanan, 2011; Clarke, 2012b; Jordan, 2011) 

and accountability (Breakspear, 2012; Thomson, De Bortoli & Underwood, 2017).  
 
There are some significant programs or policies originating at the federal level during the 

last decade that relate to education. One is the Rudd Government’s Digital Education 
Revolution (DER). The policy review (DEEWR, 2013) describes the DER as an “intervention” 
and “investment” in education (p. 4). Some educationists view the DER more as a policy 
promise (Clarke, 2012a; Reid, 2009). Reid (2009) notes that a “computer on a desk does not 

transform teaching” (p. 9). Another activity involves a review of schooling in Australia (Dept. 
Education & Training, 2018), commissioned by the federal government. The resultant Report 
urges the nation to “act now to raise our aspirations and make a renewed effort to improve 

school education outcomes” (p. viii). All strategies purport to be aimed at improving 
educational outcomes, but none claim to be establishing a new vision for Australian 
education.   

 
Another background topic in Australia, relevant to the notion of vision in education, is 
connected to the shift towards a greater emphasis on standardised testing at the national 
(NAPLAN) and state (HSC) levels. However, concern is growing and researchers are 

expressing their apprehensions given the negative aspects of a reliance on standardised 
testing (Carter, 2017; Frawley & Davies, 2015). Added to this complexity is the growing 
tendency for the media to focus on test results in connection with NAPLAN, PISA and state-

based Year 12 examinations (Baroutsis & Lingard, 2016; Waldow, Takayama, & Sung, 2014).  
 
A further aspect of educational change that is relevant to the background context of the 
case research for the Australian-based school, is the use of online and blended learning as 

learning methodology tools. There is no nationally articulated vision or policy document for 
online learning in Australia. In comparison with North America and Nordic countries, 
Australia lags behind in both the pedagogic development of the online or blended learning 

frameworks (Barbour, 2014; Gudmundsson & Matthiasdottir ,2004; Kilpatrick & Bound, 
2003; Quiroz et al, 2016; Stacey, 2005) and the creation of government run online learning 
schools.  
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The background picture for Australian education is a narrative of strategies seeking to 
improve student test results and international performance, not a vision for a deep 
pedagogic shift. Schools have a range of constraints that dictate what they should teach 

and, to a degree, considering the wider pressures on teachers, how they should teach. Any 
local vision for deep pedagogic shift needs to come from within the community and for that 
community to use its creativity to maximise learning opportunities through innovative 
approaches that are designed to resonate with all ages and stages of the community.  

 
1.9.2 National education narratives as background to the case research: New Zealand 
 
Successive New Zealand governments have sought to create strong vision for where 

education is heading. The different government initiatives have been a response to this 
vision. Despite the challenges of a multicultural society, a smaller economy (relative to larger 
developed nations) and the need to balance the needs of the Māori heritage with future-

oriented policies, the educational choices of New Zealand have led to comparatively strong 
educational outcomes (OECD, 2017b).  
 

In terms of appraising the narrative of New Zealand with respect to the research, there are 
a number of noteworthy trends. The OECD ranks New Zealand as the first out of thirty OECD 
countries and partner economies in having one of the highest percentages (75.6%) of young 
people expected to graduate from tertiary education during their lifetime, and second in 

terms of gaining a bachelor’s or equivalent degree during their lifetime (55.8%). Also high, 
is the expected graduation rate from upper secondary school (95.5%). New Zealand is held 
up as an example of a forward-thinking country when it comes to education (Bolstad, 2012; 

Timperley et al., 2009). In a foreword to a report commissioned by the New Zealand Ministry 
of Education, Mackay makes the comment that “New Zealand has been at the forefront of 
both educational research and futures thinking in education” (Bolstad, 2012, p. v).  
 

An area of recurrent focus in the New Zealand education system during the last two decades 
in particular, has been a focus on creating “modern learning environments” (Osborne, 2013). 
This has seen the construction of a number of open plan school environments in different 

locations across the country. NZS (the second case study included in this research), is an 
example of one of these schools. As more focus shifts to these “modern learning 
environments” and open plan learning spaces, there has been developing case study 
research looking at the challenges of teaching in such spaces with a view to becoming more 

aware of necessary teacher induction processes to support the shift in pedagogy (Osborne, 
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2013; Benade, 2016, 2017). Benade observes the “imperative to collaborate” (2017, p. 805) 

within these spaces.  
 
 

The New Zealand background education narrative demonstrates the way in which 
government policies for education over a couple of decades attempt to be responsive and 
address the perceived and known needs of the country. Set against this wider New Zealand 
narrative, the case study included in this research demonstrates most of these trends. The 

national vision for education seeks to create opportunities for local expression of the 
national directions. The establishment of NZS as a new school exemplifying this vision, 
provides an excellent example for research that looks at the potential flow-through effect of 

vision on changing educational practice and embedding a new paradigm.  
 
1.9.3 National education narratives as background to the case research: Spain 
 

This section on Spain provides information relevant to a consideration of the potential 
impact of vision within a school as a catalyst for change. During the last half century, two 
historical events have had direct impact upon education in Spain - and Catalonia in 
particular. The first was the return to democracy in Spain from dictatorship, after the death 

of Franco in 1975 (Townson, 2007).  Politically speaking, the country swung from a tightly 
controlled centralist dictatorship to the creation of a semi-federal and partly autonomous 
system in the space of just a few years (Torcal, 2007). Spain had only recently legislated to 

establish the notion of equal rights to accessing an education in 1970. That legislation 
established a free and compulsory co-education system for all children until the age of 
fourteen. After the death of Franco and subsequent elections, a new constitution was drawn 
up for Spain and from 1978, with the passing of a new constitution, regional governments 

were given responsibility for education (Arango, 2000; Huntington, 1991).  
 
The new Generalitat (Government) of Catalonia was established by 1982 and assumed 

responsibility for education (Generalitat of Catalonià, 2009). As a semi-autonomous region 
of Spain, Catalonia has its own language, cultural heritage and regional parliament. The new 
regional government of Catalonia decided to revive the use of the Catalan language as the 

means by which the region would eventually strengthen its culture, society and economy. 
The use of the Catalan language had been repressed under the Franco regime. One 
consequence of this geo-political background is the requirement for schools to negotiate 
two curriculum frameworks, with specific mandated ratios of delivery. There are now three 

official languages in the region, Catalan, Spanish and one more minor language, Aranese. 
Catalan is referred to in the Education Act (2009) as the “vehicular language and the 
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language of learning within the education system” (Article 11), but parents have the right to 

have their child taught in either Spanish or Catalan as the language of majority instruction. 
 
The bi-lingual emphases create a range of challenges for schooling in Catalonia. Schools 

have to adjust and provide education in the desired majority language, while still catering 
for both. The desire for linguistic and cultural normalisation of Catalan led to further 
legislation (Education Act, 2009) in relation to the right and obligation to know the official 
languages. Article 10 states: 

  
Curricula shall ensure that all students have a full command of Catalan and Spanish 
upon completion of compulsory education, in accordance with the Common 

European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, Teaching, 
Assessment. 

 
OECD (2014c, 2015b, 2017f) commentary suggests that Spain has the highest level of 

school early leavers in Europe and in the top four globally (OECD, 2017f). The main challenge 
(OECD, 2015b) is to increase the percentage of population who gain educational 
qualifications at either the upper secondary, non-tertiary or tertiary levels. There is also a 

rising level of 20-24 year-olds who are neither in employment nor in education or training 
(25.5% in 2017). Spain also has high levels, comparatively, of the current workforce, who 
left school below upper secondary (43%).  

 
Bolívar and Moreno (2006) identify an additional and unique challenge to establishing vision 
within schools in Spain. School principals in Spain are elected democratically into their roles 
for a defined period of time by the community in which they teach. Portugal is the only other 

OECD country where this method of selecting school leadership occurs. The research 
conducted by Bolívar and Moreno demonstrates that this forces school leadership into 
“transactional” modes of leadership (p. 30) where every key decision has to be negotiated. 

The long-term impact, as their findings reveal, is that principals “give up the transformational 
potential of school leadership” (p. 30). In this way, the opportunities for instructional or 
pedagogic leadership are very limited.  
 

The narrative on the background to the case research in Spain, presents a highly complex 
picture in which CATS operates as a school. The complexity strengthens the proposition of 
the research as it helps establish the notion that vision of itself, is sufficient to drive the 

processes that lead to embedded cultural, pedagogic and professional change within a 
community.  
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1.9.4 National education narratives: summation  

 
While the case research for this dissertation explores the specifics of each context in depth, 
an overview of the different national narratives of education within which each school 

operates, demonstrates that research into the place of vision as a catalyst for sustained 
educational change is highly relevant. Despite the cultural, geographic and contextual 
differences, vision is seen as a powerful means by which educational change can be 
activated. The national narratives reveal very different policy priorities and cultural contexts. 

However, this difference enables a unique investigation into the potential of vision to be the 
change agent required. If vision can be seen to be as effective and dynamic across three 
very different scenarios, the research findings will potentially hold greater significance, for 

vision as an enabler is not limited to non-complex contexts.  
 

1.10  Organisation of the dissertation 

 

In this Chapter, the premise for the research has been introduced. It provides the purpose 
for the research and gives a summative rationale, pointing to the potential contribution that 
the research makes.  
 

In Chapter Two, the literature review draws attention to the gap that exists in educational 
research with respect to the visioning process. Many scholars and researchers look at why 
educational change is not occurring; however, vision is almost absent from much of the 

literature. The thesis posits that vision should be located right at the centre of the 
conversations around what has potential impact.  
 
Chapter Three covers the methodology selected for the research and provides specific 

discussion associated with the rigour of the methods used as part of the methodology of 
research. Chapter Three concludes the introductory section of the thesis.  
 
The second section of the dissertation presents the four case studies in succession. Chapter 

Four provides the narrative of AUSS, with Chapter Five focusing on SYDC, the research, 
innovation and development unit of AUSS. SYDC is researched as an embedded case 
study, to be understood in conjunction with the case findings of AUSS, presented in Chapter 

Four.  
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Chapter Six presents the case research in connection with the second school included in 

the research – NZS. The fourth case study, CATS, is captured in Chapter Seven which 
follows. The CATS narrative concludes Section B.  
 

Section C comprises of three Chapters. The first, Chapter Eight, presents a synthesis of the 
cross-case analysis. This is followed by a chapter that presents the implications of the 
research. The final chapter concludes the dissertation and includes an overview of the 
inherent challenges of the research. 

 

  



 18 

Chapter 2 Literature review 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

The previous chapter introduces the proposition for this research – an examination of the 

role of vision as a catalyst for educational change. The question guiding the research being: 
how and why does ‘vision’ impact cultural, pedagogic and professional change in three 

internationally diverse schools? Chapter One situates the research into the wider continuum 
of efforts to effect change in this context over the last few decades.  
 

This chapter provides both an overview and review of the diverse literature that has formed 
the lens through which it has been possible to understand vision, and to gain a perspective 
on the direction and drivers of educational change over the last few decades. As stated in 
the introductory chapter, the dissertation investigates a gap in the research – the role of the 

visioning process in enabling change in the cultural, pedagogic and professional activity of 
a school. 
 

2.1.1 Purpose and scope of the literature review 
 
The purpose of the literature review with respect to this present research, is to ascertain 

what is stated about vision as a catalyst for change in education, and to contribute to the 
discourse on educational change by integrating the various elements that have not 
necessarily been explicitly connected up until now. Another intention of the review is to 
ground the case studies in both the theory of vision and educational change, as well as 

becoming familiar with available empirical research to situate the research in a wider body 
of knowledge.  
 

In order to better understand the conceptual design of the literature review, Figure 1 and 
Figure 2 demonstrate the thinking behind the design, bearing in mind the wider goal of the 
research is to contribute to a more pragmatic understanding of what the impact is at a 
school level, when a visioning process is the driver. Figure 1 seeks to capture some of the 

existing or historical contexts for viewing educational change. After more than three 
decades of writing on the topic, Fullan (2016), labels the goal of educational change as 

elusive, as he reflects again on why change attempts have not been successful. The 
literature review delves into the different strands of existing theory and research, as 
captured in various literature and empirical studies. That literature suggests that much of 

the attempted reform or change strategies came as a result of top-down policies and 
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programs, often government-initiated or district-initiated. As will be discussed, the wider 

body of educational change literature focuses more on school improvement, than linking to 
organisational change theory. 

 
Figure 1 Broad domain of educational change literature 

 
The focus of endeavours to bring about educational change as identified in a review of the 
literature, and as illustrated in Figure 1, has been to bring about any educational change by 

establishing goals and enacting a strategy, most commonly imposed externally. In some 
contexts, the goals have been set by the school community, but in most circumstances, 
they are set by external bodies. It is rare to read of educational change that establishes and 
scales to any sustained degree in this framework. As will be seen, it is often the lack of 

relevant leadership capacity, or the wider organisational structure in which the change 
program is operating, together with an unsupportive or disconnected culture, that leads to 
the failure of many educational change efforts. The literature review scans this broad 

domain. 
 
The heart of the literature review looks specifically at the place of vision in the processes of 
change. In the wider sphere of change theory, there is considerable literature, often 

presented with anecdotes from the business world, that points to the crucial role that an 
envisioning process has in initiating change in organisations. Vision is described as setting 
the directions for growing the organisation and seeing change successfully embedded. 

Where an understanding of vision theory underpins a shared and externalised vision for an 
organisation, the research shows that in many contexts, it has the ability to cut through 
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cultural contexts and institutional blockers, leading to pedagogic, cultural and professional 

change. The literature review looks at articles, books and research that outline perspectives 
on vision theory in the broader sense. It also reviews a range of empirical research over the 
last decade and a half, where vision, or a perception of what vision is, has influenced the 

direction of change strategies in different schools or wider school districts. Figure 2 captures 
this proposition. In many instances, it is seen that where there is a lack of individual capacity, 
or shortcomings in collegial approaches, change strategies fail to sustain. Where vision is 
originating from a shared visioning process, the research demonstrates that there is 

stronger likelihood of embedding educational change. This is seen to be a result of the 
momentum that has developed, the growth of individual capacity for those involved, and 
the shared clarity and ownership within a community, involving a comprehensive paradigm 

shift that stimulates pedagogic change. Vision is viewed as a present picture of future reality. 
A range of articles and other literature is examined to investigate this proposition. 
 

Figure 2 Research proposition for educational change 

 
 
2.1.2 Organisation of the literature review 

 
The range of literature on the topic of educational change, written during the last half 
century, is enormous. This reflects both the academic interest in the topic and the recurrent 
strategies of governments and other organisations over many decades. For the purposes of 

organising this review, the task is narrowed by looking at literature that purports to support 
educational change coming from a range of change theories. This includes four identifiable 
strands: 
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1. educational change literature, overtly named as such, commonly linked to 

organisational change theory and change theories in general (summarised as 

educational change literature); 

2. school improvement literature, arising out of literature focusing on organisational 
improvement theory and practice, especially capacity building (summarised as 

school improvement literature); 

3. literature that researches the sustainability of educational innovation and change 
models, associated with literature that looks at sustainability models in relation to 

organisational change (summarised as sustainability literature); and 

4. literature that directly references vision-led change in education, arising from vision 

theory (summarised as vision literature). 

 
For the purposes of organising this chapter, the review will first look at literature (2.2.1) that 

is directly relevant to the research proposition from a theoretical perspective, that which is 
categorised as vision theory. This is to provide a wider context for reviewing other literature. 
This is followed by a discussion (2.2.2) of general educational change literature.  The third 
section views articles (2.2.3) that specifically address ‘school improvement’, before 

examining the wider collection (2.2.4) of literature in connection with sustaining education 
innovation or change. After this, the review looks at a range of empirical research (2.2.5) 
where vision has been framed as part of the research project.  

 
2.1.3 Background and criteria for the selection of literature 
 
With four different strands of literature detailed as having relevance (see Section 2.1.2), the 

range and scope of potential literature relevant to the research topics is expansive. The 
proposition provides the first point of relevance for the review, as the literature for review 
needs to relate to the purpose of the present research. Therefore, the first criterion requires 

the literature to be relevant to:  
 

1. vision as a process (rather than visionary people or vision statements); 
2. vision as an enabler of action; 

3. educational change (as a macro and micro concept); 
4. sustained change (with evidence of sustained impact); and 
5. vision of a different paradigm (pedagogy, professional mindset and culture). 
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The range of literature around these topics is still extremely wide-ranging, consequently 

additional selection criteria are applied. For each of the above topics, there are at least six 
aspects to the subject matter: 
 

1. literature that develops or summarises any theory surrounding or supporting the 
concept; 

2. literature presenting empirical studies connected to the concept; 
3. literature that applies the concept in new ways; 

4. literature that creates or outlines associated models arising out of the concept; 
5. literature that provides narratives of the concept in practice; and 
6. literature that has become regarded in some courses as core texts. 

 
While all aspects have potential relevance, the first four aspects noted above, provide 
further practical boundaries around the literature included for closer review in this chapter, 
creating a second criterion for inclusion. At this point of selection criteria, it is important to 

use backward mapping to appraise any material for relevance against the four strands 

previously outlined (2.1.2) of educational change, school improvement, sustainability and 

vision literature. Literature that encompasses these three practical criteria (relevance to the 
proposition; part of the narrowed range of topics; and positioned within the four broad 

strands of literature), is that which is included in the literature review.  
 
There are a number of prolific authors who have published extensively on the topic of 
educational change: Elmore (1996, 2004, 2016); Fullan (1982, 1992, 1993, 1997, 1998, 1999, 

2003, 2005a, 2005b, 2007, 2009a, 2009b, 2011, 2016); Hargreaves (2000, 2009); 
Hargreaves & Fullan (1992); Hargreaves, Lieberman, Fullan & Hopkins (2010); Hargreaves & 
Shirley (2009); Harris (2004, 2008); Shirley (2015, 2016, 2017); Shirley & Noble (2016). The 

frequency with which these authors have published over decades presents an opportunity 
to assess their developing theories. If there were some common outcomes expressed in 
their work, it would be the repeated frustration of the failure of educational change strategies 
to take hold in any substantive way (Elmore, 2016; Fullan, 2016; Hargreaves, 2009; Shirley, 

2016b) and a recognition that the stronger examples of more sustained educational change 

are emerging from countries away from the Anglosphere, a term used by Garcia-Huidobro 
et al. (2017). In the last decade empirical research, and a range of reports and books on the 
topic of educational change or innovative schools, is starting to more uniformly reference 
examples of change from a far broader range of countries (AITSL, 2014a, 2014b; Barber, 

Donnelly & Rizvi, 2012; Bolivar & Mereno, 2006; Fullan, 2016; Garcia-Huidobro et al., 2017; 
Geijsel et al., 2009; Hallgarten, Hannon & Beresford, 2015; Hāwera & Taylor, 2014; 
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Hernando, 2016; Leadbeater, 2016; López-Yáñez & Sánchez-Moreno, 2013; Luksa et al., 

2017; März, Kelchtermans, & Vermeir, 2017; OECD, 2017f; Pietarinen, Pyhältö, & Soini, 
2017; Rincon-Gallardo, 2016; Sahlberg, 2015, 2016; Shirley, 2017a; Timperley et al., 2009; 
Van de Heijden et al., 2018).  

 

2.2 Reviewing the literature 
 

2.2.1 Visioning and vision theory 
 

Vision is one of the four strands of literature (educational change, school improvement, 

sustainability and vision) nominated as relevant to the present research. 
 

As the introduction to this research states – this research is about vision, or more specifically 
about visioning processes. It is the fundamental concept around which the research 

proposition is framed: vision as a catalyst for educational change. This is where van der 
Helm’s work (2009) developing vision theory provides a base upon which to develop a 
research proposition. Not many researchers appear to tackle the concept of vision theory 
directly as van der Helm. Where it is used as a concept, most create models that include 

visioning processes. However, van der Helm argues at a more philosophical level, calling 
for a theory of vision viewed from multiple perspectives - humanist; religious or 
eschatological; political, business or entrepreneurial; community-based; pertaining to public 

policy and personal (pp. 97-98). Van der Helm’s work, whilst not directly linked to education 
contexts, is a broader statement that views visioning processes as part of the wider field of 
‘futures studies’.  
 

Vision, van der Helm observes, is something that an individual can have and a shared vision 
provides the basis and direction for action. Van der Helm surmises that vision appears to 
be viewed by most as a phenomenon, more than a theory. His work goes beyond this to 

develop a deeper understanding of vision theory, asserting that “a theory of vision is a theory 
of change” (p. 100). This theory is necessary in order to appreciate what a process of 
visioning adds to change strategies. He describes the potential action of vision as “how we 

expect to influence the future using its functional dimensions” (p. 97). Van der Helm is 
concerned that by itself, the idea of vision could also refer to something more dream-like 
that “lacks any substantial underpinning” (p. 96). He goes on to provide some definitions 
where vision is a more substantive concept as it relates to “(1) the future, (2) the ideal, and 

(3) the desire for deliberate change” (p. 99). Van der Helm posits that change is in fact “a 
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necessary requirement … [because] vision-based change is both ideational and 

transformational” (p. 100).  
 
Van der Helm uses multiple metaphors to explain the mechanics of visioning. These prove 

to be quite insightful, especially in light of the perceptions of vision as articulated by the 
participants in the case-based research of this thesis (see Appendix 2). One metaphor van 
der Helm provides is of vision as a magnet – a force field leading people from a present 
direction (p. 101). Another is of vision’s crowbar which sets a new path with deliberate non-

incremental action. Yet another is of vision as a platform, like a stage, which gives all the 
players the opportunity to participate (p. 101); and finally, as a compass “riding the waves 
of transformational change” (p. 101). Vision is viewed by van der Helm very much as 

something which generates energy within a community leading it down a specific pathway: 
“A vision does not describe what to do, but it provides a mental framework by which 
potential actions can be (tacitly) evaluated” (p. 102). A point is made in relation to ‘visionary’ 
leadership. A person who has a “vision of the future” is not necessarily a leader, so therefore 

leadership should “not be confused with being visionary” (p. 103). Van der Helm concludes 
by stating that we should view “vision and envisioning as serious approaches” (p. 103), 

because viewing it as such could potentially enhance capacity for successful change. He 
argues that “any vision theory should go beyond the creation of a preferred future … [to 
moving] from an ideational to an action-based level” (p. 103).  

 
Looking more broadly now, the review assesses some of the key contributions to defining 
the action of vision within an organisation. Westley and Mintzberg (1989) tackle the origins 

of the word vision as applied to organisational change. They suggest that the “concepts of 
strategy and leadership have been combined into that of strategic vision” (p. 17). Gioia and 
Chittipeddi (1991) raise the spectrum of vision that is co-created between a leader and the 

team. Antonakis and Hooijberg (2007) see this co-created context as being an empowering 
process leading to the shared ownership of vision. Shelley and Jones (1993) contend that 
vision is critical to any turnaround process. Grinyer, Mayes and McKiernan (1988) highlight 
the strength of vision necessary to move an organisation forward.  

 
O’Connell, Hickerson and Pillutla (2011) undertake an integrative review of empirical, 
theoretical and normative literatures on the impact of visioning. The usefulness of their work 

lies in the comprehensive review of journals from multi-disciplinary perspectives, as well as 
their synthesis of multiple definitions. O’Connell, Hickerson and Pillutla (2011) attempt to 
look behind the creation of vision into what may have been a trigger and the role of the 

visionary individual. They explore the links between vision, context, purpose and goals with 
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the intention of revealing the relationship between vision and outcomes, stating that “vision 

remains an important aspect of organizational effectiveness that is not fully understood and, 
therefore, offers a rich area for further research” (p. 120).  
 

Although writing for a far broader audience beyond education, Kotter (1995) picks up on the 
importance of vision in his model for organisational change and practice. This model is 
referenced in some of the empirical research in Section 2.2.5 as being the model upon which 
strategies are created. Kotter talks of “creating a vision” (p. 62).  

 
Figure 3 Kotter’s ‘Eight Steps to Transforming Your Organization’ (p. 62) 
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Vision is cast by Kotter to be pivotal in transforming any organisation. It is a key step in the 
process, where he describes the need to create a legitimate sense of urgency for change, 
form a team around the proposition and harness the energy for transformation (p. 62). Kotter 

re-uses the model in a number of subsequent books and articles (1996, 2002, 2008, 2012, 
2014). Vision becomes an element in the process of change. Similarly, Starratt (1995) 
recognises vision for its potential to be that which “bonds and energizes the community” (p. 
xi).  

 
Senge (1990a, 1990b, 1999, 2012) is another writer whose work is frequently referenced in 
empirical research. The model he outlines suggests that a shared vision lies at the heart of 

organisational growth. Senge codifies five distinct disciplines into a sequence of practices 
or “learning disciplines” (p. 13) that need to be mastered. Within the five disciplines, Senge 
(1990b) talks of shared vision. In this shared vision model, when “more people come to 
share a vision, the vision becomes more real in the sense of a mental reality that people can 

truly imagine achieving” (p. 13). This process he suggests is never-ending. Senge (2006) 

links vision to team learning, stating that to arrive at shared vision, a “deep listening to one 
another” is necessary, as well as the “suspending of one’s own views” (p. 237). For Senge 
in his model, vision progressively builds an organisation into a learning organisation. Nanus 
(1992) picks up on the same shared vision notion, contending that momentum becomes the 

product of vision expressed with strength and clarity (p. 3).   
 
Sergiovanni (2005) describes a place for vision in the development of leadership capacity. 
Vision needs to be built within a context where leaders are very aware of the wider cultural 

context of a school, the differing “mindscapes” (p. 21). Vision, according to Sergiovanni, 
has to be useful. This is done by “turning visions into action statements. These action 
statements provide pathways for what needs to be done and become standards for 

evaluating effectiveness” (p. 55). Sergiovanni cautions against allowing vision to become a 
valueless statement. In a somewhat mechanistic view of vision, Sergiovanni argues the 
solution is to move: 
 

• from vision and goals to goals and roles 

• from goals and roles to obligations and strategies 

• from obligations and strategies to actions and pathways’ (p. 58). 
 
Sergiovanni emphasises the need for the creation of communities of responsibility, who take 

up their obligations and bring them to life (p. 59). Sergiovanni’s perspective on vision differs 
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quite markedly from Senge, as he describes the building of vision as originating with a 

leader. The sharing of that vision becomes more process driven than something shared or 
owned, as van der Helm (2009) also hypothesises.   
 

Lissack and Roos (2001) attempt to steer the discussion of vision away from vision itself to 
coherence, because “vision alone is just not enough” (p. 53). Vision, they assert, is restricted 
in many organisations to the idea of strategy – and “strategy should not be based on vision 
alone” (p. 54). Lissack and Roos present an argued case for why “coherence should replace 

vision in corporate thinking” (p. 54). In essence, they articulate a flow that seeks to take 
vision from ideation into a coherent strategy within an organisation, that impacts the role of 
every employee. Bishop and Hines (2012) talk of vision as a principle that leads to 

transformational change. For them, visioning is an intensive process about “developing 
preferred futures” (p. 250) and creating a mental image for which people can strive. Cole, 

Harris and Berneth (2006) address the concept of clarity of vision in change management 
processes, specifically the importance for clarity of vision that seeks to support change. 
Kotter (1995) and McAdam (2003) both follow a similar theme that stresses the importance 
of simplicity in messaging for effective communication. Armenakis, Harris and Field (1999) 

highlight the need to link the appropriateness of any change resulting from communicated 
vision, to the vision itself.  
 

Based on their empirical research relating to principals and their ability to turn around low-
performing schools, Finnigan and Stewart (2009), conclude that the more effective 
principals not only expressed a clear vision, but “also provided the support and resources 
necessary to develop the knowledge and skills of teachers” (p. 611). Cooper et al. (2016) 

use Kotter’s eight step framework (1995, 1996) as the tool within their empirical study, which 
examines the practices of teacher leaders within an urban school context. One of their 
findings was that embedded systems within a school can influence the success or otherwise 

of change agendas (p. 96), as well as recognising that the clarity of vision (Cole, Harris & 
Berneth 2006), supported by clear communication to staff, can assist, and influence, the 
shared ownership of the vision.  
 

Two research projects examine the application of vision as a tool to extend learning. 
Archbald (2013) contends that vision should be taught, but expresses surprise “to discover 
… almost no literature on the topic of teaching vision” (p. 142). Archbald references Nanus 

(1992) who states that vision is “a realistic, credible, attractive future … an articulation 
toward which you should aim, that in important ways is better, more successful, or more 
desirable than the present” (p. 8). Archbald also quotes Kotter (1996) who adds that vision 
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“refers to a picture of the future with some implicit or explicit commentary on why people 

should strive to create that future” (p. 68). Douglas, Burtis and Pond-Burtis (2001) are also 
cited with a statement that vision “is an inherently communicative act” (p. 58). Archbald 
contends that using vision as a teaching tool is essential when teaching leadership (p. 142).  

 
In a similar way, Coers (2018) outlines in her research where vision is something that could 
be cultivated within students, in order to create the necessary leadership to tackle some of 
the world’s larger challenges. Coers’ paper is an interim report on the research where the 

assigned task for the students in a course requires them to look at the United Nations’ 
Sustainable Development Goals in order to “determine a vision for a project, initiative, or 
organization” (p. 2) that they might conceivably pursue in later life. Coers concludes that the 

initial student feedback suggests that an approach that develops capacity to actively vision, 
does improve their capacity to grow their awareness of global issues (pp. 3-4). Archbald 
and Coers take the conversation surrounding vision along a different route whereby it is not 
merely something shared and uniting organisational action, it is something that can be 

individually developed via problem-based learning methodologies to grow personal or 
collective leadership capacity. DuFour and Eaker (2008) take vision into the education 
context, seeing vision as setting clear direction, one of the characteristics of a professional 

learning community. For DuFour and Eaker, vision is an element that works in conjunction 
with a shared mission, a collaborative culture and collective inquiry in order to create an 
action oriented learning community where there is commitment to continuous improvement 

and results.  
 
In drawing together the commentary from the various articles and propositions on vision 
and visioning processes, there are a number of recurrent themes, providing direction for an 

understanding of the common assumptions made about vision and any vision theory. First, 
a number of writers and researchers highlight the importance for vision to be understood, 
actionable and shared, and that the conceptualised vision itself, together with any 

communication about it, needs to be very clear, strong and straightforward (Cole, Harris & 
Berneth, 2006; Douglas, Burtis & Pond-Burtis, 2001; Grinyer, Mayes & McKiernan, 1988; 
Kotter, 1995; Senge, 2012). If so, then vision has the potential to bond and energise the 
community (Kotter, 1995; Starratt, 1995). Many researchers highlight the need for visioning 

to be an active recurrent process (Bishop & Hines, 2012; Coers, 2018; DuFour & Eaker, 
2008; O’Connell, Hickerson & Pillutla, 2011; Sergiovanni, 2005) and there is a common 
appreciation that any visioning is a shared process (Antonakis & Hooijberg, 2007; Gioia & 

Chittipeddi, 1991; Kotter, 1995). Visioning is not only empowering, it goes beyond strategy 
into creating coherence that will move an organisation into new directions; directions that 
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are at the heart of organisational growth (Kotter, 1995; Lissack & Roos, 2001; Senge, 2006, 

2012). Van der Helm (2009) effectively captures much of this when he defines vision “as the 
more or less explicit claim or expression of a future that is idealised in order to mobilise 
present potential to move into the direction of this future” (p. 100). 

 
A conclusion after assessing the variety of literature on vision and vision theory, is very much 
as O’Connell, Hickerson and Pillutla (2011) explicate, the connections between vision and 
organisational effectiveness are clear, but in the education realm, neither fully understood 

or recognised for their potential to drive change. It does indeed offer an area ready for further 
research (p. 120).  
 

2.2.2 Organisational / educational change literature 
 
The research proposition investigates the place of vision as a catalyst for educational 
change. However, vision theory as a critical element in organisational change and as 

outlined by organisational change theorists, is largely ignored within the literature that 
frequently identifies itself as connected to educational change. The vision theorists cannot 
separate vision away from change. One leads to the other and as a dynamic, they work 

together. The literature in this section in most instances does not explicitly reference vision, 
rather the different scholars and researchers look at what motivates successful change, as 
well as what inhibits sustaining change at a personal and system-wide level.  

 
It is pertinent to explore understanding of both change and educational change as an 
integrated concept. Waks (2007) writes directly on the concept of fundamental educational 
change. He critiques the work of Fullan (1999, 2003, 2005, 2007), Hargreaves et al. (1998), 

concluding that there is an evident bias towards mainstream schooling in the represented 
concepts of schooling, as well as a systematic and preferenced approach to using school, 
district, state or province organisational levels when discussing change. Waks sees these 

shortcomings as enabling “unspoken background assumptions” (p. 280) about educational 
change, largely restrictive in scope. Waks believes this priority has “misled those seeking to 
understand fundamental change” (p. 281). At the heart of Waks argument is an appreciation 
for the meaning of the word fundamental. For something to be a fundamental change, it 

relates to a foundational “change in educational ideas, norms, organizational arrangements, 
and frameworks that constitute education as a social institution” (p. 294). Fundamental 
change for Waks is an essential change in the paradigms and models of schooling itself. 

This fundamental change is needed, according to Waks, because there is a growing “lack 
of fit of the schools with the emerging occupational structure” (p. 295).  
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Harris (2003) recognises these limitations of reform. Harris recounts the failure of wide scale 
reforms to achieve any of its goals, but makes the wider point that school improvement is 
not going to be sustained unless change involves both pedagogical change as well as 

organisational change (p. 369). Harris laments that upon reading the literature surrounding 
school improvement and change, any “projects and programmes that have succeeded in 
promoting organisational and pedagogical change remain relatively rare” (p. 371). Harris 
analyses a range of programs and concludes that the role of an effective professional 

development program is critical if pedagogical change is to occur and be sustained. Harris 
wants to see organisational change creating the conditions for pedagogical change. She 
calls for further research as to “how collaborative processes are fostered” (p. 380), because 

without this, any well-intentioned change strategies will “fail to lead to pedagogical change” 
(p. 380).   
 
In a different research project, Harris (2006) looks at educational change in the context 

where the schools are already in difficult circumstances, such as socio-economic 
deprivation. Harris relates an optimistic finding that there is evidence that change can occur 
in challenging circumstances, regardless of the context. The answer, according to the 

research data, lies in “maximizing, conserving and renewing people’s energy through 
distributing leadership, focusing on learning and building relationships” (p. 17). It is the 
relentless focus on learning (the wider vision) and the sharing of responsibility that lies at 

the heart of an ability to change, even in difficult contexts. Writing on a similar theme, 
Finnigan and Stewart (2009) outline research that takes place in a large group of ‘low-
performing’ schools in Chicago, examining the impact of principal leadership. Their 
conclusions have similarities to those of Harris. They note that the schools where faster 

turnaround happened had principals who “strengthened their vision and direction through 
clear articulation of their high expectations” (p. 595). But Finnigan and Stewart conclude 
that having vision was not enough. The most effective principals provided support and 

resources “necessary to develop the knowledge and skills of teachers” (p. 611). It was the 
ensuing culture of collaboration and commitment to the shared goals that saw greater 
success in accelerating and sustaining change.  
 

Brody and Hadar (2015) advocate for more intentional focus on wider organisational change 
that grows professional capacity to improve through the development of professional 
learning communities. This is a recurrent theme, very evident in the literature of the last 

decade in particular. Dam, Janssen and van Driel (2018) recognise the role that teachers 
play in effecting educational change, but any reform proposals will only succeed if teachers’ 
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routine behaviours are changed. Their study looks at embedding a pre-implementation 

dialogue as an effective means of increasing motivation for educational change (p. 383). 
Hargreaves and Fink (2006) make a similar point a decade earlier when they state that 
“change in education is easy to propose, hard to implement, and extraordinarily difficult to 

sustain” (p. 6). This “attention to intention” (Dam, Janssen & van Driel, 2018, p.6) is the 
solution proposed by their research. In all of this literature, there is little attention to, or 
understanding of, the role that shared vision might have in motivating teacher pedagogic 
shift.  

 
Three researchers in particular, Fullan, Hargreaves and Shirley, dominate the wider literature 
on educational change. Their contributions are clearly significant, even allowing for some of 

the criticism of their work as being too focused on the Anglosphere (Garcia-Huidobro et al., 
2017) and the world of mainstream education (Waks 2007). Of interest to this review is the 
evolution of their thinking as evidenced in the ideas expressed in their earlier work, through 

to their later literature. This evolution and re-calibration of thought is explored briefly at this 
point.   
 

Fullan (2016) is overtly self-critical in his article. After writing several books or articles on 
educational change over three decades (1982, 1992, 1993, 1998, 1999, 2003, 2005, 2007), 
Fullan (2009) heralds that “large-scale reform comes of age” in an article of that title. Fullan 

further refines his thinking (2010, 2011), listing the correct drivers for whole system reform, 
however by 2016 he states that the drivers outlined in his 2011 work “turn[ed] out to be 
weak versions of what could be a set of right drivers” (p. 540). Fullan more specifically looks 
at the misplacement of standards as a means of focus to catalyse change, stating that 

“standards represent a weak mechanism for causing system change. I also want to dismiss 
going to scale as an approach” (p. 540). Fullan sees standards as failing to have a sustained 
impact. He proffers an opinion as to what might be successful, seeing this as a process that 

consists of three matters: “deep change in the culture of learning, local ownership of the 
learning agenda, and a system of continuous improvement and innovation that is 
simultaneously bottom-up, top-down and sideways” (p. 543). Fullan bemoans the lack of 
change in education, stating that in his view, there are two key components of whole system 

change. The first is connected to the deep pedagogic change that is linked to the growth of 
positive relationships among the learners (both student and teacher), together with solutions 
to the challenge of equity (Fullan 2016). The contention and premise of this present research 

is that vision could readily fuel pedagogic change and find solutions to the challenges of 
equity.  
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Hargreaves is another prolific contributor to the topic of educational change. In a career 

spanning different countries and levels of institutions, Hargreaves is a consistent voice who 
critiques the impact of wider government strategies and policy over a number of decades 
(Hargreaves, 2009a, 2009b). A good example of his earlier sentiment towards government 

policy involves his appraisal of the British government-led reform agendas of the 1980s, 
spearheaded by the then Education Minister, Baker. Hargreaves condenses the impact into 
three words: “it was depressing” (2009a, p. 12). Hargreaves sums up the previous decade 
of efforts in educational change, stating that: 

 
the educational change and reform strategies and their accompanying research 
directions have become bigger, tighter, harder, and flatter. These trends are evident 

in the grand designs of political reform strategies and also in the ways that 
professional communities in schools have developed and done their work. These 
very directions that have brought us to this defining moment of educational change, 
however, are not the ones that will get us productively beyond it … (p. 90) 

 
Hargreaves (2009b) goes on to predict the trends of the next decade. These include less 
reliance on standardisation and more on innovation; more focus on how we are preparing 

the next generations; growth of teacher-led professional learning communities; recognition 
that other factors beyond school have a greater impact on learning outcomes; local 
leadership that develops capacity; a focus on developing next generation leadership and 

national strategies that are less expensive (pp. 97-99).  

The third scholar with a broad range of contributions made to the literature on educational 
change is Shirley. His work is typified by a clear empathy for both communities and people 

as being the core of educational change. He is a strong advocate for community-based 
school reform, emphasising with case examples “the potential of civic action to improve 
academic achievement in low-income urban neighborhoods” (Shirley, 1997, p. 27). Shirley 

& Noble (2016) write that educational change “isn’t a sprint, and it’s not for the faint-hearted” 
(p. 144), recognising that “students have suffered too long when adults have been at 
loggerheads about the best ways to improve teaching and learning” (p. 143). Shirley’s 
empathy (2017b) for the students surfaces again when he challenges people with a stake in 

the educational change processes, to “treat each and every one of our students as ends in 
themselves” (pp. 261-262), not part of a wider economic arena. Shirley emphasises the need 

for change to be locally driven and by educators who are adept at navigating change.  

It is both relevant and significant that in their later writing, Fullan (2016), Hargreaves (2009) 
and Shirley (2017a) all acknowledge the challenge of the educational change journey at both 
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the macro and micro levels. Their common position would be a convergence around the 

notion that the most sustainable educational and pedagogic change happens at the local 

or community level when educators with clarity and resourcefulness are leading the process.  

Thomson and Sanders (2009) conducted research into the impact of UK headteacher 
practices on whole school change, in a context where schools were expected to produce 
recurrent School Improvement Plans, amidst a wider flow of new requirements and 
responsibilities. The research is based around the optional involvement with the ‘Creative 

Partnerships’ program. The findings suggest that in order to enable change to occur and 
sustain, the distracting factors that prevent change need to be addressed. These include a 
redefinition of the role of headteacher which includes being the active agent of change. The 

research also concludes that “assisting teachers to become active producers of 
professional knowledge in order to change what happens in the classroom, is critical” (p. 
80). The answer they recommend lies in debating and developing different models of change 

management and building change capacity within school leaders.  
 
Elmore (2016), like Fullan, significantly revises earlier propositions in a reflective article 
looking back over two decades of research and clinical practice. Elmore (1996) was at one 

time an advocate for policy-driven reform in education. Elmore articulates that people who 
are interested in change should do so “on the development of strong theories and their 
enactment … [and demonstrate] that powerful ideas can work in diverse environments … 

with or without the cover of public authority” (2016, p. 533). His conclusions support the 
proposition of this research that change that is instigated at a local level by people with 
shared passion for learning, expressed in new paradigms, has the potential to be the 
catalyst for wider pedagogic and cultural change. 

 
Zhao (2017) takes a slightly different angle on the topic of educational change. His focus is 
on the side effects of reform – especially that which is driven by focused direct instruction. 

To a degree he has the seemingly successful reform agenda of east-Asia in mind, as 
evidenced in improving PISA rankings, as he lays out all the risks of focusing solely on short 
term improvement. He likens the approach to taking drugs without checking for side effects 
– something that can be fatal in certain circumstances. Zhao takes aim directly at the 

proponents of direct instruction, highlighting a range of potential risks, including: 
 

inconsistency with developmental theories, inappropriateness for certain groups of 

children and contexts, sustainability of the effects over time, suppression of learner 
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autonomy and development of creativity, and other potential damaging side effects 

(p. 6). 
 
Zhao laments that high stakes testing has been made the cornerstone of many improvement 

agendas, without proper consideration of the damage – the students who become excluded 
from the system because of failure; the narrowing of curriculum to suit the target of the tests 
and the distortion of teaching methodologies as teachers either knowingly or unknowingly 
teach to the test. For Zhao, educational change or improvement has become a sequence 

of ill-considered interventions, with little research as to the impact of the short-term focus. 
Zhao views any vision for improvement that has the end result of suppressing creativity or 
other similar outcomes as highly negative (p. 6). Bryk (2015) supports this view seeing 

education as an aspect of our society that has been slow to improve because it has not 
drawn from previous experience. 

 
Looking at this literature in relation to educational change at the school level with a wider 

frame, there are some very consistent themes. There is a universal recognition that 
embedded change will not happen without a fundamental change in pedagogy and 
associated organisational adjustment, and that top-down reforms do not stick. Leadership 

needs to be shared and teachers positioned at the core of any strategy. Another theme is 
the emphasis that should be placed on teacher and leader capacity building. Teachers need 
to be involved in working out what works and what does not work. While vision does not 

appear routinely in this literature, it seems that it is vital for the team driving change to have 
a clear picture of where the organisation is headed, matched with people who have the 
capacity to implement it.  
 

2.2.3 School improvement literature 
 
While the majority of articles on educational change are designated directly as such, there 

is a sub-set of literature that references school improvement as the prime focus. Although 
clearly linked to the wider topic of educational change, there is a subtle implication in school 
improvement literature that suggests an externally imposed need to improve or to at least 
meet established goals.  

 
Levin and Fullan (2008) draw from two decades of international experience with wide scale 
reform programs that target evidence of sustained improvement in student outcomes, in 

their article that reflects on the insights gained. They provide explicit connections between 
the drive for school improvement and the political belief that “competition and information 
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[are] the primary drivers of improvement” (p. 289). Key is the need to develop strong school-

based leadership. Levin and Fullan see that “leadership recruitment and development must 
be a key part of any successful improvement strategy” (p. 295). Their wider list of core 
activities or suppositions include setting ambitious goals, targeting the culture of the school 

and the development of a guiding coalition, referencing Kotter’s organisational theory.  
 
In their research on school improvement, Weiner and Higgins (2017), focus more on the 
internal culture of relationships and the wider culture of student learning within a school 

community. The research specifically examines how the “professional culture among 
teachers intersects with students’ collective emotional engagement” (p. 21). Weiner and 
Higgins report a correlation between a strong collaborative culture, together with a sense of 

safety and adequate resourcing, as described by teachers, with a more positive learning 
culture among students. Weiner and Higgins recognise that broader organisational theory 
has linked the establishment of a positive culture to changes in the behaviours and practices 
of individuals. Their finding confirmed that the same impact was evident in a school 

environment, and that therefore targeting school subcultures simultaneously may “act as 
critical and interdependent levers for school change” (p. 21). The importance of this lies in 
two areas. First, a paradigm shift is needed away from a “solo executioner teacher model” 

(p. 43) to one that is more collaborative, and second, the wider community should not forget 
that “schools are fundamentally work environments”, and researching effective ways to 
target positive cultures within a school may have more lasting impact than externally pushed 

reforms. Levin (2006) reaches a similar conclusion when he advocates for greater attention 
to the contexts of schools when it comes to school improvement.  
 
Hargreaves (2009) reflects on the opportunities ahead for school reform, with benefit of 

hindsight in relation to the previous decades. He reviews a range of strategies, including 
“policy efforts, curriculum development, instructional training, intervention strategies and 
improvement plans on raising test scores and narrowing achievement gaps” (p. 92). 

Hargreaves recognises that while the strategies may have increased consistency, he 
contends that “what appears to be an improvement is actually a recovery” (p. 93). 
Hargreaves imagines a future when there is less top-down reform and a more conducive 
climate for school-based innovation and local inspiration to change.  

 
The research directions of Hauge, Norenes and Vedøy (2014) add further insight into 
effective strategies for school-based innovation and improvement. Following a similar line 

of thought to Hargreaves, they advocate for more attention to school-based opportunities 
for school improvement. They view a potential role for teacher teams and sustainable 
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professional communities to be the leaders of school-based efforts to change. Hauge, 

Norenes and Vedøy argue for a greater distribution of leadership within a school and a 
concurrent opening up of dialogue around shared leadership models. The direction that 
Hauge, Norenes and Vedøy take with their thinking is based on a research project that looks 

at leadership development and sharing. Interestingly, despite outlining a strong vision for 
distributed and shared senior leadership, there is no mention of vision as having a place in 
the process. They observe that the study “reveals the necessity for the principal to give up 
some of his/her authority to stimulate a bottom-up improvement” (p. 373).  

 
The final article reviewed in this section, takes a slight twist from the school-based analysis 
of school improvement programs. While looking at literature in connection with educational 

change, it is relevant to recognise the impact of that which Rowan (2002) calls the “school 
improvement industry” (p. 283). Rowan argues that not enough attention has been paid to 
organisations in the education sector that have the ability to “affect the scope and pace of 
change” (p. 283) in education. While Rowan’s focus is on the US, the same could be said 

of most other developed countries. Rowan is referring to the influential growth, as he sees 
it, of the “for profit firms that provide schools with important goods and services, including 
textbooks and test publishers” (p. 284). His ultimate conclusion is that the “power of the 

textbook oligopoly … must be confronted and understood” (p. 306).  

If we fast forward to this decade, there has been further substantial growth in the school 

improvement industry, growth that is increasingly seen as counter to pedagogic change. 
This industry does not have a single focus – the products are diverse and often branded as 
the means by which educational change will come, whether it be new furniture, software, 

hardware or textbooks. The sheer economic size of the industry is sufficient to bring 
attention to the high stakes involved in conversations around pedagogic change, 
examination or assessment structures and even the influence on government policy across 

the globe. A combination of journalists and academic researchers highlight this growing 
concern across the world, connected to the blurring of lines between the role business has 
in education and any imperative to change (Ball, 2012; Lingard, 2010; Mansell, 2012; 
Palmer, 2016; Sweney, 2017).  

School improvement strategies can take many pathways. A common picture emerges from 
a comparative reading of the literature. Clearly top-down reform is not viewed as a 
sustainable, nor effective, strategy for change. Shared vision and collective ownership of 

the directions for improvement are essential, as is the development of teachers as 
professionals. The internal cultures of a school can have a significant impact on student 
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learning and the focus should remain on creative programs that lead to innovation emerging 

from within the school.   
 
2.2.4 Sustainability literature 

 
The next strand of literature to be considered in this section is that of sustainability. If 
sustainability is mentioned in relevant literature, it is either in the context of frustration or as 
an aspirational goal (Fullan, 2016; Knapp et al., 2010; Levin, 2007; Owston, 2007; Stoll, 

2009). When frustration is expressed, it is because sustainability seems unattainable in 
many contexts; where sustainability is a goal, programs and strategies are developed that 
seek to create sustained change. Owston (2007) quantifies sustainability in the context of 

his SITES-M2 research. “Sustainability was operationally defined as the innovation having 
carried on for a period of more than 2 years without extra fiscal resources” (p. 67). Owston 
concludes that “the foremost essential requirement for sustainability … is teacher support 
of the innovation” (p. 73). He reflects that support from the principal and students was 

important, but teacher ownership was essential. Owston outlines a correlation between the 
success of sustaining an innovation, to a range of factors, including supportive leadership, 
changes in curriculum and pedagogy, and whether any specific innovation has become 

routine for the teacher. Owston argues that culture is important within a school, as 
“sustainable systems must foster deep learning” (p. 65). If sustainability is to be achieved 
then attention must be paid to the culture. This is a theme evident in the case study findings 

of this present research. A noticeably absent element of Owston’s model for sustainability 
is vision. His model for sustainability focuses on the essential of teacher support and the 
contributing factors, which include supportive plans and policies, administrative support, 
external support, funding and innovation champions (p. 68), but vision is not mentioned. 

Owston’s conclusions conflict with views expressed by others, that changes to the 
organisational structures of schools are more important than the enthusiasm of teachers to 
sustain change (Fullan, 2001; Miles, 1983). Owston firmly expresses that teachers are the 

essential element of sustainability (p. 69).  
 
Owston’s views are supported in other literature. Levin and Fullan (2008) state that “large-
scale, sustained improvement in student outcomes requires a sustained effort to change 

school and classroom practices, not just structures such as governance and accountability” 
(p. 291). Where Levin and Fullan would diverge from the proposition of this thesis, is that 
they see “shared vision and ownership [as] the outcomes of a quality process rather than a 

precondition” (p. 295). In this respect, they reduce vision to a notion of “positive pressure” 
(p. 296) that needs to be applied to motivate change. Levin (2007) tackles the notion of 
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sustainability, listing a range of key elements to achieve it, based on his Ontario experience: 

respect for staff and professional knowledge; comprehensiveness; coherence and 
alignment through partnership; targeted additional resources; testing and accountability; 
and political leadership (pp. 328-332). Levin recognises some of the challenges preventing 

sustainability – the challenge of equity, complexity, resources and balance (pp. 333-334).  
Knapp et al. (2010) hold a different perspective. They link sustainability to vision and school-
based action, viewing a range of elements as central: the setting of direction through 
articulated vision; the development of people; the redesigning of organisation through 

targeting school cultures and adjusting structures (p. 28). Stoll (2009) narrows in on capacity 
building as a “habit of mind” (p. 121), in order to ensure sustainability. Stoll states that 
“sustainability is the goal; capacity is the engine that will ultimately power the sustainability 

journey” (p. 121). To support this, Stoll argues that school improvement needs to be a team 
process, “distributed within the school and embedded within its culture” (p. 122).  
 
In their article, Conway and Andrews (2016) connect vision to sustained professional 

learning, based on their experience with the IDEAS project. “Professional revitalisation” (p. 
118) comes from the support for “schoolwide pedagogy” (p. 121), drawing on work of 
Crowther et al. (2009). Sustainability is achieved through the shared vision and pedagogic 

consistency across the institution. Conway and Andrews (2016) draw on the potential of a 
“Vision-SWP link [as it] provides focus for collaborative action, resource allocation and 
holistic professional learning” (p. 123). As Crowther et al. (2009) highlight, “Alignment in 

educational organisations occurs when distinct and interdependent organisational elements 
are mutually reinforcing, thereby providing increased opportunities for capacity-building” (p. 
53). Whilst referencing ‘vision’, the IDEAS project itself focuses on a five-phase strategy 
(Conway & Andrews, p. 122), that targets school leaders as they endeavour to manage 

processes of implementing change, with the goal of school improvement (p. 119).  
 
The focus of Hargreaves and Fink (2004) shifts away from the ways in which change can be 

sustained, to the critical role of sustainability in leadership, in order to ensure improvement 
endures beyond any individual leader. The issue, they write, “goes way beyond temporary 
gains in achievement scores” (p. 8). Sustainable leadership is a far bigger concept where 
leadership is distributed throughout a school’s professional community. There are real 

challenges to sustainable leadership, as Hargreaves and Fink assert. The most significant 
according to their experience within the research is that “standardization is the enemy of 
sustainability” (p. 12). The challenge, and solution, they suggest rests with the systems in 

which leaders operate, in order that sustainability is made a priority.  
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Rikkerink et al. (2016) examine the challenge of sustaining educational innovations over 

time. Their research suggests the need to develop a “theory about the complexity of the 
innovation process over time” (p. 224). A solution is seen to lie in a model that places 
“organisational learning, context-conscious leadership and distributed leadership” (p. 224) 

into a central role within a school. Rikkerink et al. highlight the influence of the school 
environment in sustaining innovation. They record a need to manage the external influences 
around teachers carefully, ensuring that distractions are minimised and the learning 
environment is stimulating. Their findings point to the need to create a fluid model where 

innovative practices, that may originate with a teacher or teams of teachers, are allowed to 
develop in a context where “the self-directed learning ability of a group of teachers” (p. 245) 
leads to a natural sustainability. In this way, the findings support a clear theme emerging in 

relation to the sustainability of change, that teachers are key to sustaining change and 
innovative practice within an institution.  
 
López-Yáñez and Sánchez-Moreno (2013) conducted a study that sought to identify levers 

for sustainable improvement in Spanish schools where a level of innovation could be 
observed. The findings of López-Yáñez and Sánchez-Moreno support many of the 
conclusions made by Bolívar and Moreno (2006) about the tendency for culture to inhibit 

change. López-Yáñez and Sánchez-Moreno conclude that the most effective dynamic for 
change in their case studies, was the capacity for teachers to be spontaneous and take 
opportunities as they arise. Where there is evidence of change in instructional 

methodologies, it is where teachers are part of teams and “assume leadership at different 
levels to sustain change” (p. 219). Of further note, was that in this complex environment 
where so much worked against creating or sustaining change, the use of short term projects 
was an identifiably more successful strategy: “projects worked as a call for innovative ideas 

and practices to be developed, more than a rigid structure to be accomplished” (p. 221).  
 
The research undertaken by Emo (2015) points also to the importance of highly motivated 

teachers being given the professional agency to initiate innovations in their classrooms. Her 
research seeks to identify what motivates some teachers to initiate innovations in their 
classrooms and what is needed to sustain them. Emo records some surprises in the 
findings. While “self-initiated change implies motivation” (p. 173), and this was the case, 

other factors that point to teacher professionalism lay behind the decision to innovate, 
including a perspective that textbooks were failing and innovation also came as a result of 
teachers’ reflections on the needs of their students.  Emo raises a range of implications for 

the research. Some of these relate to the need to create more sustainable careers for 
teachers, especially when they see themselves as “innovators and curriculum designers, 
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rather than reactors to outside influences” (p. 194), trusted to make their own professional 

decisions. 
 
Mitchell and Sackney (2009) expound the need to build sustainable learning communities 

where change is not just “tinkering at the edge of educational practice; instead it requires a 
profound shift in how we think about, talk about, and value learning” (p. 1). This shift they 
argue includes shifting the perspective of teachers where they see themselves as co-
learners with the children and other professionals. Mitchell and Sackney do not offer a 

model, because they recognise that every school operates in different contexts. They do, 
however, advocate a recognition that schooling has to move away from being “managed 
systems” (p. 22) to being “learning community schools” (p.22) if change is to be sustained. 

They define “high capacity” (p. 32) schools as places where there is high energy, high quality 
teaching and reflective practice, existing within a collaborative culture. “Innovation, 
experimentation, and risk taking in pedagogy and curriculum” (p. 32) are also evident. Such 
a school would see collective responsibility for the “overall health of classrooms ... [and] an 

experimental orientation [reframe] the way people confront challenges” (p. 35). 
Sustainability, according to Mitchell and Sackney, is found in such a community when the 
core model of learning is profoundly different to the traditional model.    

 
There is a great deal of overlap in the commentary of investigators in relation to 
sustainability. Recalling that the premise for this research is that vision is a catalyst for 

educational change, it is highly relevant to note the recurrent themes from this strand of 
literature. Sustainability needs to be an active goal, supported fully by everyone within a 
learning community. There needs to be a clear vision for significant shifts in pedagogy, the 
way teachers view themselves and the processes for curriculum design and use. At the 

heart of sustainability is the trust that arises when teachers sense a professional freedom 
and motivation. When teachers and teacher-initiative are valued, and a supportive culture 
exists that also views experimentation and pedagogic risk-taking positively, then the right 

conditions for sustainability are being nurtured. Added to this, if the school focuses on 
building professional capacity within a collaborative culture, then trust will grow and there 
is a far higher likelihood that educational change will both occur and sustain.  
 

2.2.5 Education-related literature where vision is referenced 
 
The final strand included in this literature review relates directly to the guiding proposition 

of the research – the role of vision as a catalyst for educational change. Section 2.2.1 looks 
at literature that develops or examines vision theory. That exploration establishes the 
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context for assessing the literature that has followed. While this research contends that 

there is a gap in the literature that seeks to integrate a direct understanding of vision into 
the core processes of sustained educational change or school improvement strategies, 
nevertheless vision is considered as a component of the wider picture of that change or 

associated strategies within some case studies.  
 
The research interest of Umekubo, Chrispeels and Daly (2015) is to explore what happened 
when leadership teams of forty-four schools collaborated to develop system-wide 

professional development through three control-group cohorts. Shared vision is identified 
as a component of the infrastructure supporting the program implementation. An emphasis 
on “organizational learning” (p. 452) is understood to be a significant variable improving 

student learning. Umekubo, Chrispeels and Daly draw from Senge’s five disciplines (1990) 
for their research model, where a central theme is the need to build a shared vision. The 
shared vision that motivated the development of an effective professional development 
environment, came out of the collective desire to create enduring structures to facilitate 

“cross-school sharing, learning and collaboration” (p. 478). It is this shared vision that drew 
the participants forward. One of the findings was that allowing a level of natural selection in 
the process of choosing collegial partners for collaboration may be worth considering for 

future iterations of system wide efforts to develop effective professional networks. Another 
observation was that where shared vision supported the active growth of a cohort-based 
professional learning program, there was a flow-on impact into the individual schools who 

created and shared their own institutional vision to become “learning organisations” (p. 453). 
Vision is viewed in the context as an active driver of collaboration and change.  
 
The research of Bennett et al. (2014) into building the capacity of school leaders to sustain 

improvement across underperforming schools, uses the model for improvement espoused 
by Mitchell and Sackney (2009) as the basis for their approach. The intention is to see shared 
vision help provide the momentum for the growth. One of the conflicting findings was that 

school leaders who used more directive approaches, demonstrated greater success in 
building capacity. The terminology of the research as read, has more to do with “setting 
directions” (p. 381), than growing a shared vision. The research uncovered the reality that a 
number of the schools were not at high levels of capacity-building. An example is given 

where instructional leadership is defined as “direct supervision and management” (p. 397). 
The goal was still the growth of an effective professional learning community, with “the 
biggest challenge [being] re-culturing the school from the old industrial model” (p. 399). The 

research demonstrated that many schools were not yet ready to build capacity and further 
efforts would be needed to effectively implement any school improvement strategy.  
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Giles (2006) looks at resistance and resilience as a lens through which to view the potential 
success in educational change over two decades. The study looks at schools where 
teachers and leadership were highly committed to their vision of student-centred learning 

despite any other pressures on the school (external or internal). A resilience was required to 
see the vision sustained over this considerable passage of time. The findings concluded 
that the resilience was sufficiently “robust to sustain the self-renewing capacity of the 
school” (p. 204). At the core of this was the “shared vision and willingness to learn” (p. 204). 

Add to this, it was noted that the pervasive culture (seen as a caring culture) assisted in the 
maintenance and strength of vision.  
 

Lambert (2007) outlines a study that involves twenty colleagues committed to sustaining 
school improvement. According to Lambert, a school with high leadership capacity is 
characterised by evident growth in capacity and “shared vison [that] produces program 
coherence” (p. 312). These schools adopted inquiry-based pedagogy and the actions 

reflected “broad involvement, collaboration and collective responsibility” (p. 313). Despite 
the development of leadership capacity and observing the shared vision of school leaders 
to develop their capacity, Lambert concludes that “sustainability … continues to be the 

most confounding problem in human organizations” (p. 322).  
 
In the above four studies, shared vision is a component of the picture, but it is not placed 

as a driver for lasting change. The following examples place vision as a more central 
component of the research. Like many other researchers, Cooper et al. (2016) examine the 
leadership practices of teacher leaders, in their case, in three different urban schools. The 
research uses Kotter’s eight steps for leading organisations (Figure 5, Section 2.2.1) as the 

theoretical base for the study. The research views teacher leaders as central to successful 
school reform and therefore targets capacity building. Cooper et al. posit “that teacher 
leaders can link the visioning process and the implementation of new teaching practice 

while also shaping the school’s operative culture across multiple systems” (p. 90). Vision is 
viewed in this research as having the capacity to cope with the multiple systems. The 
findings describe the blockers that can impede the effectiveness of teacher leaders to 
sustain change. These include a lack of self-belief, the embedded systems that make 

change complex, the level of empowerment, lack of familiarity with organisational change 
theory and the rapid turnover of staff. Where the level of cohesion was higher, the ability to 
enact vision was higher. Principal mindset was significant, especially their willingness to 

distribute leadership. In summary, teacher leaders need to be highly “purposeful and 
focused in creating change” (p. 110). In analysing this research, Cooper et al. view the 
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process of visioning as critical, but there needs to be a collective and sustained drive 

towards change. As a final note, Cooper et al. comment that they left the research schools 
with further information about Kotter’s eight steps and, apart from anything else, the 
strategic focus on understanding organisational change theory is clearly helpful in 

developed long term capacity.  
 
Rose (2007) focuses on the role of principal empowerment in initiating change. Leadership 
is viewed as an activity that has the ability to have indirect influence on the school’s 

operation and culture. His research observes school-based management strategies as the 
means by which change is sustained. Vision is viewed as something that emanates from 
one person, inspiring the rest of the community. As with other similar research, a conclusion 

of this study suggests that the sustainability of educational change relies on the capacity of 
school leaders to distribute leadership and grow a culture of empowerment.  
 
In an interview with O’Neil (1995), Senge makes some of the most overt statements about 

the ability of vision to instigate change in education. Senge makes strong assertions about 
the challenges of education to change. While Senge sees education as having a huge asset 
in its workforce as many teachers enter the profession with “a high sense of personal 

purpose” (p. 3), the challenge is to start a visioning process. Senge points out that the focus 
on a teacher as an individual “is so deeply embedded in our culture it is hard for people to 
even see it” (p. 2). He continues with this line of reasoning, pointing out that innovation rarely 

occurs in contexts where it relies on an individual. Senge argues for the creation of a learning 
process where people are able to change their perspectives based on a new shared vision 
for the future.  
 

In the literature covered in this last section, vision is seen largely as a component of a wider 
process, rather than the central driving force. While a shared vision might be encouraged 
and facilitated, the reality of the wider school environment or the expectation that it is the 

role of one person to enact the vision, is seen to limit the ability of vision to be understood, 
grown or used as the means by which to shape a different cultural, pedagogic or 
professional environment.  
 

2.3 Research gap 

 
While the direction of recent literature and research has shifted more to the role and impact 
of localised educational change, in the wider picture of available literature on change, the 

place of vision as a driver is very under-represented. Literature largely reflects the 
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aspirations and frustrations of achieving educational change, with the majority not 

referencing the role of vision at all. However, there is a range of books and articles published 
in the early 1990s that talk of vision as a core component of organisational change. These 
would include Kotter (1995), Nanus (1992), Starratt (1995) and Senge (1990). Kotter and 

Senge are subsequently more frequently referenced by others. Cole, Harris and Berneth 
(2006) and O’Connell, Hickerson and Pillutla (2011) are examples of where Kotter and 
Senge’s works provide the base for further conceptual thinking. Researchers who attempt 
to overtly link vision theory to educational change include DuFour and Eaker (2008), Mitchell 

and Sackney (2009), Senge et al. (2012) and Sergiovanni (2005). In most cases, as has been 

seen, the connection is around the concept of shared vision. This concept forms a central 
part of Senge’s model for organisational change and is also the basis for some of the 
empirical research where vision terminology is used to varying degrees (Bennett et al., 2014; 
Cole, Harris & Berneth, 2006; Cooper et al., 2016; DuFour & Eaker, 2008; Giles, 2006; 
Lambert, 2007; Mitchell & Sackney, 2009; Rose, 2007; Sergiovanni, 2005; Umekubo, 

Chrispeels & Daly, 2015; van der Heijden et al., 2018).  
 
While this literature provides some interesting insights as to the role of vision in practice, or 

why vision in some circumstances fails to initiate the change, there is essentially a broader 
gap between the organisational theorists of the early 1990s and the majority of educational 
change literature of the last two decades.  

 
Figure 4 Research gap on the role of vision in educational change 

 

 
 
On the one hand, the volume of educational change literature, together with that written 
about school improvement and strategies to sustain any change that may have occurred, 
far outweighs the quantity representing the role of vision in change. As the literature review 

investigates this gap, it creates the premise for the present research itself, investigating the 
potential role of vision in enabling change in three diverse schools. 
 

As has been described, in this context the work of van der Helm (2009) stands out. Very few 
scholars attempt to describe a theory of vision. Other writers create models of organisational 
change that involve vision, rather than delving into vision theory. Van der Helm’s work is 
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quite unique in that he moves the discourse well beyond the notion of ‘shared vision’ and 

explores in far greater depth and detail, an appreciation for vision theory. His work provides 
a solid basis upon which the ideas of this research are built. For van der Helm, “a vision 

aims to direct through the creation of a tension between the what is and what could be” (p. 
102). This picture of vision is evident in the findings of this research.  

 

2.4 Concluding comments 

 

This literature review covers a range of material in connection with educational change and 
the presence, or absence, of vision in the equation. There are some common motifs arising 
out of the research as captured across three decades. There is a growing unanimity in the 
understanding that top-down reforms or edicts do not lead to improvement or any sense of 

sustained change. As noted by Hargreaves (2009), they are more a recovery strategy, than 
anything else. The literature supports this conclusion at school level contexts as well. Top-
down strategies within a school do not lead to sustained change in practice or pedagogy. 

There is clear indication that distributed leadership over a significant length of time, and 
widely shared, is essential for any form of sustained change to emerge. The research 
suggests that there are still significant blockers even in this scenario. Changing staff and 
longevity in roles impacts the ability to bring about consistency in change.  

 
A third motif consistent in the majority of the literature would be the need to value the 
classroom teacher as the essential component in change processes. The teacher needs to 

not only understand the reason for change, but needs the freedom, support and resourcing 
to put it into action in a context where experimentation and risk-taking is viewed positively. 
There are recurrent instances across the case research outlined in the literature that reveal 

that where there is no teacher ownership, change will most likely not even occur, much less 
sustain. The wider environment in which schools operate, is also seen as having an impact 
on educational change. The constant flow of new requirements, or standards-based 
expectations of improvement, is viewed in much of the empirical research, as creating a 

culture where pedagogic change is not viewed as a possibility.  
 
The place of vision in change processes in schools or school systems becomes apparent 

when reviewing the wider body of literature. There is clear agreement, consistently 
expressed across a range of research, on the need to hold shared vision within an 
organisation, if vision is to be seen as a lever for change. There is a lack of clarity about the 
processes that might lead to the creation of the vision, a topic that does not get raised in 

any depth, merely the assumption of ‘shared vision’. The main theory and models 
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concerning vision in organisational change are in alignment, even if as van der Helm (2009) 

asserts, some of the models lack discussion around what vision is or how it might be 
developed. The alignment would be that when vision is widely shared and grown, and 
communicated with sufficient frequency and clarity, that vision has the potential to create 

momentum. Local contexts, including low capacity leadership, are seen to be some of the 
factors that prevent vision within educational contexts embedding innovation or changed 
pedagogies into, or across, a school.  
 

This said, vision is generally very under-represented in the literature investigated or reporting 
on educational change. While vision is a topic and focus of organisational change theory in 
general, it is not evidentially applied to change or research in education in any systematic 

way. At the most, over multiple decades, it is side-lined by preferences for top-down reform 
agendas, whether directed by leaders internally or imposed externally by the wider systems 
surrounding education. This goes against the direction of the organisational change 
theorists, who see vision as the catalyst for organisational change. The literature 

demonstrates a growing recognition that educators, if and when empowered, can play a 
critical role in leading, implementing and sustaining innovation or change.  
 

The next chapter situates the research into case study as a methodology. It provides a 
rationale for the research, keeping this literature review in mind. It outlines the research 
setting and data sources used in the research, together with descriptions of the methods 

used to collect the data and analyse it, as part of the wider description providing the 
background to the recorded case research of the dissertation.  
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Chapter 3  Methodology of research 

 

3.1 Introduction  

 
3.1.1 Organisation of chapter 
 

In Chapter 1, the premise, proposition and context is provided for this thesis. The thesis 
investigates the challenges of cultural, pedagogic and professional change in education, 
with specific reference to three school-located case studies. The specific case studies are 

selected because the conversations surrounding the decisions and directions of change at 

all three schools repeatedly referred to vision as being the key factor in enabling sustained 
change. Given this, the case studies delve into the how and why of vision being an effective 
driver for change: 
 

How and why does ‘vision’ impact cultural, pedagogic and professional change in 
three internationally diverse schools?  
 
Chapter 2 provides a review of the literature that is relevant to the present research. The 

literature review examined debates and challenges concerning the directions of educational 
change during the last four decades. Having placed this thesis into the continuum of 
research and commentary, there is a more specific analysis of the journal articles and books 

for the last decade.  
 
This chapter looks closely at the case study as a methodology, and given the guiding 
proposition, the reasons why it is the most appropriate design to address the research 

question. It presents some of the differing perspectives on the legitimacy of case study 
methodology as a means of research. In addition, it looks at matters concerning the rigour 
of the research and associated topics such as its dependability, credibility, transferability 

and trustworthiness (Guba, 1981; Lincoln, 1985; Lincoln & Denzin, 2003; Robson, 2002; 
Shenton, 2004; Yin, 2003). In particular, the chapter provides: 
 

- a rationale for the research approach; 

- some background to the research setting & context; 
- a design for the selection of research participants and data collection methods; 
- a focus on the methodology of interviews; 

- a description of the data analysis process; 
- procedures to address ethical issues; and 
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- an outline of methods to achieve rigour. 

 
3.1.2  Change of research proposition and methodology 
 

When the research was first proposed in 2009, there was a very different starting point and 
guiding proposition. The research was initially envisaged as a single study of AUSS and its 
research, development and innovation unit, SYDC, undertaken by a practitioner-researcher. 
The practitioner-researcher was identified as in the midst of living the story (Clandinin & 

Connolly, 2000). Rooted as it is in phenomenology and interpretative hermeneutics, 
narrative inquiry seemed a logical way to capture a story that was unfolding. Clandinin and 
Connelly’s description of a three-dimensional narrative inquiry space, with its elements of 

interaction, continuity and situation, at first made sense for the purposes of the study. The 
research was to be of the one institution and journey, using narrative inquiry as the primary 
methodology, ensuring that any challenges with the practitioner-researcher method would 
be addressed.   

 
The growth journey of AUSS in both numeric and pedagogic terms, led the research down 
different paths. The specific journey of development and pedagogic change for AUSS, 

subsequent to the creation in 2005 of its research, development and innovation unit, SYDC, 
led to an increased level of interaction with other schools and educators who shared similar 
interests and goals. The interactions occurred either as a result of visits to AUSS by other 

educators, or as part of a deliberate plan for creating new strategic pedagogic vision for 
AUSS by visiting schools noted for pedagogic change.  
 
This journey opened up opportunities to engage with like-minded educators. Two schools, 

NZS in Auckland, New Zealand, and CATS in Barcelona, Spain, were noted as adhering to 
a very aligned pedagogic vision and practice to AUSS. When dialogue commenced between 
AUSS and NZS and CATS, what stood out was that the staff at all three institutions talked 

about vision as being the driver behind their journeys and they articulated the need to 
support the model for learning with a highly targeted, on-going process of teacher 
professional development, geared specifically to the unique contexts of developing the 
capacity of teachers to work within collaborative teacher teams.  

 
The similarities of experience, in very different contexts, opened up new possibilities for 

research. When vision was recognised to be at the core of each school’s journey, it provided 
the pathway to a new premise and proposition for the research.  With three schools 
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potentially involved as individual case studies, a cross-case analysis could illuminate how 

and why vision was significant in initiating change.  
 
The diversity of contexts for each school made the present research proposition all the more 
compelling, as vision plays a critical role in each context, the schools are located in different 
socio-economic demographics and exist within very different systems, that in themselves 

reflect three of the largest sectors in education (government, non-government and Catholic 
schools), albeit in different countries.  

 

3.2. Rationale for research approach 

 
3.2.1 Rationale for case study methodology 
 
The issue of research methodology is critical. Crotty (1998) poses four elements for 

consideration that help guide the process: 
 

• What methods do we propose to use? 

• What methodology governs our choice of methods? 

• What is our theoretical perspective? 

• What epistemology informs our perspective? (p. 2) 
 
Crotty asserts that a structured, but wide-ranging approach is necessary, advocating that 

each research needs to create its own methodology. The “assumptions shape for us the 
meaning of the research questions, the purposiveness of research methodologies, and the 
interpretability of research findings” (p. 17).  
 

There is a considerable and growing body of knowledge that highlights the strength of case 
studies as a qualitative method for research and especially so as a method by which to 
interrogate the sometimes-complex world of relationships and social history that can impact 

any analysis (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003). Both Stake and Yin in particular write extensively 
about the processes of case studies, viewing them as being essentially constructivist in 
approach, where perspective and context are highly significant.  
 

As Yin (2009) points out, the strength of case study research lies in the access to the “direct 
observation of the events being studied and interviews of the persons involved in the 
events” (p. 11). Added to this is “the case study’s unique strength … to deal with a full 

variety of evidence - documents, artefacts, interviews, and observations - beyond what 
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might be available in a conventional historical study” (p. 11). Moreover, in some situations, 

other investigators point out that in a context with participant-observation, strength can also 
be found in the qualitative practices and semi-structured interviews that are more 
researcher-dependent (Verschuren, 2003). Yin’s work (2009) identifies the importance of the 

researcher in exploring the more complex relationships, communities and interactions 
through the broad qualitative data that a case study affords. 
 
The decision to broaden the present research into a multiple case study, with summative 

cross case analysis, required some reconsideration of the research approach as a prelude 
to making the decision. Case study methodology offers a flexible, yet rigorous tool to 
interrogate the guiding proposition. Its use within a multiple case study context is, as Yin 

(2009) recognises, “often considered more compelling, and the overall study … therefore 
regarded as being more robust” (p. 53). An interpretive qualitative paradigm for the research 
allows for any resultant theory-building to occur within “the frame of reference of the 
participant” (Ponelis, 2015, p. 538). Verschuren (2003) provides a useful definition that 

captures the use of interpretive, qualitative, case study methodology: 
 

A case study is a research strategy that can be qualified as holistic in nature, 

following an iterative-parallel way of preceding, looking at only a few strategically 
selected cases, observed in their natural context in an open-ended way, explicitly 
avoiding (all variants of) tunnel vision, making use of analytical comparison of cases 

or sub-cases, and aimed at description and explanation of complex and entangled 
group attributes, patterns, structures or processes. (p. 137) 

 
In this statement, Verschuren indicates the importance of collecting data in the natural 

context for any planned research, a point also supported by Myers (2009). Myers contends 
that “it is virtually impossible to understand why someone did something or why something 
happened in an organization without talking to people about it … it is only by talking to 

people, or reading what they have written, that we can find out what they are thinking” (p. 
4, 5). Myers reiterates that one of the key elements of case study research in particular is its 

focus on how and why questions. Maimbo & Pervan (2005) point out that when undertaking 
interpretive case studies, all aspects of the methodology need to be carefully considered, 
especially when data is being collected in a range of locations over an extended period of 
time.  

 

Verschuren is very deliberate when he speaks of the notion of case research as opposed to 

case study. He views case research as “especially suitable for studying phenomena that are 
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highly complex” (p. 137). In this complexity, it is the ability of case research to focus on 

“processes, structures and patterns” (p. 137) that generates a holistic perspective. This 
holistic perspective supports the framework of this research, in that it looks at the 
phenomena as a whole and respects the need for a level of open-endedness on the part of 

the researcher, the iterative-parallel method. Verschuren highlights the many ambiguities 
within the debate, making the point that case studies are in themselves a research strategy, 
clearly differentiated from, and complementary to, other strategies and qualitative research 

approaches.  
 
Verschuren moves his argument beyond any commentary on case study methodology 

which defines a case study as a single case, as is the contention of Stake (1995). Verschuren 
references Campbell (1975) who asserts it would be of far greater analytic value to decrease 
the introspection of one case and set out in “equal detail … an appropriate comparison 
instance” (p. 180). Ragin (1987) supports the multiple case scenario, seeing “the use of 

multiple cases … as a means to improve generality of the findings” (p. xiii).  
 
A number of scholars address the concept of multiple case studies converging to form one 

wider case research, or as Baxter and Jack (2008) suggest, a collective of case studies. 
Each case has its own purpose within the wider schema (Yin 1994). It is reasonable to say 

that there is now greater consensus concerning any conceptual model that has a collective 
of case studies, as not only being legitimate, but preferred, opening up opportunities for 
greater analysis across the different cases (Merriam, 2009; Rowley, 2002). In relation to this 
research, the different cases studied create individual examples within their own context 

and nuances, as well as providing the base for cross-case analysis in order to strengthen 
the emergent collective themes. 
 

Creswell (2009) offers a definition that is similar to Verschuren’s, but adds in the notion of 
time - with an investigator exploring a bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded 
systems (cases) over time and by using multiple sources. Time enables an additional 
dimension in that with cases carefully selected, and the ability to identify and predict 

similarities, common (or contrasting) elements will naturally emerge. As with any of these 
issues, viewpoints on the impact of extended time taken with a research project differ 
depending on the perspective. Mitchell (1983) supports this perspective, noting that with 

extended-time case research:  
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… the particular significance of the extended case study is that since it traces the 

events in which the same set of main actors in the case study are involved over a 
relatively long period, the processual aspect is given particular emphasis. (p.193) 

 

Verschuren (2003) interrogates potential issues for research given a methodology involving 
participant-observation. He notes that case research is inherently more “researcher-
dependent than a written questionnaire” (p. 127), however he does not describe this to be 
problematic – rather an opportunity to be taken. Verschuren’s perspective is that in 

analysing collected data, case research that utilises a more qualitative researcher-
dependent interview process, potentially affords greater freedom than a more quantitative 
or reductionist approach involving surveys or questionnaires. Denzin and Lincoln (2011) also 
highlight this ability of case research to focus on the point of view of the individual from 

personal interactions and within their own context, in order to gain deep insight. 
 
Verschuren (2003) also addresses the challenges of the conceptual and technical design of 
case study methodology. He raises the issue of subjectivity in case study research, but 

argues that “controllability and researcher-independence are always a problem and 
confining them to the case study obscures difficulties within other research strategies such 
as the survey or the experiment” (p. 134). He asserts that the research methodology “totally 

depends on the professionalism and trustworthiness of the researcher” (p. 134).  
 
This discourse highlights the critical importance of keeping the guiding proposition close to 
mind at all stages. The proposition provides the broader direction for all the interviews and 

wider data collection. Baxter and Jack (2008) identify the importance of selecting 
propositions to steer a case study, or a collective of case studies. Propositions, they 
suggest, provide a practical way of limiting the scope of the research, focus the creation 

and applicability of data to a specific proposition, steer the direction of the study and help 
form a conceptual framework for the research itself. Baxter and Jack recognise that 
propositions “come from the literature, personal/professional experience, theories, and/or 
generalizations based on empirical data” (p. 551). 

 
In summing up a rationale for case study as a methodology, Stake’s propositions (1995) on 
the constructivist perspectives of case research are valuable. Stake directs researchers to 

a more holistic analysis, requiring a suite of methods. It is Stake’s assertion that qualitative 
case study research synthesises “naturalistic, holistic, ethnographic, phenomenological, 
and biographic research methods … [in] a palette of methods” (p. xi). A methodology that 

seeks to gain insight via this palette of methods is very appropriate when observing and 
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reflecting on the journeys of three different schools in three different countries, each overtly 

seeking to embed pedagogic change. 
 
3.2.2 Rationale for the methodology of interviews 

 

The choice to undertake multiple in-depth interviews is made with an awareness of the 
discourse around the nature of such interviews over the last few decades. Since the 1970s, 
there is an ongoing debate about the use of the interview as a qualitative method. Some of 

that debate originates with the publication of work by Lyotard (1984), involving his viewpoint 
that argues the world has outgrown the need for the grand narratives of the modernist era. 
Lyotard’s contention is that the world has entered a postmodernist era where there is no 
place for the metanarratives of the past. Narratives are viewed as a construct. Such a 

position creates an obvious immediate tension for social researchers.  

 

The notion that we should not, and cannot, construct meaning from interpreting the words 
of others, causes an effective paralysis for some social researchers, described by Gubrium 

and Holstein (2003) as a “crisis of representation” (p. 8). Taken to the logical conclusion of 
a postmodern position, there would be no place for qualitative interviewing as a component 
of research, just textual deconstruction. However, some researchers, including Geertz 

(1988), argue for an effective middle ground where the researcher has to recognise and pull 
back from postmodern scepticism. Geertz reflects that there has been a potential issue with 
the nature of interviews and the rhetoric of the discourse, all along, it is just that 
postmodernist critiques make everyone overtly self-conscious. Geertz suggests that part of 

the response lies in shifting attention away from the collection of data, to the nature of how 
it was written up – the rhetoric.  Geertz sees this from a positive perspective, stating that 
“we shall learn to read with a more percipient eye” (p. 24).  

 
Van Maanen (2011) supports this more optimistic view as well, recognising that in shifting 
the focus on to how the research is presented, this helps overcome any impediment to 

authenticity in what is being presented. Gubrium and Holstein (2003) identify that there are 
broader implications connected to the process and art of interviewing. As a technique, the 

interview is contributing to the creation of a wider societal experience - the interview society. 
They make the observation that “interviewing is as much part of our society as it reflects 
society to us through respondents” (p. 16). It is an activity that has become part of the 
society itself. For Gubrium and Holstein, the solution to any existential crisis of 

postmodernist concern over the interview technique as a legitimate source of qualitative 
data, lies also in the middle ground – proceed with caution and awareness.  
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A number of other investigators have at different times offered definitions of the qualitative 
interview. Mishler (1986) adheres to a simplistic definition stating that an interview is a type 
of discourse.  Babbie and Mouton (2011) define the interview as a process that occurs 
between the interviewer and interviewees, where there is a plan or inquiry in the mind of the 

interviewer, but not necessarily a specific set of questions to be asked sequentially. Kvale 

(2005) enters the debate, raising concerns about the use of term dialogue when it is applied 
to qualitative research interviews. Kvale’s concerns lie in the possibility of power 
imbalances, “the power asymmetry of a hierarchical research relationship” (p. 102), leading 
to a potentially manipulated dialogue. Kvale does not argue against the use of the qualitative 
interview per se, rather for a heightened awareness of the potential power dynamics and 

related ethical implications in the process itself.  
 
Post-positivism critique suggests that interview-based research is a viable option, provided 

potential biases are recognized and taken into consideration (Lincoln, 1985; Lindlof, 2011). 
Hammersley (2005) points out that interview methodology should be just one part of the 
qualitative research process and that the criticism of interviews has been more of a warning 

than anything else. Hofisi, Hofisi and Mago (2014) see high validity in the qualitative interview 
process, but point out the inevitability that the interviewer would become a presence in the 
interview process itself. However, an awareness of this should be sufficient to lead a 
process that self-checks against bias in questioning. They raise the importance of an 

interviewer having a clear understanding of their own philosophical basis or bias, because 
such perspectives would undoubtedly influence the flow of any conversation.  
 

For the purpose of this present research, decisions were necessary with respect to how the 
interviews would be conducted. With the dialogue over interviewing as a valid qualitative 
process in mind (Denzin, 1998; Geertz, 1988; Gubrium, 2003; Kvale, 2005; Lindlof, 2011; 
Lyotard, 1984), the logical way was to adopt semi-structured, in-depth interviews, which 

enable the interviewees to speak freely (see Table 1).  
 
Table 1  Parameters for semi-structured interviews (based on Runeson & Höst, 2009) 

 
 semi structured 
focus how individuals qualitatively experience the phenomenon 

 
interview questions mix of open and closed questions 

 
objective descriptive and explanatory 
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The semi-structured interview design also offers the potential for hearing and understanding 
individual experience. In this semi-structured context, the spontaneous questions arise from 
the flow of thought, with as minimal intervention from the researcher as possible, drawing 

further narrative based on that immediately provided. Bryman (2004) is an advocate for such 
an approach.  
 
3.2.3 Rationale for the use of documents and artefacts as sources of data 

 
Documents are an important element of case study data collection. Buckland (2015) asserts 
that “we live in a document society” (p. 9) and expounds his general document theory, 

concerned with “what documents do, or more properly, what is done with documents” (p. 
6). Buckland posits there are three ways to view documents: “made as, made into, and 
considered as” (p. 7), recognising that the digital world is progressively forcing new 
definitions and ways of viewing documents. Lund (2004) talks of being able to 

simultaneously view documentation from “three complementary angles: physical, social, 
and mental, in combination enabling a complete description” (p. 424). Lund also creates a 
new term for part of a document – a “doceme” (p. 99), which although part of a wider 

document, can form a document in its own right.  
 
Gorichanaz and Latham (2016) offer three frames by which to view a document. A document 

is stated to be a “multi-dimensional structure which can be analysed using frames that focus 
on individual documents, document parts, and the networks within which documents are 
enacted” (p. 1129). Bringing these concepts into this research and the proposition to 
consider how and why vision acts to enable cultural, pedagogic and professional change, 

this perspective offers a practical way of analysing any document within a case study. What 
are the elements of the document? How do the component parts contribute to an 
understanding of the dynamic of vision within the organisation? Taken as a holistic 

document, how does the document reveal the importance and place of vision as stated? 
When the inspection is moved into a wider frame, does the document confirm that which is 
being said about vision and its capacity to catalyse action, and if so, how? Does the 
document add clarity to the communication of the vision of the organisation? This wider 

frame analysis is particularly appropriate as a method of triangulation. Gaining an 
appreciation from the perspective of how a document exists as part of a wider system as 
proposed by Gorichanaz and Latham (2016), has the potential to facilitate a deeper 

understanding of the cultural, pedagogic and professional changes of the school. With a 



 56 

goal of dependability and credibility of the research data, the documents must closely reflect 

the verbal messaging and themes advocated in the interviews. 
 
In an area related to the identification and collection of documents, Linstead and Grafton-

Small (1990) highlight a paradox when considering the use of artefacts for research. An 
artefact, they suggest, is the “outcome of a process of theorising” (p. 388), but can only be 
understood by the “application and use of implicit or explicit theories” (p. 388) in the first 
place; the context for the artefact thus being highly significant. It is a paradox that can be 

resolved by a dual appreciation of both the artefact itself and its apparent function or use. 
Henare (2003) supports such a perspective, advocating an understanding of artefacts 
involving an analysis both “in situ” (p. 58), as well as their potential as part of a collection 

where they might be evaluated more holistically.  
 
With respect to the use of artefacts, Scheele (2005) argues that artefacts should be viewed 
through two perspectives. The first is the social context of the artefact and the second is its 

function. Both perspectives are necessary to fully appreciate or value the artefact itself. 
Scheele posits that understanding the functions of artefacts goes beyond knowing of their 
creation or history, but should also include the “social context of their use, i.e. their 

institutionalisation” (p. 167). In developing a theory of artefacts, Scheele contends that while 
artefacts are not social objects per se, but they need to be understood in their “social 
context of use” (p. 167). 

 
In relation to the potential identification and use of artefacts as part of data collection 
connected to case research, the insights of artefact theory illuminate both the usefulness of 
artefacts to support an understanding of a wider context, but at the same time point to the 

need to be cautious in not ascribing disproportionate subjective meaning. The process of 
classification and categorisation, used as part of the wider case analysis, should obviate 
any bias. Artefacts do have the potential to provide additional clarity around the pedagogic 

and professional culture of a school, and used as part of any triangulation process in tandem 
with other methods of data creation and collection, can potentially offer more insights, than 
“shortcomings” (Shenton 2004, p. 65), thereby strengthening the credibility, rigour and 
dependability of the research.  

 
3.2.4 Rationale for the design of the case research 
 

The proposed case study methodology requires a design process in order to steer the data 
collection that will enable credible pattern-matching, and in turn, lead to a classification and 
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categorisation of the findings as a prelude to drawing out any emergent themes. With 

Verschuren’s cautions about minimising subjectivity in mind, the conceptual and technical 
designs for the research were developed (Figures 5 & 6).  
 

Conceptual design: 
 
The research process starts with a premise and proposition, informed by theory. In the case 
of this research, vision theory is used, where vision and the visioning process are seen as a 

desire for intentional change (van der Helm 2009). It is an active process that assumes 
change as an outcome. The premise and proposition is informed by the vision theory, which 
collectively informs the research question. This conceptual design (Figure 5) provides the 

basis for the technical design (Figure 6), which flows from this conceptual foundation. 
 
 

Figure 5 Conceptual design of case study research process 
 

 
 
 
Technical design: 

 
The technical design relies on multiple data sources that can be confirmed via triangulation. 
Stake (1995) highlights that “there is no particular moment when data gathering begins” (p. 

49), because it commences before the notion of a specific research emerges, as a 
researcher first becomes aware of a case. Any informal “impressions” (p. 49) will most likely 
be the birth of a process that leads to the formal research. At the point where any first 
impressions develop, the process of data collection effectively commences. The technical 

design for this research (Figure 6), captures the variety of methods that are used to create 
or collect data. These include observation visits, the creation of field notes, including those 
that capture vignettes and record reflections or cameos (both written and photographic) and 

informal conversations. It also includes the identification and collection of artefacts and 
documentation as relevant to the guiding research proposition and question. The processes 
are described in more detail in Section 3.4.   
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Figure 6 Technical design of case study research process 
 

 
 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) highlight the critical importance of establishing credibility in the 

data creation and collection research process, in order to create trustworthiness. Building 
on this, Shenton (2004) outlines multiple “provisions … to promote confidence” (p. 64), 
including the use of procedures noted to have been “successfully utilised in previous 
comparable projects” (p. 64).  The technical design of this case research builds in a 

deliberate diversity of data creation and/or collection in a process that is both repeated and 
continuous.  
 

Sitting alongside this process, is the construction and conduct of a sequence of semi-
structured formal interviews, involving participants from each case site (as illustrated in 
Figure 6). Once transcribed, the data is progressively classified as to the topics raised. A 

progressive, iterative and cyclic process then categorises the data from all sources, 
triangulated against each other, and considers the patterns or themes emerging. The use of 
multiple in-depth interviews across each institution provides the opportunity to gain and 
understand the participant insights surrounding the research proposition (Verschuren, 

2003). Any insights from the interview data into the reality (the how and why) of the guiding 
proposition are central. The goal of the technical design is to establish and ensure that 
“analytical generalisation” (Rowley, 2002, p. 20), is enabled, by utilising a process that has 

been informed by theory and confirmed across multiple cases in order to reduce the risk of 
subjectivity and increase dependability and credibility (Shenton, 2004). Section 3.6 provides 
more information about the transcription and classification process and also outlines the 
categorisation process in more detail, drawing from Mayring’s work (2000). 
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As all the data is triangulated against all other collected data, the potential for gaining an 

understanding of the intrinsic dynamic of vision within the case schools increases. The 
research aims to find ways to assess what this looks like in practice. Apart from any other 

observations or learnings, each transcript is individually analysed around the notion of vision 
and the perceived impact that it has on the change processes.  

 

 
3.3 Research setting / context 
 

3.3.1 Participant-Researcher: methodology issues 

 
The change in methodology for this research presents some challenges that need 
addressing. One key shift involved the need for the participant-researcher to move away 
from any autoethnographic perspectives as a participant-researcher, to a more neutral 

researcher persona, albeit still as a participant-observer-researcher. This raises the 
additional challenge of addressing any pragmatic, ethical or professional issues arising from 
the researcher being both the researcher and the Principal of AUSS at the time of the 

research interviews (see an initial discussion of this in Section 1.7 and in more depth in 
Section 3.3.2).  
 
There is support for the participant-researcher scenario within interpretive, qualitative 

methodologies. Schensul, Schensul and LeCompte (1999) focus on the longer-term insights 
of the participant-observer-researcher, who bring their knowledge of the specific nuances 
of a community and of the associated cultural contexts, even beyond their own community, 

into the research. Rather than being perceived as a negative, they suggest that such multiple 
roles provide better clarity and understanding of the questions that would be relevant and 
create the possibility of even greater insight. Bernard (1994) goes further, stating that it “is 

sometimes the only way to collect the right data for one's study” (pp. 142-143).  
 
3.3.2 Participant-Researcher: ethical issues 
 

Bearing in mind the participant-researcher scenario relevant to one of the three schools 
involved in the proposed collective of case studies, a strategy for managing the research 

methodology was developed in order to address any potential issues. The National 

Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2015b) provides guidelines for research 
situations where there may be a context involving “people in dependent or unequal 
relationships” (such as employer and employee) and where “pre-existing relationships may 
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compromise the voluntary character of participants’ decisions” (Chapter 4.3 of the 

Statement).  
 
The National Statement recommends that the research design take into account the values, 

principles and themes of the Statement. A strategy was developed in order to address this 
need. The strategy involved the ability of any nominated participant to self-select out of the 
process, if they had any concerns. Participation was also entirely optional. Measures were 
developed to ensure that the values, principles and themes of the National Statement were 

upheld and that the rigour of the research was maintained. The following table captures the 
mitigating strategies devised: 
 

Table 2   Measures to ensure ethical and rigorous research 

 
Potential integrity scenario  Mitigating strategies 
The potential for 
hierarchical relationships 
within AUSS to impact 
or influence responses 
(Kvale 2005)  

The interview participants for AUSS would be selected from 
people who were central to change processes at AUSS for 
at least five years or more, but have since left and were no 
longer employees of the school for at least six months. This 
would address any issues of current hierarchy and power. 
The participants would no longer be in a dependent or 
unequal relationship with the researcher. In addition, 
participation in the interview would be offered in such a way 
that potential interviewees would need to choose 
participation, without any influence or pressure to do so.  
  

The potential for 
hierarchical relationships 
within SYDC to impact or 
influence responses 
(Kvale 2005) 

Given that the option outlined above (in the previous 
concern), was not an option personnel-wise for SYDC, a 
neutral interviewer was selected. That person was 
sufficiently familiar with the SYDC story to conduct a semi-
structured interview. The interview participants for SYDC 
would opt into the process by choice.  
 
(The interviewer selected was a US teacher scheduled to 
visit AUSS, who had general knowledge of SYDC, but with 
no specific or prior relationship to any of the interviewees.) 
 

Finding a method to gain 
the perspectives of a 
wider selection of AUSS 
senior leadership. 

An opt-in and self-managed focus group of AUSS senior 
leaders tasked to discuss the journey of SYDC. This group 
would be led spontaneously from within the participants. 
Involvement would be entirely voluntary. The conversation 
would be recorded and transcribed. All participants would 
be made aware that the conversation would be transcribed 
by the researcher-participant Principal. 
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Handling spontaneous 
comments heard during 
site visits that could 
potentially be used as 
collected field data  

During observation visits, any incidental and informal 
conversation that could potentially be used as part of the 
data for collection, would be paused so as to allow for a 
verbal statement and subsequent verbal agreement in 
relation to the possibility of any comments being used as 
field notes in the research process. People could opt out or 
ask for comments to be deleted.  

 
Protecting the identity of 
participants against any 
future and as yet 
unrecognised or 
unintended use of their 
comments 

 
All participants would be de-identified and given 
pseudonyms from the point of transcription. Role 
descriptors would be swapped if potentially self-identifying 
comments are made. 

 
A related ethical issue is the question of anonymity in the writing up of the research. This 
issue is central to any case study. There are acknowledged challenges in the context of this 

research. As stated, the researcher was a participant-observer (see Sections 1.7 & 3.3.1) at 
the time of data collection in one of the case studies and is identifiable from the reference 
material. Creating a pseudonym for the school does not provide any real level of anonymity 
for the school, as an internet search can readily provide the name. Further, given the 

international profile of all three schools selected as part of the case studies, the research 
references other material that also identifies all the schools. Given this, the research only 
de-identifies the schools to a degree. In the dissertation, the schools are labelled with 

reference to their country, hopefully reducing any bias or emphasis arising from the name. 
The Australian case study is known in the research as AUSS (AUS School), and the 
embedded case study that also forms part of that case research is known as SYDC (SYD 
Centre). The New Zealand school is referred to as NZS (NZ School). The school in the semi-

autonomous region of Catalonia, Spain, is labelled CATS (CAT School). 
 
Given this potential for site identification, the senior leaders from all three schools chose for 

their school to participate in the research in the knowledge that the institutions could be 
identified, but that individual participants who chose to be involved, would do so in the 
knowledge that they would be given pseudonyms in the written research.  

 

3.3.3 Research timeframe 

 

As previously noted, the research commenced in 2009 using a narrative inquiry 
methodology, and focused on the journey of AUSS and SYDC. During this time, the primary 

research activities included observation, conversation and some hard data collection. In 
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2012 connections were made with NZS and CATS, leading to a decision to change the 

methodology, scope and proposition of the research. Figure 7 outlines the timeframe and 
activities of research.  
 

Figure 7 Timeline for research development 

 
 

 
3.3.4 Participant institutions: AUSS/SYDC 
 
AUSS is the school in Sydney that is the subject of the first of the case studies. It is the 

school that provided the initial catalyst for research. The original premise was to conduct 
research into AUSS as a single case using narrative inquiry methodology, however, as 
outlined, this changed as the scope of the research broadened. Vision is an often-heard 

phrase at AUSS, so the continued inclusion of AUSS in the research provides a strong base 
on which to build an understanding of the role that vision plays in instigating educational 
change.  
 

The specific growth narrative of AUSS in the 2000s provides a unique setting for the 
inclusion of AUSS in the research. The Board established the infrastructure enabling the 
school to grow in terms of the enrolment numbers (from 250 students to 1300 students over 

twelve years). This created an educational environment where the staff at the school could 
pursue, and actively sought, to grow the educational vision with a school-wide pedagogy in 
mind (Conway & Andrews, 2016). The research uses the context of teachers choosing to 

determine new pedagogic approaches aligned to the co-created wider vision of the school, 
and embed the practice into the sections of the school in which they worked. This provides 
the foundation for the staff-provided reflections and researcher observations of the case 
study. 

 
As the research, innovation and development unit of AUSS, SYDC has a significant function 
within the wider operation of AUSS. SYDC is regarded as a distinct entity in its own right, 

although staff within AUSS work across the programs of both AUSS and SYDC. From its 
inception in 2005, SYDC has fulfilled a specific function as an in-school accelerator, 
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intentionally designed to enable wider involvement in all visioning processes, and to create 

further momentum for change based on the collective ideas of the school community. The 
function of SYDC within the wider school is explained in detail in Chapter Five of the 
research. Given this unique context as a distinct, but integrated, activity of AUSS, SYDC is 

examined as an embedded case study within the research (see Section 3.3.7, Figure 8).  
 
All staff working under the auspices of the SYDC are employed by AUSS and in every case, 
the staff have roles that spread across both areas of activity within the school. The 

involvement of AUSS and SYDC in the research is approved by the leadership of the School 
Directors, in the knowledge that the school can be identified, even with the use of 
pseudonyms.   

 
3.3.5 Participant institutions: NZS 
 
During 2012, direct interaction developed between the leadership teams of AUSS and NZS, 

in Auckland, New Zealand. A delegation from AUSS leadership were in Auckland running 
teacher professional development workshops and as part of that process, took up an 
invitation to visit a new school in Auckland - NZS. NZS is the product of New Zealand 

Government vision to create new schools in targeted growth suburbs, around different 
pedagogic paradigms, and to design and build the new schools where the learning spaces 
are intentionally non-traditional. NZS is located in an entirely new housing development in 

suburban Auckland. NZS opened for its first student intake in 2011 and since then has 
grown to over 600 students. An Establishment Board of Trustees was created in 2008 and 
charged with developing a future-focused school. This Establishment Board of Trustees for 
NZS selected a dedicated leadership team, to commence during the year prior to student 

enrolment. While the architectural design of the school was initiated through government-
directed processes prior to the selection of the leadership team, the new leadership team 
were able to have input into the later stages of the process, and make some adjustments to 

the physical design of the learning spaces in particular.  
 
The interaction between the leadership teams of AUSS and NZS at the workshops, together 
with a visit to the new school during 2012 in Auckland, highlighted the strong alignment in 

vision and pedagogic philosophy. Both schools chose to structure classes around a 
teaching model that involved a fundamental re-positioning of teachers as collaborative team 
members, taking collective responsibility for larger cohorts of students. Project-based 

learning was the predominant methodology used to deliver the respective state or national 
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curricula in each school. A snowballing effect (Creswell, 1994; Denzin, 1998) was underway 
and the research expanded to include another school.  
 

3.3.6 Participant institutions: CATS 
 
Separately, but also in 2012, a delegation of the senior leadership team from CATS, 
Barcelona, Spain, visited Sydney. The stated motivation for this trip was in part to visit AUSS 

and especially SYDC, in order to observe its operation within the daily life of the school. The 
conversations held during this visitation revealed that CATS had made the same decision 
to create collaborative teaching hubs with multiple teachers, sharing responsibility for a 

larger combined group of students from the one stage. As with the NZS connection, the 
professional dialogue between AUSS and CATS went straight to the heart of pedagogic 
alignment around collaborative teaching hubs being viewed within each school as a highly 
productive and positive model, enabling rich learning experiences. CATS staff talked of their 

vision to develop and embed a different pedagogic paradigm within their school, based on 
project-based approaches. An invitation was extended to visit CATS and an opportunity 
was taken in late 2012 for the visit. At that point in time the “first impressions” (Stake, 1995, 

p. 49) of the similarities between all three schools became more obvious. In particular was 

the notion that vision was the clear driver of change in each school. The snowballing process 
was evident once again and CATS was invited to join the research.  

 

3.3.7 Multiple case study model  
 

With three separate schools (AUSS, NZS & CATS) and one embedded case study (SYDC), 

there are four effective case studies to manage. SYDC is positioned as an embedded case 
study, to be viewed jointly with the wider AUSS case research. This structure is visualised 

in Figure 8.  
 

Figure 8 Case study model including embedded case study 
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3.3.8 Background socio-economic and systemic contexts for case study schools 
 
Table 3 provides an overview of the three socio-economic contexts and other background 
information for each institution. 

 
Table 3  Case specific information 

 

Institution AUSS: 
Non-government, 
independent school 
 

NZS: 
Government school 

CATS: 
Independent Catholic 
school 

    
context 
specific 
factors 

Urban fringe location; 
largely mono-cultural; 
broad geographic 
drawing range; non-
selective enrolment; 
English is the 
language of instruction 

New housing precinct 
in an urban area; 
highly multicultural 
area; area-based 
enrolment; some 
Maori and Pacific 
Islands enrolment; 
English is the 
language of instruction 

Urban location; largely 
mono-cultural; broad 
geographic drawing 
range; non-selective 
enrolment; tri-lingual 
approach: Catalan 
(mandatory); Spanish, 
English used for 
instruction 
 

Responsible 
to 

School Board; 
Government 
registration processes 
via NESA; State and 
National Curriculum 

School Board of 
Trustees; 
Government 
registration processes; 
NZ Curriculum 
framework 
 

Run by, and 
responsible to, a 
Catholic Teaching 
Order; 
Catalonia regional 
government 
responsible for 
education 

Curriculum 
model 

Government 
curriculum 
K-12; 
Additional non-
prescribed options in 
Stage 4 & 5 

Government 
curriculum 
K-6 

Government 
curriculum 
K-12; 
Additional non-
prescribed options in 
Stage 4 & 5; 
Option of IB: Years 11 
& 12 
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3.4 Data collection methods 

 

The creation and collection of data for research was designed to facilitate the repeated 
triangulation of any data as new data was added (see Figure 6, Section 3.2.4). This recurring 
triangulation relied not only on the transcripts of interviews, but on a wide range of field 

notes, documents and artefacts as source material. Opportunities for contemporaneous 
peer scrutiny of the selected documents and artefacts were exploited, in order to “challenge 
the assumptions” (Shenton, 2004, p. 67) made by the researcher and a self-reflective journal 
created in order to track the comparability of data across sites.  

 

3.4.1 Data collection methods: direct and indirect data 
 
Lethbridge and Singer (2005) suggest that data collection techniques involve layers of 

potential data. The first level reflects direct methods where the researcher is in direct contact 
with participants or the subject material and the data is collected in real time. The second 
level includes indirect methods where the researcher directly collects data without any 

specific interaction with participants. This would include accessing documents from a 
current website or accessing video presentations via the internet (See Table 4). Both direct 
and indirect methods are utilised in this case research. 
 

As a researcher creates or collects data - a combination of transcribed qualitative 
interviews, researcher observations, field notes (on location) and documentation of various 
types, the observer-researcher relies heavily on journalling ethnographic observations. This 

data is drawn from the field notes, incidental conversations and photographs taken during 
visitations - especially of pedagogy and teams in action.  
 

Table 4           Data collection 
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With research predicated on such case study models, the issue of ensuring trust with the 

people being observed or recorded is critical. Shenton (2004) highlights the need to target 
the development of a positive “rapport” (p. 66) right from the outset. As the rapport grows, 
participants can be encouraged to be as honest as possible in providing their responses. 

As the honesty develops and trust is established, the dependability and credibility of the 
data increases (Shenton, 2004; Yin, 2009).  
 
For the purposes of this research, the following summarises the type and organisation of 

data. The same sequence of data was collected across the three schools: 
 

- Site visits: observations and informal conversations captured as field notes 

- Documents: formal school documentation available as either a handout or online 
- Artefacts: diagrams/posters and other written/visual/digital media 
- Interviews (semi-structured and one focus group) 

 

3.4.2     Data collection methods: interviews  

 

A set of criteria was established to identify suitable interview participants, while ensuring 
ethical integrity and maintaining the potential for strong rigour in the research process (see 

Section 3.3.2). The intention was to identify “a wide range of informants” (Shenton, 2004, p. 
66), in order to maximise the potential for credibility in the research.  
 
Criteria for possible nomination and inclusion in the research: 

 
- one participant to be a senior leader;  
- other participants to come from people with three or more years direct involvement 

in shaping the pedagogic directions of the school; 
- people already active in the pedagogic approaches of their institution; 
- a gender mix (if possible); and 

- people who have a role or task that spans the entire staff community in some form. 
 
The selection criteria seek to reduce the potential for bias by providing a description of a 
preferred participant history in order to guide the recommendations, rather than leaving it 

to the senior leader to select participants who may have held a bias. The criteria requests 
that the nominees include the Principal or a senior leader with close knowledge of the 
journey of change. They should also be reflective of a range of roles across the school, a 

gender mix if possible, and represent a wide range of experience within the school. Once 
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potential interviewees were nominated, the researcher made verbal contact with each 

potential participant and provided them with further information and answered any 
immediate questions. Participants were given an opportunity to discuss the parameters and 
nature of the research, and subsequent to this, inclusion in the research was formally 

offered.  
 
As noted at Section 3.3.2, the selection of interview participants from AUSS and SYDC was 
conducted with the guidelines of the National Statement (2015) in mind, in order to ensure 

that there would be no pre-existing relationships that might prove problematic. Suitable 
research participants for the AUSS case study were readily identified, as there were four ex-
employees who met the additional AUSS criteria. Potential participants for the embedded 

SYDC case study were current employees, so the decision was made that all interviews 
would be undertaken by an external interviewer (see Section 3.3.2, Table 2). Interviewees 
who met the criteria were offered the opportunity to participate. With four effective case 
studies to manage, it was suggested that each institution nominate between three and five 

interviewees to the researcher. 
 
Sixteen educators across the three research sites accepted the request to participate in the 

research as interviewees. In addition, in order to capture broad perspectives connected to 
the research proposition from the AUSS senior leadership team and to further enable 
triangulation of data, one focus group was proposed at AUSS. The group would specifically 

discuss individual and collective understanding of the role SYDC played in the wider school, 
especially with regard to accelerating any shift in pedagogic paradigms within the school. 
The focus group would convene on an opt-in basis for any of the senior leadership team, in 
the knowledge that the conversation around AUSS/SYDC would be self-directed, recorded 

and transcribed. Seven members of the senior leadership team chose to participate.  
 
Sixteen extended interviews were conducted, plus the one AUSS/SYDC focus group. For 

the purposes of the research, all extended interview participants have a pseudonym to 
ensure anonymity (see Table 5). The focus group was transcribed with participants assigned 
a numeric identity (1-7). 
 

Contact was established with each nominated interviewee, who were given at least two 
weeks’ notice prior to the planned interview. During this pre-interview communication, the 
ethical and procedural boundaries were re-stated. Nominees were informed that the 

interview would be semi-structured. 
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At the start of the interviews, participants were reminded again of the freedom to opt out at 

any time or ask for any comments made by them to be deleted. The interviewees were 
informed that the interview would be intentionally conducted in a semi-structured manner, 
in order to enable them to explore areas of relevance, as their responses led their own 

reflective thinking.  
 
The majority of the interviews took place at different times over a three-month period from 
June to August 2017. The interviews were conducted as much as possible in a face to face 

context, with minimal distraction, or in the case of the interviews with the NZS staff from 
New Zealand, by using internet-mediated video conferencing with clear visibility. With the 
CATS interviews, two interviews were conducted face to face in Barcelona and two 

conducted face to face in Sydney. All conversations were recorded using a voice recorder 
application (Voice Record). 
 
Once contact had been created with potential interviewees, a set of questions was made 

available pre-interview (see Appendix 1). Participants were made aware that these questions 
would provide the initial catalyst for reflection, but that the interview would follow a less 
structured approach, with ensuing questions arising from the individual reflections.  

 
Table 5  Interview participants 

 

Name Time at 
institution 

Role and relevant history 
at institution 

institution Employment at 
time of interview 

     
Moira 20 years Senior leadership CATS  current 
Nina 20 years Senior leadership CATS  current 
Catalina 30 years Senior leadership CATS  previous employee 

Isabella 3 years Teacher CATS  current 
Anne 5 years Teacher CATS  current 
Mary 9 years Senior leadership NZS current 
Brad 9 years Senior leadership NZS current 

Jackie 3 years Teacher and member of 
wider executive 

NZS current 

Ella 4 years Teacher NZS current 

Kylie 6 years Teacher and member of 
wider executive 

AUSS previous employee 
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Mike 9 years Teacher and member of 

wider executive 

AUSS previous employee 

Bob 14 years Teacher and member of 
wider executive 

AUSS previous employee 

Simon 13 years Teacher and member of 
wider executive 

AUSS previous employee 

Carl 18 years Senior leadership and 
teacher 

SYDC current 

Mack 8 years Senior leadership SYDC current 
Liz 8 years Senior leadership SYDC current 

 

The initial questions used in the semi-structured interview are adapted from questions 
published by the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (see Appendix 1), 
themselves written as a guide to help school leaders analyse any emergent culture of 
innovation within a school (AITSL, 2015). Although the AITSL questions focus on innovation, 

they provide a starting place for consideration of aspects of a school’s operation that seeks 
to implement stated vision. These questions proved a suitable starting point, but 
conversations immediately went in directions established by the interviewees. This freedom 

of direction is as Verschuren (2003) recommends. Verschuren suggests an approach that 
relies less on prescribed questions, and more on an open-ended dialogue. Such a dialogue, 
he advises, helps overcome any tendency toward tunnel vision (Bertaux, 1997). The 

interviews were subsequently transcribed and analysed via methods as outlined in Sections 
3.5 and 3.6.  

 

With regard to the analysis of the concepts raised in the interviews, the use of an open-

ended question structure meant that certain topics were often self-emphasized by the 
participant and therefore repeated in the commentary. Frequency of topic was therefore not 
used as a means by which to analyse the data. However, the recurrence of topics across 
the interview sites was a useful potential indicator of emergent themes. As Yin (2003) 

suggests, the research process benefits from the prior and ongoing development of 
theoretical propositions. This guided the data collection and informed the subsequent 
analysis.  

 

3.4.3 Data collection methods: site visits 
 
The site visits play a very important part of the data collection processes. They provide the 

opportunity to collect a variety of field data, which can be used to triangulate the findings 
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from formal interviews and informal conversations. Such data is critical if the research is to 

have rigour and depth. By specifying matching categories across each of the case studies, 
the task of collecting the field data is made more logical and comparable. Table 6 outlines 
the process of observation. 

 
Table 6  Observation visits as linked to data collection 

 
 AUSS/SYDC NZS CATS 
    
formal 
interviews 

in person; 
SYDC interview 
used outsourced 
interviewer 

via Skype in person 

 
number of 
visits and  
timeframe 
 

 
not applicable 
(resident 
researcher) 

 
4 
 
2012 - 2016 

 
6 
 
2013 - 2017 

nature of visit   3 visits part of 
wider visitation 
group; 
1 individual visit 
 

5 visits part of 
wider visitation 
group; 
1 individual visit 

 
observation 
format 

 
informal and 
ongoing 

 
overview 
presentation; 
questions; 
systematic tour; 
informal 
conversations 
 

 
overview 
presentation; 
questions; 
systematic tour; 
informal 
conversations 

length of 
observation 

not applicable 5 hours typical 5 hours typical 

 
collection of 
documents 

 
as relevant; 
document selection 
in part guided by 
the nature of 
documents 
accessed at or 
about NZS & CATS  
 

 
some provided; 
some requested; 
direct & indirect 
collection 

 
some provided; 
some requested; 
direct & indirect 
collection 

informal 
conversations 

spontaneous spontaneous 
during visit and by 
request 
 

spontaneous 
during visit and by 
request 
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parameters photography 
allowed in all 
contexts, no close-
up photographs of 
children 
 

photography 
allowed in all 
contexts, no 
close-up 
photographs of 
children 

photography 
allowed in all 
contexts, no 
close-up 
photographs of 
children 

 
The observation process at NZS and CATS was structured to accommodate the authentic 
way in which the schools catered for other external visitors, separate to the researcher, but 
attending on the same day. In practice, this meant that the researcher participated in the 

orientation presentation held at the start of each visit, created to provide visitors with an 
overview of the learning models, school-wide pedagogy and to answer questions. These 
presentations normally last for one hour in both contexts and are conducted by different 

staff. At NZS the role is shared among staff, while at CATS, the school’s leadership team 
typically oversee the presentation. In the NZS context, the rotation of staff leading the 
presentation enabled different insights to be gained. Conversely, in the context of CATS, 
having the same presenters and explanations, helped overcome some of the dual language 

issues. This proved helpful in providing more perspectives on the pedagogy and vision in 
both sites. The visitation format in both schools allowed for active observation, with 
extended and spontaneous conversations within the different Learning Hubs. In both 

contexts, the observational tours are undertaken in geographic sequence around the site, 
rather than following any age hierarchy. The visitation process at both sites affords the 
researcher ample opportunity to observe practical aspects of the school’s vision in practice 
and to observe what would be considered ‘normal’ days.  

 
The scope of operation at AUSS spans Kindergarten to Year 12. All grades were observed. 
NZS ranges from Kindergarten to Year 8. All grades were observed. The scope of operation 

at CATS is from Pre-school to Year 12. All grades were observed. Three of the observations 

at CATS included extended discussion with Year 10 Social Entrepreneurship classes, 
including being in the audience for student presentation of ideas. All case schools place 
emphasis on the visibility of learning. Accordingly, all sites provide ready access to different 
artefacts and documents as displayed in multiple locations across the campus. 
 

These visits helped build a stronger understanding of each institution for the researcher, as 
well as identifying some of the potential key staff members for possible individual 
interviewing. The visits also provided clarity as to appropriate general areas of semi-

structured questioning suitable for the formal interview process. 
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3.4.4 Data collection methods: documents  

 
With reference to the selection of suitable documents and artefacts, Bowen (2009) 
identifies that the investigator is the primary instrument of data collection and analysis. As 

such, the “researcher/analyst relies on skills as well as intuition and filters data through an 
interpretive lens” (p. 36). Bowen outlines several conclusions in relation to how documents 
might be selected, summarised here into five areas (pp. 29-30): 
 

1. documents can provide data on the context within which research participants 
operate - a case of text providing context 

2. information contained in documents can suggest some questions that need to be 

asked and situations that need to be observed as part of the research 
3. documents provide supplementary research data 
4. documents provide a means of tracking change and development 
5. documents can be analysed as a way to verify findings or corroborate evidence from 

other sources  
 
In the process of research, a range of documents were collected and assessed for 

relevance as part of the qualitative research process (Table 7). The boundaries for selection 
include the availability of the document as part of the school’s normal documentation 
offered to either staff, parents or visitors, in print or digital form, or via a USB or internet-

accessible. Where a document exists in digital form, screenshots are taken to turn the 
information into a form of hard data for analysis.  
 
While the participant-researcher had high awareness of different documentation in the case 

of AUSS and SYDC, the same parameters as for NZS and CATS are applied. The documents 
need to be available in the public domain or available as a standard handout. In this manner, 
there is consistency across the three case studies. Table 7 sets out some of the key 

documents collected and retained as potential sources of data. 
 

Table 7  Document sources 
 

 AUSS/SYDC NZS CATS 
 

    
documents 
 

AUSS Learning 
Curiosity Model 
 
 

The Learning Process 
 
Learner Qualities 
 

Learning: 
Educational 
Project  
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AUSS/SYDC 
 
AUSS Curriculum 
Experience model 
 
What makes Learning at 
AUSS distinctive 
 
Values statement 
 
Blueprint for the future 

NZS 
 
The Learning Pit 
 
Our Vision 
 
Collaborative Visitors 
 
 

CATS 
 
Pre-school 
Primary 
Secondary 
IB program 
 

 
 
3.4.5 Data collection methods: artefacts 
 

The use of different artefacts is a further important source of data. All three schools had 
strategies for keeping the visual messaging of the vision current and dynamic. In all three 

schools, there were multiple posters, displays, photographs, charts and digital displays, apart 

from any exhibitions of student work. The teachers at each case school refer to Hattie’s work 

on visible learning (2012, 2014) as the motivation for the emphasis on the exhibited material 

in every learning space and the displays located in many of the public areas. All three sites 
had many three-dimensional displays, suggesting that the choice of material spanned the 

curriculum learning areas. In addition, AUSS use multiple large screens placed in a number 

of locations around the campus to actively convey the learning culture to the community. 

Photographs were used to capture these various forms of artefact. In some situations, where 

the same artefact appears online, screenshots of those were taken and used to create a 
suitable form of artefact hard data.  

 

In order to create comparability across the three sites and for the purposes of the data 
analysis of the research, a culling process was applied. Final artefact selection was limited 

to flyers, charts or posters that convey the philosophical underpinning of the school’s 
pedagogic framework. In most cases these are very accessible within the schools, and in 
many instances, are mirrored in digital form on websites or as printed illustrations (posters) 
within the school. Table 8 outlines the key artefacts used in analysis. 
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Table 8  Artefact sources 

 
Artefacts 
 

AUSS/SYDC NZS CATS 

    
including 
posters 
flyers 
handouts 
 
 

Learning at AUSS 
 
SYDC Change 
Management model 

The Learning Process 
 
The Learning Pit 
 
Building Learning 
Capacity 
 
Using the language of 
learning 
 
Keeping the Learning 
Visible 
 

Books: 
Intelligent 
Learning 
 
It’s an Experience 
to Share 
 
Multiple 
Intelligences 

digital objects: 
staff created 
presentation 
 

SYDC Learning Model NZS: an introduction 
 
NZS: various 
conference 
presentations 
 
Everyone's a teacher 
and everyone's a 
learner 
 

Educational 
Project 

 
digital objects: 
school 
website 
 

 
AUSS website: 
statements re learning; 
embedded videos 
 
 
SYDC website: 
embedded videos; 
conference papers 
research papers 
 

 
Values and Mindsets 
 
Defining Our 
Leadership Work 
 
The NZS Collaborative 
(Trust) 

 
Think1 TV channel 
(CATS created) 
 
LeaderLab 
 
 

digital objects: 
external 
websites 
 

Variety of teacher 
created personal blogs 
 
YouTube/Vimeo AUSS 
channels 
 
YouTube/Vimeo 
SYDC channels 
 
Wikipedia AUSS 
 

Variety of teacher 
created personal 
blogs 
 
YouTube NZS channel 
 
YouTube videos on 
NZS via personal 
blogs 
 
Modern Learning 
Environments: NZS 
 
NZS Registration 
Reports 

Wikipedia 
Col-legi 
Montserrat 
 
YouTube 
Think1 TV 
channel 
 
Variety of teacher 
created personal 
blogs 
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3.5 Data analysis methods 

 
With respect to the trustworthiness of qualitative data and the methods used to interrogate 
it, Guba (1981) is “accepted by many” (Shenton, 2004, p. 64) as having established the 
benchmark for qualitative researchers. Guba (1981) writes of credibility (p. 84), transferability 

(p. 86), dependability (p. 86) and confirmability (p. 87). Yin (1994) builds on the notion of 
ensuring trustworthiness, highlighting the importance of the processes employed by the 
researcher. While measures such as collecting diverse data, or using random sampling or 

iterative questioning techniques are important in building the case for trustworthiness, it is 
the triangulation of data that is pivotal to the process (Guba, 1981; Shenton, 2004; Yin, 
2009).  
 

Triangulation ensures the credibility of findings from multiple sources within case research 
(Brannen, 2005; Guba, 1981; Shenton, 2004; Shull, 2008; Wolfram Cox & Hassard, 2005; 
Yeasmin, 2012). Wolfram Cox and Hassard (2005) argue for a greater “appreciation of 

organizing and ordering practices” (p. 125) associated with triangulation so as to establish 
dependability. Shenton (2004) suggests following up any document referred to in interviews 
for potential inclusion as data. The diversity of input (source data from site visits, 
documentation, artefacts and interviews), together with an analysis of the similarities and 

difference of context and culture surrounding each case, and an appreciation for the specific 
methodologies at each point of the research journey, leads to a multi-experiential 
perspective. There is evident convergence of domains, categories and resultant themes, 

motivations and challenges. An essential component of thematic integrity is derived from 
an analysis of such emergent convergence. Kohlbacher (2005) views this ability to identify 
and appreciate context as part of interpretation and analysis, as serving to “achieve a 

holistic and comprehensive analysis of complex social phenomena” (p. 19). 
 
It is also possible to achieve a deeper appreciation of triangulation if we take the four 
different types of triangulation asserted by Stake (1995) into consideration: 

 
1. Data (source) triangulation 
2. Observer triangulation 

3. Methodological triangulation 
4. Theory triangulation 

 
If triangulation is viewed across different aspects of the practice (data, observer, method 

and theory), then triangulation is a critical step because it “is important to increase the 
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precision of empirical research” (Runeson & Höst, 2009, p. 135). Given that individual 

methods of data collection have the potential for limitations in their scope, it is the 
combination of data sources, both direct and indirect, that can counteract any such 
limitations. Dependability increases when the same themes emerge in different contexts. If 

the triangulation points to the same conclusion from multiple sources, then that conclusion 
is, by virtue of the triangulation, a stronger conclusion.  
 
With regard to the focus and findings of this research, the findings presented in Chapter 8 

are triangulated using this broader perspective, through an iterative and reflective analysis 
described in Section 3.6. The triangulation is a critical analytical step, building the 
dependability of the findings and contributing to the potential strength of their transferability. 

 
The processes of combining different types of data collection methods into a repository for 
examination, enables identification of key concepts or ideas, as well as their relative 
strength. The transcripts and field notes were scanned for the use of specific terms and 

phrases, emergent clusters and patterns, heading towards a broader domain analysis 
(Cohen 2011). The analysis process in this research did not use analytical software, rather 
it was undertaken using manual methods, repeated with each additional set of data from 

the variety of sources (field notes, documents, artefacts and interviews). The process 
required initial classification, then iterative grouping, before forming into obvious categories.  
 

Given the intention to do the analysis as an iterative activity, the processes of analysis 
toward the latter stages of transcription and reflection, benefitted from the insights gained 
progressively as information (data) was ascribed categories. Such a process accords with 
Yin’s analytic strategies in connection with case evidence (Yin, 2003), as well as Merriam’s 

focus (1998) that seeks to determine how congruent the findings are with reality. Progressive 
categorisation creates a growing understanding of likely theoretical propositions, potential 
explanations and the development of a case description. The patterns and themes emerge 

progressively and can then be tested against the next influx of data (Shenton, 2004).  

 

3.6 Ensuring rigour 

 

3.6.1 Ensuring rigour: analysis 

 

Qualitative case research is positioned between two opposites – subjectivity and objectivity 
(Baxter & Jack, 2008). A case study inherently requires the researcher to take a subjective 
position, from the framing of questions for collecting data, through to the interpretation of 
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that data (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003). However, this does not preclude rigour in the analysis 

(Creswell, 1998; Merriam, 1998; Shenton, 2004). A desire exists for simultaneous objectivity 
and subjectivity to be held in creative tension. The narratives of subjective human 
experience are analysed with an objective neutrality that seeks patterns and themes. But 

the risk of tipping the balance towards biased subjectivity, requires a process that ensures 
rigour.  
 
With respect to generating rigour in the process of research and analysis, Atkinson and 

Coffey (1997) suggest that any researcher consider the potential purpose for research within 
the selection process. They highlighted that documents and artefacts, by nature, will not 
provide real insight into the internal day-to-day operations of an organisation. The 

researcher needs to examine the documentation or artefacts within the context of their 
published purpose and “what they are used to accomplish” (p. 47). The data collection 
needs to be trustworthy and consistent and the subsequent analysis systematic and 
dependable. The process of data collection relies on the existing body of knowledge about 

the process, and schemas created are based on methods proven to provide information 
that can be confirmed and transferable.  
 

With the specific guiding proposition in mind, two particular schemas are used as a template 
and adapted to guide the specific research methods. The schemas are considered because 
of the appropriate level of rigour they provide with regard to the analytical processes. They 

present a research flow that works well with a multiple case study methodology.  
 
The first schema (Figure 9) is a version of the approach outlined by Runeson and Höst 
(2006). This particular schema has relevance to the process of obtaining data from the 

interviews. This approach is valued for the success in keeping the methodology of analysis 
consistent, right through to the end of the research process. Runeson and Höst describe a 
universal process flow for the harvesting, processing, categorization and grouping of 

perceptions and experiences by interviewees, as conveyed during an interview process, 
leading to the creation of conclusions that can be defended as having arisen through the 
process itself.  
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Figure 9 Runeson & Höst’s model for data collection and analysis (p. 153) 

 

 
 

Separate to the intention of this schema, Titscher and Jenner (2000) outline a coding 
agenda, useful in formulating a consistent coding scheme, further strengthening the rigour 
of case research. They comment that the “core and central tool of any content analysis is 

its system of categories” (p. 58). Every unit of analysis must be coded, that is to say, 
allocated to one or more categories. Titscher and Jenner raise the importance of having 
more than just a lexical analysis. The research proposition needs to guide the understanding 
of the data, enabling logical categorisation to develop.  

 
3.6.2 Ensuring rigour: data interpretation 
 

In terms of this research, the categorisation is itself subjected to recurrent critiquing in an 
iterative process, in order to maintain a consistent analysis. Kohlbacher (2005) references 
Mayring (2000) (see Figure 10) in translating the latter’s iterative model for inductive category 
development with the intention of formulating a “criterion of definition, derived from the 

theoretical background and the research question” (p. 14). Mayring’s schema dovetails with 
Runeson & Höst’s model, as one focuses on the creation of classification systems and 
subsequent categorising, while the other is more on the iterative process that takes over at 

the end of initial data analysis, leading to an interpretation of results.  
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Figure 10 Step model of inductive category development 
(Translated by Kohlbacher, 2005, p. 14; original version Mayring, 2000) 

  
 
This method provides the basis for the interpretation of interview transcripts in this research. 

As more interviews are conducted, there is an awareness of emergent categories and 
subsequent fine-tuning of conceptual analysis, taking into consideration the possible 
different interpretations of articulated concepts themselves. This means that the progressive 
transcripts are interrogated and re-interrogated, using Mayring’s inductive category 

development as the process guide. An effective method emerges, utilising the iterative 
‘feedback loop’ as a core means of progressively deducing potential domains of thinking. 
In some cases, the grouping is explicit and obvious, in others, perceptions could fit into 

multiple categories.  

 

3.7        Conclusion 

 
As dialogue around the strengths and limitations of case study research has evolved, it is 

evident that the case study methodology has grown in its sophistication and as a strategy 
for research. It is now perceived in a far broader sphere to be a highly valid form of inquiry 
(Harrison, 2017). As multiple theorists promulgate, case study research is particularly suited 

to addressing a wide range of otherwise complex issues simultaneously. This would be all 
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the more so when the research is seeking to understand the how or why of specific 
phenomena as they unfolded.  
 

A strength of any case study research design, is that it can readily incorporate a range of 
complementary methodologies, within an interpretive, qualitative framework. As the central 
and co-ordinating approach, the case study provides a way of investigating complex 
interactions, within an environment full of variables, all capable of influencing a specific 

phenomenon. Eisner (1991) notes that it is this “confluence of evidence that [bred] 
credibility” (p. 110). Rosenberg and Yates (2007) recognise that this has a practical 
versatility, because the research is “not assigned to a fixed ontological, epistemological or 

methodological position” (p. 447). Merriam (1988) supports that view, adding that the 
strength of case research is its ability to look at the wider phenomena surrounding the case.  
 
The rigour then lies in the detailed analysis of the transcripts and other data sources, which 

build upon each other to provide greater credibility and trustworthiness in the research itself. 
The strength of the qualitative research methodology and the interpretive paradigm, 
becomes evident in these case findings. The interview statements demonstrate a passion 

for an improved pedagogic experience for the students, matched with a clear and obvious 
alignment about what cultural, pedagogic and professional change should look like. This 
will be borne out in the case studies.  

 
This chapter concludes Section One. Section Two that follows, presents the four case 
studies, covering the data and insights gathered from the three participating schools. The 
first case study is AUSS in Sydney, Australia. As outlined in the introduction and 

methodology chapters, SYDC, the research, development and innovation unit of AUSS, is 
presented as a separate, but embedded case study. The two international case studies 
follow – NZS from Auckland, New Zealand and CATS from Barcelona, Spain.  

  



 82 

Section B  Findings 

 
This introduction conveys brief information as to the structure of Section B and how to read 
the findings. It also provides a statement (Table 9) in relation to the summative domains and 
themes as categorised from the collective interview transcription process, used to present 

the findings of each case site. For the sake of chapter clarity, the summative domains and 
themes are repeated in each relevant chapter.  
 

i. The four case studies cover three schools. The findings for each are presented 
separately. The findings are analysed, after which there is a discussion section 
relating to each specific school included in each chapter: 

 

Chapter 4 Case Study 1a: AUSS 
Chapter 5 Case Study 1b: SYDC (an embedded case study, read with 1a. AUSS) 
Chapter 6 Case Study 2: NZS 

Chapter 7 Case Study 3: CATS 
 
ii. A repeated pattern is used to present each case study: 
 

For the purposes of gaining a broader understanding of each institution for this case study 
research, some specific background information is presented in the introduction section for 
each case study. This is supplemented by some brief external commentary, provided as a 

form of first impressions data, as promulgated by Stake (1995). Thus, a repeated pattern is 
used to present each case study: 
 

1. Introduction 
2. Case Background 

2.1 Typology: interview process and iterative categorising of major concepts 
2.2 Case Study background information: general 

2.3 Case Study background information: specific 
3. Findings from collected data organised around the collective domains and themes 

as categorised from the interview transcriptions. The findings integrate the data 

created from site visits, related external commentary, various documents and 
relevant artefacts into the thematic analysis. A vignette is included at the end of the 
findings section, as a summative illustration of the findings. 

4. Case Study – discussion 

5. Concluding Comments 
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iii. Domains and themes as identified and categorised from the collective interview 
data 

 

The data created from the interview transcripts across all four case studies was classified 
as soon as any transcription was completed. That data was progressively categorised using 
the case research design as outlined in Section 3.2.4. The interrogation process looked 

specifically into the how and why of the guiding proposition. How and why does vision and 
a visioning process act as a catalyst for educational change, specifically leading to cultural, 
pedagogic and professional change within a school? What insights are provided by the 

interviewees? How do the case notes from site visits, relevant documents and artefacts 
support these insights?  
 

For the purposes of clarity, where an interview participant has been directly quoted, the 
quotation is in italics. If quoted in-text, the italicised quote has a single inverted comma.  
 
The following five domains, as recorded in Table 9, emerged from this process as being 

consistent across each case research site. These five domains form the specific themes 

which provide the potential insight into the how and why vision and a visioning process act 
as the catalyst for change. The different case studies are examined through these themes.  
 
Table 9  Domains and themes as categorised from the collective interviews 
 

1 Vision is viewed as change: vision is the outcome of a desire for intentional 
change  

2 Priority focus on strengthening pedagogic practice and learning design: 

collaborative preparation time is prioritised to improve learning efficacy 
3 Human resource development is paramount: priority is given to developing 

the human resources and aligning the community with the vision 
4 Active building of a highly positive culture of learning: engaged learning, built 

on positive relationships, is placed as the main culture of the organisation 
5 Processes & frameworks need to support vision: the processes that support 

change and the frameworks used to promote engaged learning, need to be 

effective, well-articulated & understood  
 

(Appendix 3 documents these domains and themes, together with the comments as 

harvested from the transcription process.) 
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Chapter 4 Case Study 1a: AUSS 

 

4.1 Introduction  

 

Section A introduces the wider topic of the inquiry: vision as a catalyst for educational 

change. Chapter One outlines the premise and context for this proposition. It provides the 
background to the research and situates the case studies into that context. In Chapter Two 

the relevant literature is examined through this lens of vision and educational change – 
highlighting a gap in the research that this research aims to fill. While vision is mentioned in 
multiple contexts, there is very little research that looks at, or views, vision and visioning 
processes as powerful catalysts for educational change.  The last chapter in Section One, 

immediately preceding this, looks at the methodology of case-based research.  
 
This chapter is the first part of the central section of the research (Section B), looking at the 

cases studies. The first presented is AUSS. After this, the next chapter outlines the narrative 
and findings of SYDC, the research, development and innovation unit of AUSS, as an 
embedded case study. Following the chapters on AUSS and SYDC, the remaining two 

international case studies are presented: NZS in Auckland, New Zealand and CATS in 
Barcelona, Spain. The focus of the case studies is on the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of vision being an 

effective driver for change: How and why does ‘vision’ impact cultural, pedagogic and 

professional change in three internationally diverse schools?  
 

Following Section B is the third and final section of the research – Section C. It contains a 
cross-analysis of the emergent themes from across the different case studies (Chapter 8) 
and a subsequent discussion in Chapter 9 focusing on the findings. A model for 
implementing vision-led educational change is also proposed. 

 

4.2 AUSS Case background 

 

4.2.1 Typology: iterative categorising of major concepts  
 

As a qualitative case study, specific insights into the connections between establishing 
collective vision through visioning processes and educational change, are revealed through 
direct interviews. Upon analysis, these insights lead to a deeper understanding of the 

significant elements inherent in creating successful pedagogic shift. The findings in the 
AUSS case study are organised around the broad themes as identified and labelled through 
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the typology recorded in Table 9 and in more detail in Appendix 3. The different sources of 

data are integrated into the examination of the resultant domains and themes for analysis. 
 
Four extended formal interviews provide the core audio-recorded data for this section, 

supplemented by the reflections gained through the focus group held for the senior 
leadership team on an opt-in basis. The interviews took place in May 2017 (Simon), July 
2017 (Bob, Kylie, Mike) and September 2017 (Mack). The focus group took place in July 
2017. The responses were progressively analysed and a typology created. This was an 

iterative process where the growing body of data enabled on-going analysis and reflection. 
Comments were classified and as categories emerged, they were trialled as potential fixed 
categories. These were adjusted as further data was collected. The typology led to the 

identification of five broad categories and all comments ascribed to a category. These were 
in turn re-categorised into a wider summative heading as broader themes were determined 
from the compiled responses from each institution. These categories are the ones listed in 
Table 9. The summative headings in Table 9 are not preferenced in any order of perceived 

importance. Given that the interviewees knew in advance that the interviews would explore 
their understanding of vision and change, the category focusing on vision, visioning 
processes and change is placed first. In order to remove perceptions of question bias, there 

has been no specific importance assigned to a point raised by all four interviewees, as the 
semi-structured flow of questions meant that the dialogue differed for each interview. If a 
point was naturally made, it has been included as part of the wider data.  

 

4.2.2 Case Study background information: general  
 
AUSS is included as a predominant case study in this research. There are two chapters 

covering both AUSS and SYDC. SYDC, the research, development and innovation unit of 
AUSS, is presented as an embedded case study (Chapter 5). The two chapters should be 
read in conjunction with the other, as they relate to two parts of the one organisation. Legally 
AUSS and SYDC are one institution. The selection of AUSS and SYDC is in the context of 

the research proposition: vision as a catalyst for educational change – cultural, pedagogic 
and professional. As the participant-researcher, the topic arises from the experience at 

AUSS where vision and a shared visioning process, is understood and viewed to be the 
driver for initiating and steering significant pedagogic change at the school (see Section 
1.4). The intention of a shared visioning process was always to create new school-wide 
pedagogic paradigms more suited to collective perceptions of future career scenarios, the 
belief that every child could and should be engaged into effective learning, and an 

appreciation for a rapidly changing technological environment.   
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In the experience of AUSS, the direction for pedagogic, cultural and professional change 
emerged through a recurrent and shared process of observing other schools and 
institutions, focusing specifically on aspects of practice that challenged and grew collective 

thinking. Opportunities were appropriated to undertake this collective observation 
repeatedly over a number of years and to always involve people from as many different 
sections of the school community as possible. In this way, the establishment of collective 
vision arose directly from a collective visioning process. This process gradually shaped the 

framework for a consistent school-wide pedagogy and set the scene for any sub-section of 
the school to further interpret the collective vision into their curriculum design, professional 
development and culture. (Section 1.7 outlines what is assumed as the broad pedagogic 

scheme, learning dispositions and program aims.) 
 
4.2.3 AUSS Case Study background information: specific  
 

For the purposes of gaining a broader understanding of each institution for this case 
research, some specific background information is presented in the introduction section for 
each case study. The selected commentary is relevant to the notion of vision and a visioning 

process being a catalyst for observed educational change as it relates to the institution.  
 
Stake’s (1995) notion of first impressions data (p. 49) is useful as it does help to set the 

scene for the presentation and analysis of research findings. Four external first impression 
perspectives are included at this point. The first external observation for AUSS is from a UK 
education consultant and author. Price (2013) reflects on his understanding of the essence 

of change at AUSS/SYDC: “You wouldn’t typically expect to see a hothouse of educational 
innovation in a quiet, middle class, leafy suburb of Sydney. But that’s exactly where you’ll 
find [AUSS/SYDC].” Price goes on to state that “[AUSS/SYDC] is perhaps what would have 

happened had Thomas Edison been an educator, rather than an inventor” (p. 168). Another 
similar reflection on the pedagogic practice at AUSS in action, and from an international 
perspective, appears in a blog post published subsequent to a site visit (Busquiel, 2016), 
translated here from the original Spanish: 

 
[AUSS] is one of the world's examples of a school that demonstrates that change is 

 necessary and possible - a paradigm shift, in designing the learning space, in how to 

train students to take charge of their own learning.  
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Also with regard to the outcome of the school’s vision for learning and pedagogic change, 

Harrison and Hutton (2014) note that AUSS set about “exploring the nature of change in 
educational space to see how the gap between pedagogy, space, technology and 
architecture might be narrowed” (p. 70). On their web-based listing, the OECD Center for 

Learning Environments (2011b) describes the built infrastructure of AUSS as being designed 
“as a well-resourced and inspiring space for teachers to effectively integrate ICT into 
pedagogy … The building emphasises the critical importance of positive social relationships 
between all participants”. This last observation highlights an emphasis on positive social 

relationships as being at the core of the vision for a changed paradigm for learning. 
 
These commentaries provide an external perspective of what was observed in relation to 

the cultural, pedagogic and professional practice of AUSS, which itself was the outcome of 
the collective visioning process undertaken within the community. The reflective 
commentary identifies and describes aspects of the preferred learning culture, outlining the 
emphasis on an integrated understanding of the wider environment (physical and human), 

the importance of positive relationships and the encouragement to experiment and 
prototype as a key method of learning. These reflections align with the comments made in 
the interviews conducted in relation to AUSS, creating an early cross-verification of data as 

part of the wider triangulation of data.   
 
The following information from internal sources provides more specific information as a 

background to the findings included in this chapter. While as participant-researcher the 
information could be drawn from first-hand experience, the selection of information is 
intentionally limited to the information available from the same range of documents as for 
the other case studies (see Section 3.4.4). Accordingly, information is sourced from the 

different documents that are used for staff induction, visitor or parent handouts and any 

publicly available annual reports. While none of these documents are vision statements, as 
publicly available documents they reflect the pedagogic and cultural outcomes of the 
progressive visioning process which led to their creation. 
 
AUSS was founded in 1981. During the first eighteen years, AUSS had a single stream of 

co-educational classes across a K-12 school. By 1999 it had an enrolment of around 250 
students. In the late 1990s, the governance group of AUSS made a decision to allow 
enrolment expansion and more fully utilise the land upon which the school was built. During 

the following decade and a half, the school grew to a peak and capped enrolment of 1300.  
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The physical growth was matched by a visioning process intended to create fresh 

educational vision that endeavoured to embed collaborative, student-centred and inquiry-
based learning as the consistent school-wide pedagogic model for learning (see Section 
1.7). The pedagogic model was developed over an extended period of years. The process 

for developing a cohesive pedagogic model was through a shared visioning approach and 
is outlined in one of the AUSS artefacts used as data for the purposes of this research 
(Figure 11). From the interviews and other field conversations, the model as presented in 
the artefact, is both widely understood and implemented by AUSS employees, and also 

shared with visiting groups as the model for progressive visioning.  
 
The artefact highlights in a visual way, the pivotal role that a visioning process has in fine-

tuning ideas, regardless of where an idea originates. In a cyclic context, all ideas will travel 
through a visioning element that helps describe, recalibrate or grow the idea for school-wide 
uptake. The notion that vision should be grown was strong among the AUSS interviewees 
in particular.  

 
Figure 11 AUSS Artefact: Model for managing educational change  

 
An outcome of this cyclic process was the development of a range of strategies that were 
progressively introduced over a multi-year timeframe and constantly re-communicated 

within the community. These included: 
 

- developing a growth mindset within students, staff and parents; 
- reframing pastoral programs and responses around positive learning frameworks; 

- incorporating design thinking processes at both professional development and 
student activity levels; 

- preferencing student agency (‘choice and voice’) as contexts arise; 
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- developing an eclectic toolbox of pedagogic approaches, with project-based 

learning being a predominant method; 
- the selective use of data to help teachers diagnose issues within their classes; 
- a coaching mindset to teacher professional development, in preference, where 

possible, to appraisal processes; 
- distributed leadership structures; 
- minimisation of formal meetings; 
- direct instruction at professional development sessions to be limited to ten minutes 

(in line with class-based expectations); 
- a mindset of collaboration, not competition; 
- an inclusive approach to special education, provided in situ; 

- physical spatial transparency – progressively every space has been renovated to 
provide maximum opportunity for see-through glass. 

 
To support the implementation of vision, student cohorts are organised either within stage-

based learning (in the primary section and for the organisation of some of the Stage 5 
curriculum in the secondary school), or in year groupings (in the rest of the secondary 
section). This matches the external curricula framework as mandated by the state 

government and as outlined by NESA (NSW Educational Standards Authority). The 
organisation of the primary section is not the typical primary school organisation used 
across the state, which commonly sub-divides the stage-based framework into separate 

year groups. The AUSS cohort organisation is explained in more detail in Table 10.  
 

Table 10 AUSS cohort organisation, based on enrolment structures 
(source: AUSS Annual Reports for NESA) 

 
Stage 1 4 classes equivalent; organised into early Stage 1 & Stage 1 clusters – the 

Living Room program 

Stage 2 4 classes equivalent organised into two connected sub clusters – the Plaza 
program 

Stage 3 6 classes equivalent organised into two connected sub clusters – the Zone 

program 

Stage 4 Year levels separated; 12-14 classes in total; capacity to team teach in 
multiple locations. Unlimited is a cross grade collaborative program that 

sits outside mandated curriculum 
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Stage 5 Year levels separated for core subjects; 12-14 classes in total; Stage 5 

elective subjects taught across stage. Non-mandatory elective course 
options available 

Stage 6 Year levels separated; 12-14 classes in total; HSC and vocational options; 

some accredited AUSS online courses offered as well 

 

The growth narrative of AUSS since 1999 is an important factor, as it required considered 
planning and team work. New staff were needed to match the growth and this presented an 

opportunity for the employment of people well aligned to an evolving vision. Also, the parent 
community who were looking to enrol their children into the school, were introduced to the 
pedagogic vision as a starting point for dialogue. This growth phase also required the 

consistent construction of new buildings and the renovation of existing space, again 
opening an opportunity for new thinking around learning spaces suited to collaborative 
models of teaching and learning. In these ways, a visioning (envisioning and re-visioning) 
process was constant.  

 
The terminology of a community is viewed at AUSS as having significant influence over 
culture and mindset. Accordingly, there has been an expectation that when a change occurs 

in the terminology to be used, it will be adopted by every person in the community. As a 
result, many words or concepts have been progressively changed or their usage ceased, 
outlined in Table 11:  
 

Table 11  Terminology changes at AUSS 
(source: AUSS Staff Induction information) 

 

Original terminology AUSS replacement 
  

Students Learners 
Faculty Head Learning Leader 

Faculties Learning Areas 

Classrooms Learning Spaces 
Periods Learning Sessions 

Homework home learning; pre-learning; 
applied learning 

Detentions [ceased] 
Bells [ceased] 
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The use of the term ‘learning’ in as many contexts as possible, itself an outcome of the 

visioning process, has reinforced the shift from teacher-centred to student-centred learning. 
This pervasive shift in turn initiated a ripple effect of choices across the operation of the 
school. One of the main challenges, identified and recalled by the AUSS interview focus 

group, was to gain consistency in pedagogic experience across the school. The 
development of school-wide pedagogy was an outcome of the collective vision. 
 
In 1999, the predominant architectural model for the built infrastructure of AUSS was the 

commonly used single cell classroom model, connected by an exterior verandah. As is 
typical of many Australian and New Zealand schools, the classroom blocks surrounded a 
space that would in essence form a quadrangle, whether concrete or grass. As the thinking 

connected to the design of learning spaces evolved with increasing enrolments, so too did 
the thinking around the integration of technology into learning and spaces. Table 12 lists 
some key developments within the AUSS journey of educational change (2002 – 2017). 
 

Table 12  Key developments: AUSS 2002-2017  
(source: AUSS Annual Reports for NESA) 

 

Year Activity Information 

   
2002 AUSS Portal Initial conceptual design and implementation 

2004 AUSS joined Macquarie 
Partner School 

Macquarie Partner School program: awarded 
study fellowship for 2005 to examine online 
course delivery in Europe & Canada 

2005 Moodle platform chosen 
(AUSS LEARN)  

LEARN AUSS developed on the Moodle LMS 

2005 Study Tour (1) re online 

learning 

6 countries visited for an in-depth analysis of 

evidential best practice in online learning 

2005 SYDC conceived & 
commenced 

SYDC conceived and initiated as an in-school 
research, development & innovation unit 

2005 AUSS Beyond Borders A collaborative platform developed for 
language projects  

2006 AUSS HSC Online 

platform 

HSC Online Moodle instance created to 

support delivery of fully online HSC courses 

2006 Study Tour (2) re online 
learning 

Specialised study tour focusing on online 
course delivery in Iceland & Finland 
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2006 AUSS PETE platform A separate Moodle instance to support 

Primary Education Through e-Learning (PETE) 

2007 Completion of pervasive 
ICT roll out 

All learning spaces fitted out with digital 
projector, screen, internet and computer 

2007 RAP commenced Real Audience Project (RAP) initiated to 
provide a global audience for student projects 

2008 GLV Matrix program 

created 

D Block re-modelled into a collaborative 

learning space for Year 7 integrated curriculum 
program – The Matrix 

2008 Stage 3 collaborative 

program created 

Stage 3 classes developed strategies for a 

comprehensive collaborative teaching program 

2008  Raising Achievement 
study tour 

AUSS leadership undertake specialized study 
tour of high performing UK schools to analyse 

common elements leading to improved 
student academic outcomes 

2008 Design ideation for 

SYDC Building 

Progressive process to design a signature 

building for collaborative learning 

2009 AUSS Second Life 
platforms 

AUSS Second Life (staff development space) 
and Teen Second Life (student learning) 

platforms created  

2010 SYDC Building opened Significant increase in availability of multimodal 
learning spaces for clusters of classes  

2010 Quest program initiated Year 8 integrated program in Science & HSIE 
commenced 

2010 AUSS YouTube French French language lessons streamed via 

YouTube 

2010 Stage 3 Zone program 
commences 

Stage 3 collaborative integrated program 
shifted to old library (re-named ‘The Zone’); the 

Zone program commences 

2010 Expansion of WiFi 
network 

Vision to provide WiFi access to all learning 
spaces and many outdoor locations enacted 

2010 Tours of AUSS Structure developed to handle visitation 
requests & in-school professional development 

2011 The Zone space 

renovated  

The Zone space renovation completed for start 

of 2011: 180 students, 6 classes in combined 
collaborative program & space 
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2011 AUSS Minecraft 

platform developed 

Teen Second Life closes; AUSS creates 

Minecraft platform using a dedicated server 

2011 BER Sport & Community 
centre 

BER funds used to create Sport & Community 
Centre & space for design & technology 

2011 GO Rwanda starts  Service-based learning opportunity in Rwanda 

2011 BYOD implemented  BYOD implemented across Years 5 -12 

2011 Annual SYDC study 
tours commenced 

SYDC/AUSS leadership of study tours 
targeting middle leadership development for 
AUSS and external participants 

2012 Internet upgrade Targeted development of school internet 
connectivity 

2012 Senior Leadership (SLT) 
re-organisation 

Collaborative process to better align SLT roles 
to vision and resources 

2013 Stage 2 collaborative 
program strengthened 

Refurbishment commences to enable 
collaborative learning hubs for Stage 2 classes 

2013 Middle Leadership re-
organisation 

Collaborative process to align middle 
leadership roles to vision & SLT functions 

2013 Conceptual design for 
new central community 

space 

Intensive design process for ‘Project 
Barcelona’: intentional design of new co-

working and community spaces at AUSS 

2013 Rhythm n Blues music 
space development 

Design and implementation work for re-
developing music learning spaces 

2014 Science learning space 
re-development 

Re-modelling of learning spaces as part of a 
vision for collaborative science learning spaces   

2014 Extensive building 

program 

Major building program requiring creative use 

of non-construction spaces 

2015 Manhattan & the City 
opens 

New community facilities opened, including 
co-working study space for senior students; 

community meeting spaces; co-working 
spaces for SLT; collaborative science spaces 

2016 Living Room program 

developed 

Years 1 & 2 move into collaborative space as a 

prelude to renovating the space as a purpose-
designed re-fit 

2017 Living Room & Narnia 

library space renovated  

Renovations of The Hub as a collaborative 

space for Stage 1 completed for start of year 
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2017 ‘The Islands’ design 

commences 

Planning for refurbishment & re-use of Stage 1 

spaces as collaborative learning spaces for 
secondary: extended lounge room concept 

 

The recurrent emphasis over the last decade in particular has been on creating campus-
wide infrastructure supporting team and collaborative teaching methodologies for the 
purpose of facilitating a school-wide pedagogic model, in order to enact the collective vision 

for cultural, pedagogic and professional change. By the end of 2017, all Stage 1 to Stage 3 
(primary) learning spaces cater for clustered teams of at least three or more teachers 
working in stage-based, multi-grade student groups. In the secondary section, 
approximately 80% of learning spaces are designed around the potential for between two 

to four teachers working in collaboration.  

 

4.3 Findings from collected data 

 

Domains and themes as categorised from the collective interviews (as presented in Table 
9): 
 

1 Vision is viewed as change: vision is the outcome of a desire for intentional 

change  
2 Priority focus on strengthening pedagogic practice and learning design: 

collaborative preparation time is prioritised to improve learning efficacy 
3 Human resource development is paramount: priority is given to developing 

the human resources and aligning the community with the vision 
4 Active building of a highly positive culture of learning: engaged learning, built 

on positive relationships, is placed as the main culture of the organisation 
5 Processes & frameworks need to support vision: the processes that support 

change and the frameworks used to promote engaged learning, need to be 
effective, well-articulated & understood  

 
 

4.3.1 Vision is viewed as change: vision is the outcome of a desire for intentional change 
 
In line with van der Helm’s (2009) proposition that “a theory of vision is a theory of change” 

(p. 100), the points raised by the AUSS interviewees reinforce the notion that vision and 
visioning processes are foundational to catalysing change. Bob reflected on the way vision 

seemed to operate for the staff: ‘Every year there was a vision or an idea that was cultivated 
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at the start of the year … but it wasn’t just that it was an idea. It was that we would workshop 

an idea. We would develop the idea in the same pedagogical framework that we were 

intending to teach other students, or our students with’. Bob identified a critical component 
of the AUSS model – being that vision is always intended to be a living process, not a 

statement that is broadcast for a period of time, but then essentially hidden. In a similar way, 
Simon, Kylie and Mike all echoed these thoughts about empowerment. For Simon, such 

freedom and empowerment was ‘at the core of the strength of the AUSS learning model – 

living within a culture that sought to support new ways of covering course material’.  
 

An analysis of the commentary with respect to vision and visioning processes, highlights a 
shared understanding that vision at AUSS has always been viewed as something that, once 
expressed, needs to be grown by those operating within that vision. Growth in this context, 

as captured in Bob’s comment, is a response process. In a pragmatic sense, this means 
that vision is intended to empower the community – and in that empowerment, extend and 
grow the vision.  
 

In practice, Bob saw this as empowerment to create his own sub-vision ‘established 
collaboratively under that broader vision, without having too much expectation of what that 

would be [and] I was allowed to just work on that with my team’. This process in turn drove 
the ideation phase, leading to eventual curriculum or program development. Bob provided 
the anecdote of the secondary music team at AUSS. The music team, involving two core 
permanent teachers, supported by Bob, created a sub-vision where students would be 
immersed in the reality of the music industry – supporting the school-wide notion that 

learning spaces at AUSS should as much as possible replicate the real-world environments 

of the specific discipline. ‘Music at the speed of thought’ being a common mantra.  
 
The interviewees collectively described the way in which pedagogic, professional and 
cultural change played out in practice. Having understood the wider vision, a sectional or 
faculty team process interprets this as a further vision-extending exercise, into the 

curriculum design and pedagogic practice of their section. Vision becomes a tangible reality 
that drives the onwards change processes. When these onward changes in a sub-section 
are congruent with the expressions of the collective vision, then greater clarity is achieved, 

fostering a cyclic approach. Consistency in the form of school-wide pedagogy is achieved 
as a result of the strength of the collective process.  
 

In her interview, Kylie likewise highlighted the vision-enabled empowerment in ways relevant 
to her teaching area and experience. With the emphasis moving away from prescriptive up-
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front programming, there was an encouragement to be more spontaneous in the conduct 

of a longer unit – allowing the momentum to follow the interests of the learners. Kylie 
recollected that the team were given the freedom to, and indeed encouraged to, trial 
backwards programming. Programming that captures where the learning has gone, tracking 

the key curriculum components that can be readily understood to have been covered: 
 

One particular reflection which I value now in hindsight – was … about backwards 

programming. [Rob] was really trying to encourage people to exploit learning 
moments and go down trails of thinking that kids had, and not to worry so much 

about the content descriptors or whatever. You can back fill those in. Even though 

at the time I thought it was a cool idea, I don’t think I truly grasped how powerful that 
concept is in freeing up teachers to take risks, to exploit those learning moments. 
(Kylie) 

 
Mike demonstrated his own understanding of this sense of empowerment, when he stated: 

‘There was never any pressure to have to go and paint in the numbers.’  He described the 
freedom to take the pathway created by an understanding of the wider vision and turn that 

into a discipline-specific journey, noting that ‘I felt that I always had permission to be able 
to go and work with other people and possibly work with my team to work out, how this will 

be traversed.’ 
 

The interviews relating to AUSS reveal that the journey was always an outward focused one. 
Ideas were picked up from research or by visiting other schools, museums or programs. 
Mike, Simon, Kylie and Bob all highlighted the significance of embarking on such visits. For 

them, it was another critical component in shaping fresh vision. A combination of research-
based input, associated on many occasions with a physical visit to other schools in either 
Australia or overseas, is reflected in their commentary as an easily understood strategy to 

accelerate the creation of a sub-vision. 
 
As a compilation of reflections and observations, the four interviews identified a common 
recognition that resourcing followed ideas at AUSS. In this way, pedagogic change is linked 

to budgeting processes, further accelerating the wider educational change. Specific 
comments highlight the notion that all ideas were valued – even if they were placed into a 
funding or resourcing queue. There was an evident sense that resourcing would follow ideas 

– especially ones that involved the re-design of spaces to enable new pedagogies. Both 
Mike and Bob recalled the process of working with external architects and planners to bring 
the ideas generated by their teams to fruition. They also likened this process to generating 
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further momentum and ownership. Adding to this notion of organic momentum, Kylie noted 

that ‘even if funding was not immediately forthcoming, teachers at AUSS were innately 
resourceful’, reflecting that if a new strategy was sufficiently compelling, teachers 
understood the internal operations of AUSS management sufficiently to ensure that ideas 

‘just happened’.  
 
The interviewees all recognised the importance of striving for a consistency in collective 
understanding of vision. Without this, ideas would not sustain. With it, ideas are fully 

supported. Mack further iterated these thoughts, when he stated that no longer is it just 

‘pockets of innovation, the whole school has to adopt that innovative approach – so the 

innovation is embedded in what we do … there has been a shift from one-off early adopters 
to an expectation for everybody’. Vision and the accompanying visioning processes are the 
instigator of pervasive change. The key, Mack stated, in any long-term change cycle is the 

‘constant reference to vision and big picture thinking’ and this vision being communicated 
repeatedly to the middle leadership, who in turn take responsibility for sharing that vision.   
 
Some field notes capturing the reflections of visitors to AUSS reflect the same perception 

conveyed in the interviews where it is the integration of the macro picture (the wider vision) 
into the sub-sections of the school, that influences micro level change in individual 
pedagogic practice. Two comments provided as part of post-visit feedback (and quoted 

with permission), add further weight to an analysis that suggests it was the integration of 
different elements of change through a clear cohesive vision that drove the process. One 

visitor remarked that ‘AUSS provides that rare example where all the different elements of 

change, so often referred to in research, or seen in part elsewhere, come together as a 
whole, and in observing it, you think, yes, finally I can see the bigger picture as a possibility’ 

(2015). A similar comment was recorded after a separate visit: ‘I can see it is possible to 

bring the different elements of change for twenty first century learning together into a 
cohesive scheme’ (2016).  
 
A document that holds particular interest in light of the research proposition about vision 

and visioning processes, is the AUSS Blueprint for the Future. The document reflects 
collective visioning processes towards the start of the intentional change cycle. The 
Blueprint was developed by a consultative and collective visioning process in March 1999, 

describing a preferred future for AUSS twenty years hence, with the intention of getting the 
school community to grow their individual and collective capacity to describe change in 
specific language, including pedagogic, professional and cultural implications. Some 
excerpts from this document are included here: 
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Table 13 Excerpts from the AUSS ‘Blueprint for the Future’ 

 
AUSS Blueprint for the Future 

  

Organisation AUSS is fully double streamed, with around 800 students. The school is 
managed as a series of sub units, which retain the small school focus. 

 

Curriculum 

 

Curriculum is constructed recognising that 70% of the careers in 2020 
will have little relevance to the curriculum taught now, so the focus will 
be on skills acquisition – comprehension, analysis, problem solving, 
decision making, synthesis, evaluation. The use of technology will be 

integrated into all subject areas and about 25-30% of all work involves 
technology enhanced learning. 
 

Staff Staff are well versed in understanding the connections between 
teaching strategies and student learning style. This has proven to be 
critical in improving student motivation. The management structure 
reflects the significant emphasis on staff development. 

 
Technology Students understand the potential of technology enhanced learning. 

They have not been taught lessons in understanding applications – 

rather the focus has been on problem solving assignments which 
require them to access information from a variety of sources. 
Secondary students (and parents) can go into the school’s homepage 
in the evening and check this term’s assignment in a particular year / 

subject. Many schools around the world electronically chat with the 
AUSS student population and this proves to be a great motivator for 
learning. 

 
School 
Environment 

A sense of calm is the first strong hallmark of AUSS. Walking into the 
grounds this is clearly a fun learning environment. The school 

environment is typified by open spaces. Room design follows 
functional need – open, lots of glass and access to shared resources. 

 
There is a clear alignment between these statements and the outcomes of the recurrent 

ensuing visioning processes that sought to develop and grow the ideas over the next two 
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decades. The document provides evidence that a vision, or in this case, a ‘blueprint’, can 

establish a wider process that will activate desired change.  
 
The AUSS interviews also reveal an appreciation for an intentional annual cycle of vision re-

set and growth as a means to catalyse change. Mike, Simon and Bob all referred explicitly 
to this annual process, aware that the development of vision came as a result of a shared 
process in the preceding year, utilising opportunities to observe other schools or 

institutions, talk with other educators and collectively develop the immediate vision priorities 
for the following year. Mike, Simon and Bob all identified that along with all staff, they would 
attend a session at the start of the year where the vision and immediate priorities established 

for that year would be introduced and further workshopped. They noted that this established 
a strong, clear and practical culture of anticipation and aspiration for the year. They 
described taking the articulated vision, with the connected priorities, into small group 
workshops and endeavouring to interpret the priorities in a practical way as relevant to their 

section. Bob summed it up by stating: 
 

That was the initial inspiration. … We would have to take the idea, develop a concept 

for it and then present it to people in a short timeframe. (Bob) 
 
The interviews reflect the impact of this initial collective visioning and how ideas were 
ultimately brought into being, changing the pedagogic, professional and cultural practices 
of the school.  

 
4.3.2 Pedagogic change: priority focus on strengthening pedagogic practice and 

learning design: collaborative preparation time is prioritised to improve learning 

efficacy 
 
The second area identified as a cluster of related points reveals the connections between 
vision, visioning processes and a consistent school-wide pedagogic approach to learning 
and students. There is a high level of visual and verbal consistency with respect to learning 
evident in the data. The terminology used in practice was observed to align closely with the 

theories of learning espoused and the processes leading to their development.  
 
As the collective momentum towards establishing a school-wide pedagogy intensified, the 

interviewees shared a recollection that over time, there was greater alignment between their 
classroom and professional practice. The interviewees recounted that the purpose of 
visioning processes at a sectional level was to develop new methodologies that would better 
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lead to identifiably stronger engagement into learning.  All whole-staff professional or 

curriculum development started to mirror the pedagogic shift expected in the classrooms 
and professional time is seen, via the data, to be prioritised around enabling effective 
learning and strengthening methodological practice.  

 

Mack recalled it this way: ‘we would workshop [an] idea in the same methodological 
framework that we were intending to use with our students’. Mack talked of the pedagogic 

lessons learnt on the way, especially in the design of learning sessions: ‘the teacher has to 

curate the experience, orchestrating the experience for the kids’ to maximise engagement. 
Mack also spoke of the need for consistency, not only in pedagogic style, but also in 

approaches to homework and behavioural management. Mack went on to state that ‘when 
we dropped detention completely, that was a key initiative and the program that has 

developed from that is the positive learning framework. That was essential in that 
[experience] taught us that you can’t have different paradigms operating within the school’.   
 
This shift to enacting vision was seen to go beyond the methodologies chosen by teachers 

or teams, to re-thinking the use of the space assigned to any particular faculty or class. In 
the dialogue with Mike, as the Learning Leader in Mathematics, it was very much his vision 
to see as much of the wall space in the two core renovations designed with input from his 

team. The two rooms named ‘dY and dX’ have almost all available wall space constructed 
as writeable space. According to Mike, this designed aspect was to enable mathematics to 

become a ‘highly visible language within the school’, in line with the school’s vision for broad 
scale visible thinking.  
 
The interviews highlight the shared perception that the long-term impetus for creating new 

learning modules is the growing appreciation for what ‘future-focused’ learning could mean 
for their discipline area. This encouragement to adopt a constantly developing awareness 
of changing futures acted as another mechanism to inform pedagogic and professional 
practice, further accelerating and embedding change. An analysis of the data reveals more 

about the why and how of vision acting as the catalyst for pervasive change. 
 

There are a range of documents that capture the AUSS learning model (see Appendices).  
These include: 
 

- AUSS Learning Metaphor (2014) (Appendix 4); 
- What makes Learning at AUSS distinctive? (2015) (Appendix 5); and 
- AUSS Learning Curiosity Model (2016) (Appendix 6) 
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The documents record a high level of consistency in pedagogic approaches across the 
timeframes, as well as a central focus on student-centred learning. Samples from these 
documents are included here as they provide additional data that illustrates the outcome of 

visioning processes connected to developing a new pedagogic paradigm for AUSS: 
 

Table 14 AUSS Learning Metaphor (2014) 
(source: AUSS teacher on-boarding and professional development material) 

 
Document Quotes 

 

AUSS Learning 
Metaphor (2014) 

 

‘The deeply held learning values of AUSS are evidenced in the 
culture, the behaviours and the attitudes that reinforce our unique 
identity. This overarching culture, the expression of the identity of 

AUSS, deliberately shifts from the notion of school as separate, 
disconnected and individualistic, to one that builds and reinforces 
the skills and attributes that are essential for success through the 
21st Century.’ 

  
 ‘Learning is optimized in community, and more specifically, in 

relationship.’ 

 ‘Once values are known, shared and owned by teachers, they guide 
and shape the planning of the curriculum experiences for the 
students.’ 

 

The document links the expressed learning model of AUSS to the desired vision of 
pedagogic change. The descriptions of the pedagogic practice, culture and values mirror 
the sentiments conveyed in the interviews, suggesting that the process of collective 

visioning has led to a consistency of pedagogic practice. As an additional form of data 
looking into vision and visioning processes as catalysts for change, the document captures 
a close correlation between that which is recorded (written) and that which is observed in 
practice and heard in professional conversations.  

 
A subsequent document (Table 15), developed the following year, sought to further clarify 
the school-wide pedagogic model: 
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Table 15 What makes Learning at AUSS distinctive? (2015) 

(source: AUSS teacher on-boarding and professional development material) 
 

Document Quotes 

  
What makes 
Learning at AUSS 

distinctive? (2015) 

‘AUSS uses the curriculum as the basis for created modules that will 
enable a love of learning. To achieve that, learning must be deep, 

authentic & personal.’ 
  
 ‘Curiosity is crucial to creating effective learners. Once curiosity has 

been embedded, a learner will thrive.’ 

  
 ‘Learning in the context of functional, positive relationships is of vital 

importance.’ 

  
 ‘Learners need to be able to take the lead in their own learning – and 

this is a process that can be developed as successive teachers and 
programs reinforce that common goal. Resilience is an active 

growth target.’  
  
 ‘At AUSS, we prioritise teacher professional growth, as we seek to 

shape a consistent learning journey for all students.’ 
 
In the context of analysing how and why strong co-created vision can be a catalyst for 
educational change, the document ‘What makes Learning at AUSS distinctive?’ captures a 

great deal of the process for visioning pedagogic, professional and cultural change in 
particular. Teaching methodologies must support an environment where curiosity is allowed 
to drive learning and where students progressively take responsibility for their learning.  

 
The role of professional growth is detailed to be of high importance as it is through such 
processes that consistency will be developed. The correlation between the data which can 

be observed, the data about educational change that has been captured in the transcripts, 
and the data arising from AUSS documentation, is high.  
 
This correlation is further evidenced in the AUSS Learning Curiosity Model (2016): 
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Table 16 AUSS Learning Curiosity Model (2016) 
(source: AUSS teacher on-boarding and professional development material) 

 

Document Quotes 

  
AUSS Learning 

Curiosity Model 
(2016) 

‘We learn 24/7 and in a world where mobile devices allow us to find 

information and access knowledge anywhere and anytime, schools 
need to blend the myriad ways of learning. The heart of the school 
becomes the rich relationships that support and encourage that 
learning.’ 

  
 ‘Curious and creative – that is how we are made.’ 
  

 ‘At AUSS there are a number of givens – we want learning to be fun, 
passionate, deep, authentic, personal, engaging, serious, relevant. 
We want real life application. We want learners to go deeply into 
topics where perhaps they did not even initially recognise a passion.’ 

  
 ‘A desire for deep understanding, linked to the opportunity to apply 

that knowledge to any issue, could mean that the mandated 

curriculum is but a small stepping stone along the pathway to creative 
solutions far more complex than that which may be examined. AUSS 
believes there should be no limits to learning.’ 

 

This third document reveals an ongoing consistency in the interpretation of collective 
vision, especially as relating to the desired pedagogic changes. The pedagogic focus 

outlined in the document includes a recognition that learning can now be anywhere and 

anytime learning, with the goal of enabling curiosity and creativity to grow. These 
documents were created through a collective visioning process with the primary intention 
of clarifying the pedagogic approach and learning dispositions of AUSS for new staff.  
 
Two artefacts clarify the pedagogic goal of a consistent school-wide pedagogy. The first 

(Figure 12) establishes a visual representation of the preferred pedagogic zone ‘(z)’ adopted 
by AUSS teachers collectively. The artefact was the outcome of professional dialogue that 

sought to visualise an AUSS collective agreement about pedagogic styles. The senior 
leadership team focus group refers to this artefact as being significant in helping teachers 
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understand the vision for school-wide pedagogy. The artefact is used as a coaching tool in 

professional development contexts and on-boarding processes. The on-boarding program 
is an outcome of a visioning process that sought to improve induction programs and 
develop an ongoing training program for beginning teachers in particular.  

 
Figure 12 AUSS Artefact – Pedagogic styles (2014) 

(source: AUSS teacher on-boarding and professional development material) 
 

 
 

The interviews conducted for the research highlighted the strong ownership of the 
concept of school-wide pedagogy, in order for students to experience consistent 
classroom methodologies across learning sessions, less impacted by which teacher takes 
the course. This artefact was nominated by a number of staff when asked to list 

documents and diagrams that had been significant in enacting the vision of implementing 
school wide pedagogy.  
 

A further artefact is included as data for the AUSS research. The artefact is a diagrammatic 
explanation (Figure 13) of the school-wide pedagogic and curriculum framework. As with 
Figure 12, this artefact is sourced from the AUSS on-boarding and professional 

development program. The diagram is another artefact referenced by AUSS teachers as 
one that visualises the outcome of AUSS pedagogic visioning dialogue. The diagram 
clarifies the importance of a consistent experience of curriculum for the learners. Students 
engage in a curriculum experience, bringing their prior knowledge and skills. Teachers come 

into this same process with their inherent capacity as professionals and with a desire to be 
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creative in their pedagogic approaches. Students and teachers meet in the learning 

experience, based on relevant or mandated curriculum. 
 

Figure 13 AUSS Artefact – Curiosity/curriculum experience model 

(source: AUSS teacher on-boarding and professional development material) 
 

 
 

An extensive and prolonged journey of observing other models of learning, combined with 
an appreciation for educational research, formed the visioning process for the model. In 
reality, the journey commenced in the early 2000s and is still active as visioning processes 
are recurrent and form the on-going basis for future pedagogic development and dialogue 

around preferred professional practice and culture.  
 
The focus group of senior leadership discussed the impact of the prioritising of professional 

development time, over time assigned to simply ‘meeting’. Professional conversations they 

recounted, ‘have far greater impact in promoting and sustaining change’. With the emphasis 
on professional pedagogic coaching, the focus group discussed the methodologies around 

coaching and the importance of on-boarding in preference to induction. They recognised 

that ‘the impact of people with roles targeting coaching and on-boarding, provides both 

confidence and accountability in any change process’. The interviews clarified the 
importance of creating and delivering a sustained on-boarding process.  
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The field notes, documentation and artefacts, together with the interviews, reveal a high 

level of consistency with regard to the priority focus on pedagogic practice at AUSS. This 
consistency is evidenced in the language, terminology, visual displays, multimedia or 
documentation, as well as the visible language of learning and the commentary expressed 

in the interviews. All forms of data captured in the case research on AUSS highlight the 
emphasis afforded to professional dialogue and the strategies arising from the on-going 
shared visioning processes that endeavour to keep strengthening professional capacity as 
central to the vision of pedagogic change.  

 

4.3.3 Professional change: human resource development is paramount: priority is given 

to developing the human resources and aligning the community with the vision 
 
All interviews identified the priority placed on developing the human resource of AUSS. As 

noted, there is a stated recognition evidenced in the transcripts that time for professional 
development has been preferenced over time for more conventional school meetings. The 
data identified a potential conundrum in that a widely understood and communicated goal 
of the visioning process is to empower the community to grow the vision of the school (see 

Section 4.2.3, Figure 11). On the other hand, there is a stated intention to bring all people 
into active alignment with the school’s educational vision. This tension appears to be 
resolved by the strength of the broad vision as it is communicated. The clarity of 

understanding new directions of collective thought and vision should in itself empower 
people to grow that vision in aligned directions.  
 
The interviews highlighted some of the challenges of bringing a team of people, especially 

those with new staff, into the pedagogic vision of the wider school. Mike and Bob in 
particular identified that having someone in a team context not fully appreciating the extent 
of vision, or the professional implications and expectations around pedagogy, could (and 

did) cause a team to lose momentum.  
 
The focus group involving members of the senior leadership team, recount the development 

of a new staff selection strategy in order to strengthen the pipeline of potentially well-aligned 
staff. This strategy they recall, has been fine-tuned over the last decade with the driving 
philosophy to protect the vision of AUSS and to protect the professional satisfaction of 
employees: 

 

We were very strategic from around 2008 about how we brought people in. I can 

remember even then we were doing that process again, again and again … That 
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growth period and the change in the way we were looking for staff, completely 

reframed who we were looking for – people ready for change, embrace collaboration 

and who were not frightened of being seen. They had to be prepared to give us their 
value add, instead of an across the desk interview. (Focus Group) 

 
Simon, Bob and Mike all mentioned the emphasis placed on developing the human resource 
at every level of the school’s operation. Mike, who commenced at the school as a teaching 

intern, eventually joining the school’s executive, summed it up succinctly when he recalled 

that what ‘worked well was that if any change is going to be sustainable, it is going to take 

time and it is going to happen through relationship’. Positive relationship is perceived to be 
at the core of all change and process.  

 
Simon, Bob and Mike also observed individually their understanding that teachers are 
respected for their potential and capacity and that the operational perspective is that every 
person has the potential to grow. This is reflected, they recognised, in the revised leadership 

structure (see Figure 15) where some of the senior leadership team were re-assigned to 
roles where their main function was as pedagogic coaches. In speaking of the coaching 

process, Mike framed it this way: ‘it was really, really important to have [Simon] there, 

because he was able to just provide the right promptings and the right questions and he had 

the right temperament to not ever tell me what to do, but to provide options’.  
 
The priority afforded to the continual development of human resource as part of the on-

going visioning process and implementation of vision, is confirmed in the interview 
commentary. The practical impact of having people from senior leadership as pedagogic 
coaches is heard in the statements of the different conversations, notably Kylie who stated: 

‘I definitely think there were some key people involved in that, for example, Kate, I feel like 
she continually pushed the boundaries of thinking’. Simon described it this way: ‘The school 

leadership was pivotal in encouraging creative thought. I would pin that as being a key 
vehicle for school transformation’. 
 
The statements from Simon, Bob and Mike revealed their impression that leadership viewed 

every person as being on a continuum of change. Simon summed it up in this way, ‘there 
was a clear expectation that everyone in the school would make progress in a change 

journey. That was very clear. However, support was positioned so that people would always 

have layers of support … The culture was two-fold, on the one hand supportive, on the other 
aspirational’. Simon raised an interesting observation in the processes of human resource 

development – the tension between ‘systems and wildfire’. He went on to reflect that:  
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… to sustain innovation, you don’t want systems. You actually want wildfire. This is 
still a dilemma for me as I see the problems with both, the wildfire completely 

releases this energy that can barge through anything. But at some point, it has to be 

managed. It is a very open question as to how systems and wildfire meet. (Simon) 
 
This notion of the tension between the systems of a growing organisation and the goal of 

creating intrinsic and unrestrained motivation to develop, is a theme alluded to in each 
conversation.  
 

Simon, Bob and Mike also remarked that the strongest professional learning they had 
undertaken was involvement in a collective tour of other schools, as part of developing their 
capacity to lead visioning processes. This was perceived as conveying a strong sense of 

being valued by the school, as well as being an outstanding opportunity to engage with 
fresh ideas in the company of like-minded educators from both AUSS and elsewhere. They 
reflected upon this as being a unique professional opportunity, one that was both sought 

after and appreciated. It is described as a practical outworking of the prioritising of human 
resource as a key component of refining and enacting vision.  
 

As an external observer, Whitby’s reflection (2011) provides further evidence as to the 
priority given to the professional development side of AUSS. He writes that “the focus is 
unashamedly on learning. … For me, the success of the school is the encouragement and 
support for teachers to lead professional development not only within the school but with 

other like-minded schools”.  
 

4.3.4 Cultural change: active building of a highly positive culture of learning: engaged 

learning, built on positive relationships, is placed as the main culture of the organisation 
 
A fourth theme identified in the cumulative categorising of interview data from across the 
different case research sites is one connected to the active development of a positive 
culture of learning. In the case of AUSS, the visioning processes led to an intentional 

strategy to place the goal of stimulating a culture of engaged learning as the dominant 
culture to be visible in the community.  
 

A recognition that culture is a vital aspect of the change process, closely allied to vision, 
surfaces in the AUSS interviews. Kylie reflected on the wider journey of change and that 
which, in her understanding, enables innovation to be sustained: 
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People forget that it is a journey. People come out to AUSS and think wow you did 
that in one year, when actually it was a journey of small steps. I think the most 

significant thing [that was] said was yes, so when I had ideas about trying something, 

[it was] yes, rather than no. And that was the culture … (Kylie) 
 

Kylie also reflected that vision became connected with a ‘cultural thing, when people put up 

new ideas, it was always “yes, and yes that sounds great, so let’s also do this”.’ Bob reflected 
that this culture of empowerment, spurred on by the clarity and strength of the vision cycles, 

led to a confidence surrounding notions of failure: ‘You didn’t feel like that if something 

didn’t work, that it was going to be a train wreck. It would just be that you would learn from 
that mistake and let it evolve into something else’. Kylie’s own analysis of this dynamic led 

to a summary of the predominant culture of AUSS, from experience: ‘I think a lot of the time 
we just played with something. It was definitely a prototype culture. We played with 

something. Gave it a go. Adapted it for the next time’.  
 
On a related topic, during an academic-in-residence program, Guldbaek Broens (2014) 

reflects on her observations of the ‘permission to fail’ culture, noted as a key part of the 

vision: ‘AUSS is ready for innovation that enables all learners, because their exploratory 

approach means that mistakes are allowed for teachers and students, in fact they are 
necessary for growth’ (AUSS 2016). 
 
In his interview, Mack identified the connections between vision and culture with clarity. For 
him, the reason why different approaches to pedagogy have gained ground comes down to 

a culture where there is a ‘constant flow of new ideas: a relentless pursuit of new ideas’. He 
suggested that the volume is critical because they are happening all the time, ‘a constant 

culture of thinking new ways … so not just in pedagogy, it is in our approach to aesthetics, 
the buildings, to logistics, to events, everything’. When answering a question about the 
scalability of the AUSS experience, Mack is somewhat cautious, recognising that the 
decision to create the AUSS community as it is, was the decision of the AUSS team, others 

‘can learn from our story, but you have to create your own story … aspects of it can be 
replicated; parts of the structure, framework and curriculum … that is scalable’.  
 
Simon made some observations in his interview about the connections between 

relationships and pedagogic change. In considering his perception of the central importance 
of relationships within AUSS, he observed that with respect to the school leadership team, 

‘the things [that were] in common, were very high relational values. That underpins the 
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innovation. That … has been grown deliberately. The [leadership team] are all on board to 

innovate and they all bring different toolkits to it’. Simon recalled that ‘school leadership was 

pivotal in encouraging creative thought. I would pin that as being a key vehicle for school 
transformation’.  
 
The senior leadership focus group similarly recalled a culture of permission evident across 

campus, stating that ‘people refer to an informal motto, “do, then think”, shared freely on 

campus’. They recognised that this motto had the power to encourage higher levels of 

‘pedagogic risk’, which in turn accelerated change processes. Simon recounted similar 
sentiments about the culture of permission in his extended interview: ‘the mottos that were 

around – “just do it; do, then think”, question everything. At an emotional level, the initiatives 

that sprung up from that, were all about intrinsic excitement – the possibilities.’ Simon 
identified that this culture that aimed to foster trial and error strategies, became pervasively 
mirrored in the pedagogic practice of the school, such that students were similarly given 

permission to experiment as a key part of the learning process. 
 
In further reflecting on the style of the school leadership and vision, Simon went on to state 

that at the other end of any continuum that let ‘people run with ideas with very little 
interference’, the opposite occurred where leadership might ‘barge in with all guns blazing 

… There was no territoriality around it’ in order to protect vision or an action deemed to be 
critical to enacting vision. He cited an example of this during the early years of change, with 

the decision to reshuffle all staffrooms on a cyclic basis. Simon recognised it was a 
structured process of forcing people to break out from their immediate staff cliques, 
surmising that: 

 

over time, people become accustomed to change … when something is going to 

happen. It is going to happen. There is this feeling in the air that the goalposts could 
change, it comes with headaches, but it allows for fertile earth to grow new initiatives. 

That double-edged process of bombastic boundaries – but the freedom to support 
that culture is important. But I have never seen [leadership] ever squash someone’s 

idea. [The sentiment is] run, go for it. (Simon) 
 
The interviews with Bob, Kylie, Mike and Mack all referenced the vision of AUSS to gradually 
shift teaching from being undertaken as a solo act, to a collaborative team-based activity, 

where all staff are expected to be fully on board. Behind this, is a belief that relationships 
are key. This comes out in all of the interviews – not only is there an emphasis on positive 
relationships as being core to the philosophy of teaching within the school, but also it is the 
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expected culture of the staff. As with the culture of permission that nurtured creativity, 

problem solving and prototyping as part of the learning culture, the experience of 
collaboration among staff, including the opportunities for collaborative team teaching, were 
described to have filtered into the school-wide pedagogic practice. Curriculum design 

reflected an innate belief that if collaboration is to be taught as a core competency, then 
students need to experience collaboration as a regular option in their learning. Mack added 
to these perspectives recognising that over time and with experience of programs such as 

the Zone (Stage 3) and Quest (Year 8), as the culture developed ‘we learnt the power of 

team’.  Bob and Kylie reflected that in this way, the culture of collaboration has permeated 
the wider school community, helping to further embed a strong culture of learning. The 
visioning process initiates cycles of pedagogic, cultural and professional change that impact 
well beyond any initial policies or programs.  

  
Some of the reflective comments of visiting educators and parents, recorded with 
permission as field notes, highlight aspects of the culture of learning through the lens of 
their observation and experience. Feedback provided after a scheduled visit included 

observations about the culture such as ‘I could not see a child who was off task’ (2015). 
Another proffered reflection expressed ‘surprise that students of all ages can co-operate 

with sharing space’ (2017). Similarly, during a guided parent tour, the question was asked 

‘How do you create a culture where the students are comfortable with anyone asking them 
questions?’ (2015) An analysis of such data provides further evidence of a consistency of 
culture across the different sections of the school, arising from the visioning process that 
aimed to explicitly develop this type of culture.  
 

4.3.5 Processes & frameworks need to support vision: the processes that support change 
 and the frameworks used to promote engaged learning, need to be effective, well-

 articulated & understood 
 
A fifth theme expressed recurrently in the different case research interviews highlights the 
importance of having clear processes and frameworks to support the collective creation 
and enactment of vision. The data collected as part of the AUSS research identifies a range 

of processes and frameworks stated to be significant in supporting an effective visioning 
scenario. The following artefacts were referenced in both the interviews and the senior 
leadership focus group, as being highly influential in establishing confidence in change 

processes and the importance of collective visioning to bring about significant change and 
have the courage to embed it.  
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The first artefact (Figure 14) captures the opportunity to vision dynamic educational change, 

while illustrating the thinking behind harnessing the human resources of the school in new 
ways to support the enactment of that developing vision. The diagram depicts an adaptation 
of sigmoid curve growth strategies to an educational context. The artefact was created 

specifically to provoke thinking during a collective visioning process, in order to gain the 
trust of the wider school executive with the stated goal of discarding existing executive 
structures and reinventing management roles around the intended pedagogic, cultural and 
professional changes. The artefact introduced the opportunity, but did not present ideas as 

to what changed frameworks might look like. (Figure 15 that follows, illustrates the outcome 
of the collective re-envisioning of the executive and management structure of the school.)  
 

The sigmoid growth curve pictured the tensions surrounding educational change. The senior 
leadership team focus group recalled that the artefact provided the confidence to step aside 
from allowing traditional examination and assessment structures to dictate the management 
structures of the school. Their recollection was that the artefact raised the question in a 

compelling way, ‘what if the human resources were switched to support the vision of where 
we want to go [with a future-focused pedagogy], rather than being framed around the 

paradigm we were endeavouring to change?’ The focus group recall that the artefact 
provided sufficient clarity so as to gain the support of all people in existing management 
positions to engage in a collective process of determining a new structure for leadership 
and management of the school.   
 

Figure 14 AUSS Artefact – Growth curve (2013) 
(source AUSS staff on-boarding material) 
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A second artefact (Figure 15), already referenced, presents the leadership model developed 

in 2013 and introduced in 2014. As mentioned, the restructuring of the available leadership 
resource occurred in tandem with an appreciation of the provocations captured in the 
sigmoid growth curve (Figure 14). The senior leadership focus group recall that at the time, 

‘all existing executive opted into a collective and collaborative process to vision a new 
leadership model’, with the aim of ‘developing a framework that could potentially accelerate 

educational change and better allocate available human resource’. The end result was a 
structure based on four elements of AUSS activity into the future – growth, community 

leadership, logistics and a pedagogic action strategy team (labelled as ‘SAS’ in Figure 15).  
 

Figure 15 AUSS Artefact – Leadership model (2013-2014) 

(source AUSS staff on-boarding material) 
 

 
 
In his interview, Mack revealed an understanding that the new structure accelerated 
pedagogic change strategies and implementation. The senior leadership focus group 

recalled that as the new framework was collectively developed with input from all the 
existing executive, there was full support for its introduction as of the start of 2014. The 

focus group viewed the new structure ‘as the foundation of all leadership roles’ from that 
point. The focus group also recollected that the model operated on an understanding that 

senior leaders were ‘to donate 30% of their weekly time towards supporting the endeavours 
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of their leadership colleagues’, as a means to ‘structure and model collaborative practice 

into every facet of the school’s management processes’. The focus group captured the 

perceived importance of the new framework stating that it enabled the ‘freeing up of a small 
team to focus on pedagogic change’ as their primary function, as well as facilitating a new 

strategy for pastoral care ‘based on personal growth’ as a positive intervention framework.  
 

Another artefact (Figure 16) is included as it was referenced by the senior leadership focus 
group and also a number of staff during site conversations. This artefact depicts the process 
for taking articulated vision and resultant ideas through to prototyping and embedding 

phases. The artefact illustrates that for innovation to sustain and embed, the processes and 
frameworks supporting it need to be understood and effective. The artefact captures the 
concept that embedding educational innovation is a shared process, not something 

undertaken by solo change champions. By visualising that different teams would focus on 
different stages of the change process (ideation, prototyping and embedding), staff gained 
confidence that change processes could be managed and progressed. According to a 

number of the senior leadership team, this diagram ‘enabled people to feel that they could 

cope with the pace and expectations of change’.  
 

Figure 16 AUSS Artefact – Design for sustainable innovation (2014) 
(source AUSS staff on-boarding material) 
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Upon analysis, the commentary arising from the interviews and focus group, is supported 

by material harvested from field notes which indicated widespread understanding of the 
frameworks and structures supporting the development and enactment of vision at AUSS. 
 

Further external commentary on AUSS is relevant at this point. The collective vision for 
pedagogic change, and the processes that support it, are described by Hernando (2016) 
after an extended observation visit to AUSS. Hernando identifies the connections between 
space, pedagogy, learning and independence, noting that “AUSS doesn't have the structure 

you would expect from an ordinary school. … This school is a veritable valley of enormous 
classrooms. … It has created a model that integrates multiple intelligences with thinking 
process taxonomies, organising curricula into modules, and giving students the freedom to 

autonomously choose their own learning itineraries” (pp. 45, 54). Hernando’s observations 
point to the fusion between vision, changing educational paradigms, the frameworks, 
structures and strategies to support such a change, along with the concurrent need to re-
consider the spaces used for learning.  

 
In her interview, Kylie touched on a similar point, recounting an understanding that when it 

comes to designing (or re-designing) spaces, there are a range of ‘design non-negotiables’. 
These include the pervasive use of unimpeded glass for transparency, writeable surfaces 
wherever possible and diversity in space configurations. Kylie, a one-time leader of the 

Stage 3 Zone program, recalled some of the infrastructure decisions relevant to the Stage 

3 spaces at AUSS: ‘I remember when the decision was made when I was in the Zone, at the 
time, we took away the dividing walls, and I think that was a really wise decision … I think 

those decisions – are important’. With the benefit of hindsight, Kylie stated ‘I can see now 

just how important that is’. Bob raised a similar point, recognising that the change that was 
experienced was intentional and came about as the result of a synthesis of a range of 

elements, including ‘people, spaces, ideas, resourcing and structures’.  
 

4.3.6 AUSS lesson vignette 
 
A short lesson vignette, captured as part of the field notes, provides a summative illustration 
of the type of holistic educational change occurring at AUSS and a clear example of how 

vision becomes a tangible reality. The vignette describes the start of a new curriculum 
experience (as per the framework depicted in the ‘Curiosity Model’, Figure 16) for Stage 3 
students. In order to activate strong learner engagement, the collaborative teaching team 

design an immersion activity to maximise curiosity.  
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The date of the observation is 29 April 2016. The observation is made in the Zone, the space 

for Stage 3 learning. There are approximately 185 students in Stage 3, organised as one 
large cohort. The students are all involved in the same curriculum experience, however, the 
matrix of tasks commencing with the immersion activity and continuing for the duration of 

the unit of work, are selected from a range of mandated topics and workshops, 
supplemented by a number of self-selected and interest-based tasks. While students are 
assigned a ‘home’ teacher within the Zone program, during these integrated learning 
experiences, students might be working with any one of six or seven adults who are 

allocated into the Stage 3 teaching team. The vignette (presented in italics) provides a 
sampling of the pedagogic, professional and cultural change originating from the collective 
visioning processes at AUSS and outlined in the findings of this chapter. 

 

At the start of each school term, a new integrated module is introduced to the learners in 
Stage 3 (10 to 12 year olds). The integrated module will become the main focus of student 

learning for the next term (typically ten weeks). Modules integrate a different range of learning 

areas per term, depending on the curriculum cycle, or perceived need. The activity observed 
was an immersion activity, designed to develop knowledge and understanding in a range of 

areas, including international aid (civics and citizenship), climate-related events (geography) 

or geological incidents (science) that can impact a community. There are elements requiring 
calculations (numeracy) and the creation of reports (literacy). A number of competencies are 

targeted in the activity, including developing group work capacity, collaboration skills, 
creative thinking and problem-solving skills. An element of surprise is normally added into 

an immersion activity, in order to evoke a higher level of emotional engagement with the 

topic. 
 

On the day of observation, the students know that they will be involved in a whole day 

‘immersion’, but they are unaware of the topics to be covered. The students enter the space 
as per normal arrangements and form a large group for the immersion briefing. Students are 

to use a range of materials (cardboard, pipe-cleaners, straws, paper, tape, pop sticks, as 
well as any small and suitable item easily located in the Zone or nearby) in order to create a 

small city. The students are informed that the city is to be built by a small team of between 

four to six students in a defined space allocated to them. The students quickly break off into 
teams, choose a space and start the construction of their city. This is allowed to continue 

for one hour, before the students take a break for recess. Upon returning after recess, the 

large group meets again for a short time. Students are informed that they can choose to 
name their city after any city in the world, using a team process. Their choice of city will 

determine their country. Students are asked to make visual representations identifying their 
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city and add that into their models. The students debate their preferred city and once agreed, 

set about adding flags or other signage into their models. Building continues through to their 

lunch break.  

During the lunch break, when the students are absent from the space, the teachers begin to 
create simulated disasters. Some cities are partially burnt (simulating bushfire or explosions); 

some flooded (simulating residual flooding after heavy rain or a hurricane event) and some 

partially shattered (simulating an earthquake or a war). When the students return at the end 
of lunch, there is a quick awareness that ‘something has happened’. Upon entering the room, 

a range of emotions are evident. Some students declare that while they did not know what 

to expect, this was the surprise that normally happens; others became emotional when 
seeing some of their hard work ‘ruined’. The students re-gathered as a large group and were 

informed that based on the classification of their country (using UN lists of developing or 
developed nations), the teams could work out a calculation for how much material will be 

needed to repair their city and the cost for those materials (pre-established by the teachers). 

Depending on the country selected, funding for repair materials would be either negligible 
or allocated on a sliding scale based on the country’s economic position. Students could 

donate materials from team to team if they wished. The last session of the day was to be 

spent repairing as much of the damage as possible. There were a number of groups who 
had selected African or South American cities/countries, who were told they would not be 

eligible to receive any immediate assistance and therefore would  need to re-use damaged 
materials as best they could.  

The immersion activity concluded with a whole group de-briefing, followed by smaller group 
guided conversations at the end of the day. Students shared their growing understanding of 

the impact that a country’s economic context has on their ability to recover from a ‘disaster’ 
event. They reflected on the complications that came with location and dependency. They 

expressed an initial understanding that different events can have different impacts. There 

was also an emergent awareness expressed that recognised that ‘national attitude’ and 
economic capacity (i.e. what the group decided they would share), impacted their 

willingness to provide aid to other teams.  

This lesson vignette provides an illustration of the way in which co-created vision is taken 
into one section of the school and further developed through whole team input. It presents 

a picture of the practical outcomes of the visioning processes into the learning experiences 
at AUSS. Professional development time prioritises the collaborative design of curriculum 
experiences such as this and the teams are encouraged to select approaches from a wide 
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range of possible methodologies. The curriculum teams evaluate previous units and share 

knowledge of the students in the wider group, as the finer points of the curriculum design 
are developed. The desire for intentional educational change becomes a vision for new 
learning experiences, co-created by a team process. 

4.4 AUSS Case Study – discussion 

The primary purpose of the AUSS case research is to gain a perspective on the visioning 
process as observed and the resultant cultural, pedagogic and professional change. An 

analysis of the research undertaken with respect to the AUSS case study, points to some 
distinct observations. The collective process that enables the educational change, is noted 
to have originated from a strong sense of vision, that is itself grown and developed through 

a shared ownership of the vision. The vision is perceived to be present in the visible 
infrastructure; it is described as being the motivation for pedagogic shift; it is viewed as 
expansive and continually formed. Vision is interpreted as something that you can take to a 
conversation, in turn helping to define and align that conversation. Vision lays the 

groundwork for staff professional development.  

Some indications as to how and why this vision acts as such a strong catalyst for sustained 
change, are evident within the themes emerging from the collected qualitative data. There 
is a strong and embedded culture supporting the vision at AUSS. This culture is articulated 

to have arisen from within the staff and community and is such that it is seen as the 
prevailing culture. The vision is clear and dynamic. It is not a statement that lives in a folder. 
Once understood, it is expected that the community will grow the vision in unique and 
intentional ways. The Leadership Team is aware that there are some core pillars of change 

that need to be mandated to help ensure consistency. It is very easy for ideas to lose 
potency if the structures surrounding them are unduly complex, so evidentially there are a 
number of key leadership structures that serve to support embedding the vision. The most 

significant is stated to be the re-structured leadership model – a model that seeks to re-
align the human resources of the school around future directions, rather than the past. 
Budget and resourcing follows the vision. The strength of the culture gives permission for 
an ongoing and evolving further vision for change. The distributed leadership framework is 

stated to be effective in spreading ownership of the vision. New ideas are constantly 
encouraged and as much as possible, placed in a process where they are prototyped and 
developed. Failure is seen positively as it encourages either a re-development or different 

ideas.   
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Behind this, there is a very clear shared and articulated passion for learning that is evident 

across all ages and stages of the community – adults and children alike. This is highly visible 
in the conversations, spaces and interactions of the school. People state that they feel 
respected and trusted as professionals and that their contributions are valued. This sense 

of empowerment comes through in all the interviews and possibly goes to the heart of the 
permissive culture. The case for change is seen to be something that needs to be carefully 
communicated to the wider community of teachers, parents and students, but when 
understood creates a dynamic and momentum of its own. The case study demonstrates a 

recognition that employing the right people is foundational; that there is a need to continually 
advocate for a growth mindset capable of undertaking significant shifts in practice and 
philosophy; and that the growth mindset itself would hopefully lead to a self-motivated 

desire for continuous professional development. It is in the integration of all these elements 

that the how and why lies. 
 

4.5 Concluding comments 

 
This chapter has presented the narrative of AUSS as an initial case study. The findings from 
this case research are unique in themselves – reflecting the different data sources 

contributing to the wider perspective as to why and how vision has been an effective catalyst 
for educational change within (and beyond) the school community. The next chapter looks 
more specifically at the role and vision of SYDC, the research, development and innovation 

unit of AUSS, as an embedded case study. Together the two components of the AUSS 
community case study provide a starting point for the wider research.  
 
Following the chapter on SYDC, the case research for the two further institutions will be 

presented to complete Section 2 of the dissertation – NZS from Auckland, New Zealand 
and CATS for Barcelona, Spain. The location, systemic backgrounds and socio-economic 
context of the three schools provide an outstanding opportunity to assess the function of 

vision as a catalyst for educational change in very diverse situations.  
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Chapter 5 Embedded Case Study 1b: SYDC 

   

5.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter follows on from Chapter 4 where AUSS is presented as the first in a sequence 
of case studies, researching the topic of how and why vision can act as a catalyst for 

educational change. This second case study is an embedded case study, looking at the way 
in which SYDC, as the research, development and innovation unit of AUSS, has contributed 
to, and accelerated, vision as a catalyst for educational change at AUSS. This chapter could 

be read initially as a case analysis by itself, but then integrated into a wider understanding 
of AUSS as a holistic case study, and finally as one of the sequence of diverse case studies, 
ultimately combined as a collective case study. 
 

As with Chapter 4, the role of the researcher as a participant in the entity described in this 
case study is taken into consideration (see also Section 1.6 and Section 3.3.2). The 
description of the specific background for SYDC comes from a participant-researcher 

perspective, recalling the initial foundation of SYDC. Where field notes are referenced, these 
reflect the commentary or observations of other people and the potential for observational 
bias by the participant-researcher is thus minimised. The primary data has been created 
from interviews, field notes, documents, artefacts and workshop evaluation feedback. This 

is supplemented by data gathered from public websites, including external blog posts. 
SYDC documents and artefacts were selected from material commonly distributed within 
AUSS as on-boarding and professional development material.  

 
The interviews conducted in relation to SYDC were undertaken by a neutral person with no 
prior relationship with the interviewees, but with some understanding of SYDC as an activity 
of AUSS. (See also Section 1.6 and Section 3.3.2). One supplementary interview was 

undertaken by the researcher-participant with an ex-employee of AUSS and SYDC, a year 
after the employment finished. The data obtained from that transcribed interview was 
separated into material relevant to either AUSS or SYDC, as the comments make clear 

reference to either one of the two entities. In this way, different input is used for the chapters. 
In all there are four respondents providing data on SYDC as part of the interview process. 
 

5.2       SYDC Case background 

 
5.2.1 Typology: iterative categorising of major concepts  
 



 121 

The interviews conducted in relation to SYDC interrogated the way in which the activity of 

SYDC supported the wider vision of AUSS to initiate and nurture educational change. The 
focus was on how SYDC as an activity of AUSS might have accelerated or supported 
educational change and why the structure was seen as being successful in facilitating 

transformation of established pedagogic practice.  
 
Given that the guiding proposition of the research considers how vision acts as a catalyst 
for educational change, the semi-structured interview enabled a conversation around the 

role SYDC plays in the visioning processes for AUSS. As with the categorisation method 
(see Section 3.2.4) used for the interviews conducted with participants from AUSS, NZS 
and CATS, the categorisation emerged in a cyclic manner, with the labelling of perspectives 

adjusting as the data from the transcribed interviews was compiled. Once the categories 
were established, the sub points were fed back into the process (see Appendix 4). The 
interviews were held in either May 2017 or August 2017. The process led to the creation of 
the three broad categories listed in Table 17 and used in this chapter to frame the findings: 

 
 Table 17 Perspectives of the role SYDC plays in visioning processes  
 

1 SYDC establishes a process to accelerate change 

2 SYDC creates opportunities to lead educational change 

3 SYDC provides a framework for change 
 

 

5.2.2 SYDC Case Study background information: general  
 

SYDC was established in 2005 as an activity of AUSS. It is the research, development and 
innovation unit of the school. It started with no specific funding, just a vision to create a 
structure that could readily influence the way in which teachers taught – or more pointedly, 

how students learned. Its energy would come from the passion of the teachers who 
associated with it and the intention was for the structure of SYDC to fast track innovative 
ideas and practice within the school.  
 

As Chapter 4 states, SYDC is part of the same legal structure as AUSS. However, SYDC 
has its own identity, including web domain and branding. It is positioned internally as an 
enterprise that supports the growth and vision of the school, following the lines of a start-

up, and externally as the point of contact for professional development options. As an 
embedded case study, this chapter provides additional insights into the way vision is the 
effective driver for initiating educational change at AUSS, from the experience of SYDC. 
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SYDC plays a very distinct function within the wider context of AUSS, as well as beyond the 

school. The momentum for SYDC comes directly from any AUSS educator who wishes to 
join and serves primarily to support them in prototyping and leading change. (This brings to 

mind a school-based version of Kotter’s guiding coalition, see Section 2.2.1, Figure 3.) Over 
time, the external functions of SYDC have expanded and it is the ‘vehicle’ for AUSS that 
articulates vision, conducts workshops, publishes research papers and is an interface with 
the wider education community.  

 
As with the other case studies, some “first impressions” data (Stake, 1995, p. 49) is provided 
through an analysis of a selection of external commentary. Most are blog posts written by 

the observers. In a post for LearnSpace, Busson (2016) credits SYDC as being where 
international momentum for school-based innovation commenced, stating that “this 
movement was born in Australia with SYDC ... which has already encouraged several 
schools to rethink their teaching methods, as well as the parameters of time, space and 

level related to their institutions” (translated from the original French). In his blog post, Tyrell 
(2012) provides an interpretation of the vision of SYDC, viewing it as being where innovation 
is “packaged … up into an innovative online, practical and physically creative program”. 

After observing for a day, Lindsay (2012) came to a similar conclusion in her blog post, 
seeing SYDC as facilitating “a dynamic and visionary approach to learning”.  
 

Chaloner (2012) describes the vision of SYDC as seeking to “aggressively [shape] learning 

culture” (2012). Kemp (2013) picks up on the same theme stating that “the culture of the 

school is so strong and this ‘oozes’ from every inch of the space”.  Young’s (2014) 
assessment of the role and vision of SYDC is that it takes “a disruptive approach to K-

12 education with the use of innovative learning spaces, blended learning environments … 
BYOD approaches and PBL”. After observing SYDC over a number of days, Beste (2011) 
highlights in her subsequent blog post the importance of the evident trust. Beste identifies 

that the emphasis on learning works because trust is strong between students and teachers.  
 
Another external visitor to SYDC on a number of occasions provides an extended reflection 

on the operation of SYDC. In his subsequent writing, Price (2013) sums it up this way: 
 

SYDC offers a provocation to the concept of the compliant teacher, passively 

implementing learning designs created by others. Through SYDC, a profound 
culture shift has taken place in AUSS. Teachers have become designers of learning, 
and of the spaces in which learning happens. Innovation now drives the learning. It 
has taken a nascent learning commons culture and made it global. (p. 171) 
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If the different external commentaries are read together, the data points to the vision of 
SYDC as being intentional, disruptive, supportive, creative, innovative and dynamic. SYDC 
is viewed as a means by which to advance pedagogic, cultural and professional change. 

 
5.2.3 SYDC Case Study background information: specific  
 
The following specific background information comes from a participant-researcher 
perspective. SYDC was born out of a challenge and an idea in 2005. The challenge was a 

practical one – how to sufficiently empower motivated teachers to explore new pedagogic 
approaches and bypass any middle management reticence for change. The idea was to 
create a school-based research, development and innovation structure that had immediate 

sufficient substance to overcome practical hurdles, and enable teachers wishing to trial 
different approaches to find direct support from school senior leadership. Participation is 
voluntary and open to any person who articulates a desire to develop their pedagogic 
capacity and implement an innovative project. Participants are offered the title of ‘SYDC 

Associate’. These ‘Associates’ immediately access a supportive community whose function 
is to sufficiently scaffold an idea, so as to bring it to fruition. 
 

In its first couple of years of operation, SYDC initiated some targeted projects and invited 
any staff to join. There were two initial projects to focus attention on the possibilities of 

SYDC within the school. The first project, HSC Online, took advantage of the recently 
changed regulations around online learning by the (then so-named) NSW Board of Studies. 
The new regulations allowed for students to undertake up to fifty percent of their courses 
online, but at that time, no one had created a program in order to do this. The second 

project, Beyond Borders, was a Moodle-based platform where students could connect and 
liaise with other students elsewhere in the world studying similar topics.  

 
Following these initial projects, it was the vision for SYDC to progressively expand its 
operation by increasing the volume of projects and growing the support structures and 

personnel around this. As AUSS staff changed, opportunities were taken to re-focus or 
create roles in order to support the emerging directions of different SYDC-supported 
projects. Table 18 identifies some of the key developments that were specifically SYDC-
supported or led during the timeframe from its inception (2005) through to the analysis 

phase of this research (2017).  
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Table 18 Key developments: SYDC 2005-2017 

 (source: annual AUSS Principal’s Reports) 

Year Activity Outcomes 

2005 SYDC conceived & 
commenced 

SYDC created as a response to a challenge 
and idea: SYDC - an in-school research, 
development & innovation unit 

2005 SYDC Beyond Borders A collaborative platform developed for 

language projects: internal and external 

2006 SYDC HSC Online 
platform 

HSC Online Moodle instance created to 
support delivery of fully online HSC courses 

2006 SYDC Research Tour re 
online learning 

Specialised research tour to support the 
commencement of SYDC HSC Online 

2006 SYDC Associates 

commenced 

A voluntary coalition of teachers wishing to 

share new ideas 

2006 PETE for primary A separate Moodle instance to support 
Primary Education Through e-Learning 

(PETE) 

2007 SYDC on social media SYDC supported AUSS staff to join Twitter, 
commence blogs and network with like-

minded educators across social media 
platforms 

2007 SYDC RAP commenced SYDC initiated the Real Audience Project 

(RAP) to provide a global audience for 
student projects 

2008 SYDC Director of 

Innovation role created 

As opportunities arose, new roles were 

created to support and accelerate change: 
this role replaced the former ‘teaching & 
learning’ role 

2008 GLV Matrix program 
created as a SYDC 
project 

D Block is re-modelled into a collaborative 
learning space for the Year 7 integrated 
curriculum program – The Matrix 

2008 Design ideation for 
SYDC Building 

Progressive process to design a signature 
building for collaborative learning 
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Year Activity Outcomes 

2009 SYDC/AUSS Second 
Life platforms 

SYDC/AUSS Second Life (staff development 
space) and Teen Second Life (student 
learning) platforms created  

2010 Director of SYDC 
appointed 

An opportunity is taken to merge marketing 
and professional development leadership in a 
new role: external orientation 

2010 Director of Pedagogic 
Change (SYDC) 
appointed 

An opportunity was taken to create a role 
around direct promotion of, and support for, 
pedagogic change (K-12) 

2010 SYDC Building opened Significant increase in availability of 
multimodal learning spaces for clusters of 
classes  

2010 SYDC supported 
‘Quest’ program 
initiated 

A Year 8 integrated program in Science & 
HSIE commenced, supported by SYDC 
leadership 

2010 SYDC/AUSS YouTube 
French 

French language lessons streamed via 
YouTube, supported by SYDC leadership 

2010 Tours of AUSS hosted 

via SYDC leadership  

A structure is developed to handle visitation 

requests & in-school professional 
development 

2011 Primary pedagogic 
change role created as 

part of the SYDC team 

An opportunity is taken to create a role 
around direct promotion of, and support for, 

pedagogic change in AUSS primary 

2011 Expansion of SYDC 
Associates speaking at 

conferences (on-going) 

Finding opportunities for SYDC Associates to 
be more deeply involved in speaking about 

the need for educational change 

2013 AUSS Music program 
joined SYDC Associates 

& started activities 
aimed to develop 
external music teachers 

AUSS Music joined SYDC Associate program 
and initiated a range of projects aimed to 

take the philosophy and pedagogy of the 
AUSS music team to a wider audience 

2014 SYDC Action Strategy 
team initiated 

The re-structure of the Senior Leadership 
Team enabled the creation of a team whose 
focus is to support, accelerate, initiate and 

scaffold pedagogic change K-12 
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Year Activity Outcomes 

2014 SYDC supported 
introduction of PLF 

SYDC leadership oversee the introduction of 
a Positive Learning Framework K-12 

                                                                                                                                                                                                SYDC hosting 

visitations to the new 
precinct 

With the opening of the new precinct, SYDC 

expanded visitation and hosting programs, 
using more student input 

2015 SYDC-developed 

professional coaching  

SYDC team develop new approaches to in-

school professional development via a 
reorientation to professional coaching 

2016 SYDC-developed on-

boarding project 

SYDC team develop a new on-boarding 

program to replace previous induction 
processes 

2017 SYDC leadership focus 

on pedagogic 
consistency K-12 

SYDC-supported strategy to help all staff use 

different learning spaces to full advantage, by 
targeting professional capacity 

 
The vision for SYDC’s scope of activities expanded over the timeframes presented in Table 

18 and Figure 17. In the last few years, SYDC has chosen to focus on expanding its work 
with ongoing teacher professional development. This is in order to increase its support for 
the wider operation and vision of AUSS, acting as an accelerator for ideas. The expansion 

has been made possible as a result of the opportunities arising from increasing enrolment 
growth of AUSS, together with natural staff turnover.  
 

Figure 17  Representation of evolving relationship between AUSS & SYDC   
 

 
 
While the concept of SYDC as a school-based research, development and innovation unit 
has remained constant, its relationship to AUSS and the external education community has 

evolved over time. In 2005, as Figure 17 illustrates, SYDC existed to promote and support 
internal AUSS activity related to pedagogic change. Over time, as the middle illustration 



127 

highlights, while the primary function of SYDC was still to nurture and accelerate educational 

change within AUSS, SYDC grew a role as the point of contact for the external education 
community who wished to better understand the vision of AUSS and access SYDC-
delivered professional development. By 2017, while the core function still exists, the scope 

of externally focused activity has grown.  

5.3 Findings from collected data 

The data presented in the following section (5.3) is used to interrogate understandings of 
the role of SYDC as an in-school research, development and innovation unit. As an 

embedded case study providing different perspectives on the wider AUSS narrative, the 
themes emerging from the categorisation of data from the four interviews, are different from 
the domains/themes as categorised from the data directly linked to the three wider school 
case studies. The perspectives on SYDC arising from the interviews and outlined in Table 

17 (see Section 5.2.1) support a deeper understanding of the AUSS case study, as the role 
of SYDC is illuminated in its own context. An analysis of the findings of this embedded case 
study is structured around the three broad categories. Where relevant documents, artefacts 

and case notes are pertinent to the broad theme, they are included as part of the analysis.  

5.3.1 SYDC establishes a process to accelerate change 

The purpose and function of SYDC is conveyed within the interviews with a high level of 
consensus across the participants. The data reveals that SYDC is understood to exist in 
order to provide a process to enact the wider vision of AUSS. Its role and function within 
the school is to preference ideas that lead to innovative practice. Simon made an 

observation about the purpose when he recognised that there was a deliberate ambiguity 
with the notion of SYDC when announced in 2005. He recalled that the structure of SYDC 

was never formally described from a functional perspective: ‘… it was allowed to create a 

life of its own’.  This ambiguity enabled spontaneity which he interpreted as being pivotal in 
unleashing momentum. Simon described the existence of SYDC as something that was 
both school-based and open to, and involving, the whole school. At the time SYDC was 
created, Simon was not a member of the senior leadership, so his recollections are as a 
teacher and subject leader:  

In the early years, at the staff conference days, a very clear roadmap was broadcast 

by leadership before I was on the team. There were priorities for SYDC, very clearly 
stated and repeated. They would come up again and again throughout a year. You 
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couldn’t help but get a flavour for that. … Those days were broad strokes, no detail. 

They were vision orientated. (Simon) 
 
As Carl spoke of the way in which vision worked out in a practical sense, he identified a link 
between having a stated vision and the processes supporting implementation of an idea. 
Carl identified that the clarity of someone’s vision influenced the outcomes of any idea. It is 

is the clarity of someone’s vision as articulated, and being immediately recognisable as well 
aligned with the wider school vision, that a process of support is initiated, under the banner 

of being a SYDC project. That support might be ‘with time, and executive allocation, gaining 

a physical space … and the resources needed to do it. But if you have a vision, then it will 

be resourced’. Carl illustrated the process where action resulted from vision, with an 
anecdote describing the way in which the music team finished up with an entirely new mode 

of teaching and learning, renovated facilities and a fresh vision for the music programs of 
the school:  
 

At the time, there were two traditional classrooms with nothing like the equipment 

there now then; but because they had a real vision and a plan, and they had really 

good ideas, then we supported that with resources, that in time allowed those ideas 
to come into fruition. (Carl) 

 
Mack made the point that the constant referencing of vision and big picture thinking helped 

pull people back from ‘getting focused on the minutiae and getting trapped in things that 

are unhelpful’. For him, the role of SYDC as a process was to constantly promote the bigger 

picture, the on-going vision and ‘I guess, pushing that down so that everybody is aware of 
the long-term vision’.  
 
The interviews conducted as part of this research highlight that the processes initiated by 

SYDC, as an internal coalition of passionate educators, was perceived to have immediately 
worked. The interviewees recalled that the sense of empowerment and resulting momentum 
arising from the support, enabled the taking of an idea from thought to action in a short 
space of time. This momentum was seen as being critical to the early success of developing 

a pervasive institution-wide innovator mindset. Simon recalled the impact of the formation 
of SYDC on previous or existing in-school projects, simply by the provision of a name and 
process under which these projects might exist: 

 

I really do see patterns from SYDC that pre-existed SYDC. These were the lighthouse 
projects in 2003, 2004 and 2005. But it made such a difference to give it a name. 
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There is so much in it to give it a name. When SYDC was established – to great 

confusion around me, because it was ambiguous, it had not been unpacked. But 

that is where its power came – you had a title that people could claim and use for 
different initiatives. It was a name that empowered and could be used in different 

situations. … The existence of the name sent a message and the initiatives that were 
officially tucked in under SYDC, in the years from 2005 onwards - Beyond Borders, 

HSC Online, had a place. So much of this was that they were publically seen and 

celebrated under that name - SYDC. (Simon) 
 

Reflecting on such journeys and the impact they had – both on wider AUSS practice and 
that of other teachers in other schools and systems, Susan and Carl mentioned the 

importance of the labelled official ‘vision’ for SYDC: to ‘lead the change’. Carl identified that 

with this phrase, ‘We have been emboldened to take risks and not be scared of change and 
not just be a follower’. He recognised that this placed AUSS teachers in a unique position 
where they had a process that enabled the freedom to be the explorers. It was safe to fail 
within this context, because failure was seen as just a step in the evaluation and subsequent 

re-design of ideas. Carl went on to highlight that teachers did ‘not just wait for the next trend 
or next big idea or the next piece of technology … but rather we [could] lead the change and 

let others follow us’. 
 
SYDC is described by the interview participants, as a process to develop – pedagogy, 
people, programs and projects. SYDC is a process that empowered teachers to challenge 

paradigms and take risks. Simon remarked that ‘SYDC became to mean permission – 

permission to try something new. The possibility or potential of an idea’. The energy inherent 
in this permission is viewed as providing the organisational energy and momentum for 
change. It offers the means by which to grow teacher mindset; to question all aspects of 

operation. Susan saw this as having a future focus as well: ‘it all had to go under scrutiny to 

determine whether it was going to be relevant into the future’. 
 

Carl saw a number of connections between the vision and action as guided under the 

auspices of the processes of SYDC-managed projects, recollecting that ‘as a school, we 

are happy to take risks and not always take the safe route. ... I think there is also an 
acceptance that the traditional methods weren’t working’. Carl went on further to assert that 

the eagerness for change comes from people who now understand that the ‘the system that 

we went through, or our parents went through, or our grandparents went through, is not 
working for this current generation of students’. This in turn leads to a mindset change – or 

growth. Mack stressed that ‘teachers need to be thinking there is always a better way. They 
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just might not have found it yet’. In this way, the growth process is dynamic, not static. 
Vision is identified by the interviewees as something that needed to grow through a process 
in order to be validated. In Carl’s understanding, this growth mindset existed because SYDC 

has at its core, a desire for an ‘improved learning experience for the child as a learner’. The 
singularity of purpose provides the means to develop ideas, energy and output.  
 

Kotter’s model (Figure 18) of the ‘8 Steps Process’ for change (see also Section 2.2.1, Figure 
3), is seen as a significant artefact for SYDC as recalled by interview participants. While its 
initial use was serendipitous, once adopted, it provided confidence for the senior leadership 

team at the time, plus those opting into the SYDC Associate program, that the processes 
to support and embed change were based on recognised theory. While the structure of 
SYDC was established without specific reference to Kotter’s ‘8 Steps Process’, once his 

model was identified and adapted by SYDC, it provided a clear process for managing 
change, that was subsequently referenced and shared.  
 

Figure 18  SYDC Artefact – Kotter’s ‘8 Steps Process’ (2014) 

 
 
Kotter’s process, matched with the AUSS model for managing change (Figure 11), created 

a mental model that became the practical formula for taking vision and developing a strategy 
to implement the ideas. The third step in Kotter’s process (forming a strategic vision) is, 
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closely linked to the fourth step – enlisting a volunteer army to help implement the vision. 

Carl recalls that ‘placing a process around vision proved a highly beneficial step for SYDC 
as it enabled multiple people to take a role in developing, refining and implementing the 

vision’. 
 
In a role that connects the external education world with the activities and vision of SYDC, 
Susan outlined the process as she sees it, whereby vision spreads throughout the 
organisation. As with the recollections of Carl, Simon and Mack, Susan saw this as starting 

with the big picture. In a practical sense, Susan commented that these were the professional 
development days when the community focused collectively on growing the broader vision, 

‘the big picture’. Susan described the ways in which the teachers took this big picture vision 
into the informal conversations of the learning spaces and in time, flow through to the 
language used by students to describe the learning culture.  
 

Some of the recorded field notes, capturing the evaluative remarks of educators who visited 
SYDC (and used with permission), recognise the strength of the processes established by 
SYDC to support the wider vision of AUSS:  

 

- The vision is unashamedly on learning. SYDC associates who learn and teach in 

various ways, share core goals, values and understanding.  (2012) 
- A clear vision is evident throughout the school. How many educators get to work 

within an environment that really encourages risk-taking? A faculty that actually 
enjoys talking about pedagogy and being innovative? (2013) 

 
The evaluative reflections of visitors to SYDC over a prolonged period of time, acted as 

motivators for further change in a process that effectively provided the momentum to drive 
even further pedagogic innovation into being. 
 

5.3.2 SYDC creates opportunities to lead educational change 

 
The interviews identify some further factors with respect to the way in which SYDC operated 
as an entity, and how these factors opened up the opportunity for the collective vision to be 
the critical driver, leading the educational change. The ambiguity that is noted about its 

operation, is viewed as a means to focus energy. Simon described that ‘in many ways 
therefore, we broke a lot of rules, because there wasn’t this tight structure around it. Then I 

think the equation was that the compensation was the trump card. The compensation was 

this release of energy’. Simon saw the outworking of SYDC as providing an opportunity that 
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made passion visible and a source of institutional energy. This energy became the motivator 

for people to join the ‘SYDC Associates’. Simon recollected that people contributed 

‘because they were inspired for the passion of it. I am very aware that in those years, the 

emotion of it and the motivation of it, became the driver. I will keep that in my head for the 
rest of my life’. 
 
Susan observed the opportunities that SYDC created for pedagogic change. She illustrated 
this observation with a short vignette from a SYDC workshop tour of AUSS:  

 

Often, if we are walking around … and something is happening, I will ask the teacher 

and the students a question about their learning activity. The way they articulate what 
is happening and the intention behind what they do, it blows me away, because they 

actually have thought about what they are doing, taking the opportunities of the 
wider vision for change, and rather than just saying “I am a teacher, this is what I 

do”. And the students use the same language when they answer. (Susan) 
 
Carl recognised the same culture, where teachers take the opportunities of the wider culture 

of learning, as fostered through SYDC, describing it as ‘an unrelenting focus on our students 

and their learning’. Carl linked this focus to the way in which SYDC supported the 
opportunity to accelerate the re-positioning of teachers to be part of collaborative teams, 
rather than acting as solo operators in their own space. He recalled that SYDC advanced 
the process of developing pedagogic practice that preferenced larger cohorts of students, 

taught by teams of teachers. He made a further observation that: ‘What is significant is the 

teams. They are stronger than one’. 
 
In relation to the importance of teams, Mack spoke of the role SYDC had in taking the 
opportunity of increasing numbers of motivated teachers wanting to experience 

collaborative teaching methodologies. He listed four key programs that were initiated under 
the banner of being SYDC-supported activities: the Zone program (for Years 5/6); the Matrix 
(a core part of Year 7 Learning); the Quest program (Year 8 integrated curriculum) and the 
senior years’ HSC Online program. He recognised that the opportunity to develop multiple 

and diverse programs, across a range of stages, helped accelerate the wider AUSS vision 
to promote pedagogic, professional and cultural change. Mack recalled that the experience 

‘taught us how to do things in various ways. It pushed us to adopt the right technology. … 

But throughout their life cycle, what we have learnt from them is much bigger than the 

individual program’.  
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Some of the interview conversations make mention of the outward focus of SYDC (see 

Figure 17 which captures the development over time of an external focus for SYDC). All 
interviewees have (or had) roles that took up the opportunity for external projects, 
designated as SYDC activities, alongside their internal duties. Their commentary for the 

purposes of the data collected in the research, is given with the knowledge of both the 
internal and external aspects to the functioning of SYDC. Reflecting on some his 
perspectives from this external engagement, Mack said that in working with other schools: 

‘what they could learn is that they have to make their own journey ... because we only know 

what we have done at that point in time for who we were, and the staff who were there and 

the resources we had at that time’.  
 

Simon reinforced this point, emphasising to external visitors that ‘context is so important’. 
Susan made similar reflections, but specifically around the notion of school-developed 

processes, recognising ‘that there are a lot of people doing things out there, but they are 
not grounded in school with the highs and lows and the ups and downs of the school. We 

can be pretty real and say we have been great at this, we have dropped the ball here, but 

we are picking it up’. Susan saw the opportunity of SYDC as one that facilitates the external 
connections, ‘because we have always seen that our mission of what we are going to do - 

is to share what we have learnt with the broader community. And that started out being local, 

then national and now international’. 
 
Two further SYDC artefacts (Figure 19 and Figure 20), illustrate the processes behind the 

opportunity afforded by SYDC to intentionally lead educational change. Both artefacts were 
created to illustrate that an opportunity for educational leadership in transforming 
educational practice requires considered strategies to support the processes of change. 

The SYDC Model for Learning Design (Figure 19), was created to capture a design for 
learning that in many ways mirrored the AUSS Model for managing educational change 
(Figure 11, Section 4.2.3): 
 

The model was initially created to provide a visual illustration of a process for teachers 
wishing to take up SYDC-supported opportunities, to explore the development of a broader 
repertoire of teaching and learning methodologies. In time, this led to a further diagrammatic 

illustration, noted as data for this research, and presented as a SYDC artefact (Figure 20). 
This artefact is the SYDC Model for School Transformation, referenced within the interviews 
and during site conversations.  
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Figure 19 SYDC Artefact – SYDC Model for Learning Design (2012) 

 

 
 
 
As noted within the interviews, SYDC intentionally took up the opportunity afforded by the 

wider AUSS growth journey to ‘lead the change’. Given the complexity of change processes 
within an educational environment, the challenge existed to bring some of the different 

elements of the processes in use into a visual representation. Figure 20 was the outcome 
of this challenge.  
 

The artefact is used internally within SYDC-organised professional development and with 
external visitors, as a tool to visualise a scalable model for change management, tailored to 
diverse educational contexts. The artefact supports much of the commentary provided in 
the interviews where the interplay between vision, capacity building and the considered use 

of learning spaces, is combined with processes that enable the collective design of new 
learning experiences and methodologies, as the starting point for transformative action. The 
interview dialogue identifies strong alignment around the need to carefully manage the 

processes of change at SYDC/AUSS, especially where the processes sought to give 
opportunity for the wider uptake of pedagogic, cultural and professional change within and 
beyond the school.  
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Figure 20 SYDC Artefact: SYDC Model for School Transformation 

 

 
Finishing off this section, some further field notes are referenced, exemplifying the themes 
that emerged through the interviews. External visitors to SYDC provide a tangible and 
ongoing source of encouragement for AUSS educators, to value the opportunities they have 

in prototyping ideas within a culture that values failure. As the visitors observe the pedagogic 
models during a prolonged site tour, their subsequent reflections (used again with 

permission), offer an insight into the outcome of the SYDC vision to ‘lead the change’. Four 
observations, recorded below, capture an awareness of the wider vision for change at 
AUSS, brought about through the opportunities of SYDC: 
 

- A wonderful example of 21st century pedagogy in action through engagement of 
staff and community in their vision, and resourcing of innovative learning spaces. 
(2011) 

- A brilliant bringing together of essential goals in education matched to powerful 

methods of education for this age. It has opened up my mind to the means of 
unleashing the creativity of children. (2013) 

- See the 21st century in action. Share the 21st century through action. Build the 

21st century with action. Be the 21st century for your learners. (2014) 
- We thought we were coming to learn how to use our BYOD better, but have since 

realised we are changing our classroom pedagogy. (2014) 
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5.3.3 SYDC provides a framework for change 

 
The third perspective on the role and function of SYDC identified through the analysis of the 
interview data, is connected to the previous two. SYDC is recognised by the interviewees 
to provide a framework for accelerating educational change and the concurrent uptake of 

opportunities to lead that change. Across all of the interviews conducted in relation to the 
operation of SYDC, reference is repeatedly made to the frameworks that SYDC either used 
or developed to support the implementation of collective vision. These frameworks are 

expressed to be very important because they provide the confidence for the wider school 
community that, although change might be challenging, the directions chosen are both 
worthwhile and valid. 
 

One of the most significant frameworks adopted by SYDC and cited in both the interviews 
as well as during site conversations, is included as Figure 21. The model is taken from 
Kotter’s work (2012) on twenty-first century organisations. Kotter details a dual operating 

system model for managing a large organisation, while concurrently seeking to initiate 
substantial change. The significance of the framework was explained to be that it validated 
the operation of SYDC as an embedded activity of AUSS.  
 

The model Kotter outlines connects a more traditional organisational hierarchy, with a 
network that is created from within the personnel of the hierarchy. This network becomes 

the guiding coalition who steer the direction of the whole organisation. The guiding coalition 
(the effective change champions within an organisation), is drawn from volunteers anywhere 
within the staffing hierarchy, and who in juggling an eclectic mix of responsibilities, passion 

and initiatives, become the likely drivers of change. Interview participants described SYDC 

as being the network of people, the guiding coalition, who lead the change within AUSS.  
 

A key outcome of the adoption of this model, as mentioned in Carl’s interview, was that it 

‘validated people who did not see themselves as change agents and were happy to fulfil a 

function within the supportive hierarchy’. The model is viewed as an effective way to channel 
enthusiasm, manage change and bring vision to reality.  
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Figure 21 SYDC Artefact: Kotter’s dual operating system (Kotter 2012) 

Spatial awareness is a key concept covered during on-boarding processes at AUSS. The 
concept has been refined into a core project for SYDC since 2005 and new teachers are 
required to understand the journey that has led to the creation of the learning spaces 
designed for collaborative teaching, as part of their preparation for teaching within the teams 

and spaces. For this purpose, SYDC developed a range of diagrammatic frameworks to 

support this understanding of the importance of space in SYDC professional dialogue.  

Figure 22 is an outcome of the development of visual frameworks to grow the capacity of 
teachers to appreciate and extend their thinking around space. Commentary provided in 

the interviews recognised the importance of such professional dialogue as it enabled 
teachers to grow their understanding of the role of space in the journey of pedagogic change 
at AUSS. The artefact visualises the transitions in thinking and practice over a number of 
years, in order to illuminate the function of SYDC and the associated professional 

conversations, in refining concepts that ultimately help embed the desired pedagogic 
change. The concepts portrayed surface as topics in the interviews, as well as being visible 
in the building design. 
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Figure 22  SYDC Artefact: The progression of pedagogic, virtual and  

physical spaces (2010)  
 

 
 
The frameworks established by SYDC are intended to accelerate the change, by enhancing 

visual communication of the directions taken, as well as create the professional space to 
build the momentum and appetite for change. They provide a structure upon which further 
ideas can be developed.  
 

5.4 SYDC Case Study – discussion 

 
SYDC is included as an embedded case study of this research, in order to examine its role 
as an enabler of the wider vision of AUSS for educational change. The findings in this 

embedded case study reveal many insights as to why and how change can be accelerated 
through an activity such as SYDC. This usefully provides a deeper understanding of the role 
vision can play in achieving cultural, pedagogic and professional change across AUSS.  
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The data collected from the field, via feedback, documentation, artefacts, blog posts and 
the commentary of the interviewees, demonstrates that the strength of SYDC lies in being 
an in-house research, development and innovation centre. SYDC creates transferable 

processes designed with high intentionality. As a model that utilises the passion and 
motivation of existing staff rather than requiring on-going additional funding, it is potentially 
scalable. It presents as a means to shift the epicentre of change away from any external 
source, to the heart of a school itself, in order to facilitate transformative innovation as a 

recurrent and embedded practice. 
 
The data demonstrates that activities enabling grassroots projects created by any staff, 

have the potential to accelerate the change journey and create momentum. This momentum 
in turn operates to continually encourage further ideas and innovation. The momentum that 
SYDC generates is significant in expanding an understanding of the imperatives for change 
and invites further participation in the process. As a vision-led, in-school enterprise, SYDC 

has an impact, both internal and external. The simplicity of its structure – a mix of relentless 
ideation, the passion of educators, matched with leadership-led resourcing, creates a model 
that is replicable. SYDC has provided a means to focus ideas, energy and output and to 

connect with a wider educational community and share ideas.  
 
The interviews reveal vision to be very much shared and school-based in the context of 

SYDC and the enabler of many other actions or ideas. It is in this way, that SYDC is seen 
by the interviewees to have its greatest impact. The vision as understood and articulated by 

the interviewees, provides the recurrent motivation to ‘lead the change’, promoting a 
mindset that actively seeks out new opportunities and constantly looks to resource new 
ideas.  

 

5.5 Concluding comments 
 
This chapter presents SYDC as an embedded case study and is intended to supplement an 
understanding of AUSS (Chapter 4) in ways unique to the operation of SYDC. The findings 

are consistent with the directions and themes of the data presented in the previous chapter 
in relation to AUSS. Together the two chapters describe the one enterprise, but from 
different perspectives. As such, this chapter on SYDC goes to the heart of how SYDC works 

and why it accelerates the ability of vision to catalyse cultural, pedagogic and professional 
change.  
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The next chapter covers the second institution in the study – NZS, Auckland New Zealand. 

Given that it is a government school in a suburban setting, the insights broaden the scope 
of the wider research – that vision is a profound driver of educational change, no matter the 
geographical or socio-economic context.  
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Chapter 6 Case Study: NZS 

6.1       Introduction 

Chapter 6 presents the case study of NZS in Auckland, New Zealand. This chapter follows 
the two-part case study on AUSS and its research, development and innovation unit, SYDC, 
covered in Chapters 4 and 5. The third institution included as a case study is CATS in 

Chapter 7. The main point of connection between the three institutions is the very overt 
nature of vision as an articulated concept informing all aspects of each school’s operations. 
The three institutions are all working toward a similar pedagogic vision with collaborative 

teaching methods the predominant mode where possible (see Section1.7). Vision is very 
visible in the physical messaging around the schools, and the staff will typically reference 
‘vision’ when asked to talk about their journey or the school. 

The four case studies examine how and why vision enables cultural, pedagogic and 
professional change in each of the internationally diverse schools. The rationale for this has 
been discussed in Chapters 1 and 2.  

6.2 NZS Case background 

6.2.1 Typology: iterative categorising of major concepts 

Interviewees were selected as per the process outlined in Section 3.4.2. The criteria 
included a request that the four interview participants include the Principal and the rest be 
representative of staff joining NZS at different stages of its history, and holding a school-

wide role of some description. The interviews were held via Skype during June to August 
2017. They were transcribed progressively and together with the transcripts from the other 
case studies, used in an iterative process leading to the categorising of key themes (see 
Section 4.3 and Appendix 3). These domains and themes are repeated into each of the case 

findings, for the sake of reader expediency:  

1. Vision is viewed as change: vision is the outcome of a desire for intentional change
2. Priority focus on strengthening pedagogic practice and learning design:

collaborative preparation time is prioritised to improve learning efficacy

3. Human resource development is paramount: priority is given to developing the
human resources and aligning the community with the vision
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4. Active building of a highly positive culture of learning: engaged learning, built on

positive relationships, is placed as the main culture of the organisation

5. Processes & frameworks need to support vision: the processes that support
change and the frameworks used to promote engaged learning, need to be

effective, well-articulated & understood

As with the analysis of the other interviews transcribed for each of the case studies, no 
specific significance is ascribed to one category, as the nature of semi-structured interviews 
preferences the flow of thoughts over the consistency of questions. 

NZS Case Study background information: general 

The specific interest in NZS as part of this multiple case study research rests predominantly 
from three avenues of thought. The first is that it is a clear example of where transformative 

and innovative pedagogy are evidently embedded, with strong similarities to the pedagogic 
directions of AUSS. The second resulted from an awareness that AUSS and NZS use a very 
similar language connected to learning. The third area is with the creation by NZS of a sub 

entity, the NZS Collaborative, to become the prime interface with the external education 
community, a means by which to share vision with an external community, while also 
providing opportunities for the teaching staff to contribute to that activity. The NZS 

Collaborative exists to cater for the growing interest in the school and its pedagogy, values 
and beliefs from visitors across New Zealand and beyond.  

Of particular interest for the purposes of this research, is the context where schools in 

entirely different international locations and existing within very different systems, have 
arrived at a very similar pedagogic position and speak the same educational language. This 
similarity is all the more marked, given the obvious practical emphasis on vision as the 
stated driver for the journey of educational change, evident in both locations. Added to this, 

each school consciously explores, questions and refines what it means to adopt a student-
centred learning paradigm. Both AUSS and NZS choose to teach the student cohorts in 
wider team contexts, as an expression of their understanding of incorporating the 

development of soft skills and independent learning habits, within the constraints of their 
national curricula.  

Aside from the similarities, NZS presents a unique case study of a school that is purpose 

built around a student-centred, clustered-class model (hubs), on a greenfield site right from 
establishment. The building design matches the stated vision and as an outcome, demands 

6.2.2 
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collaborative capacity and alignment to the school’s values and beliefs from all its 

community. As a result, communicating, refining and living a vision is not only paramount, 
it is essential.  The choice to design and build only open learning spaces comprised of a 
sequence of interconnected ‘hubs’, means that as a case study, it readily identifies critical 

components of necessary alignment, because there are no easy options for those who are 
not aligned with the vision.  

One point of difference for NZS in comparison with the other two case schools, is that as a 

government school, NZS predominantly serves a specific suburban region immediately 
surrounding the school. This is especially so as the school was built as part of new suburban 
development. Both AUSS and CATS draw from areas more geographically spread. 

6.2.2 NZS Case Study background information: specific 

The following information is sourced via multiple means. It comes from: 

- field notes created during three research-related site visits over a three-year period; 
- supplementary documentation presented in printed or digital forms; as well as 
- publicly available internet-mediated information.   

At the outset, it is worthwhile to highlight the fact that NZS is founded on the notion of vision. 
The inaugural motto for NZS is: ‘Ma te whakaaro ni e hanga te whare Ma te matauranga e 
whakau - Through vision a house is built. Through education it is stabilised’. The research 

undertaken with respect to NZS, demonstrates with clarity that all decisions surrounding 
the building design, the curriculum and learning model have been made with a strong sense 

of vision; vision that pictures what learning communities could look like if not based around 

traditional single class models. Vision is understood as guiding the conversations at every 
level, whether that be the first dialogue among the Establishment Board of Trustees, the 

conversations held between the initial staff appointed to roles, or dialogue with the 

architects about the flow of the learning spaces, it is about vision.  

As a suburb in Auckland, Quarryfields (pseudonym) came into existence as a result of the 
transfer of ownership of a one-time quarry to developers in 2001. The quarry had been in 

existence since 1936. A master plan was created for Quarryfields that should eventually 
enable up to 2,900 dwellings, providing accommodation for up to 6,000 people. The master 
plan includes the creation of a primary school, initially named Mt Nelson School 
(pseudonym), town centre, parks, lakes and wetlands (Hepburn, 2015). The New Zealand 

6.2.3 
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Government census (2013) captures some key data on Quarryfields; a suburb that had not 

existed at the time of the previous census (Table 19).  

Table 19   Census data on Quarryfields suburb in 2013 
(source: New Zealand Government Census (2013) 

Quarryfields (suburb) statistics Comparison with wider 
Auckland statistics 

Median age for Quarryfields is 36.3 years 35.1 years 
19.7% of people are aged under 15 years 20.9% 
62.6% of people have a European heritage 59.3% 
35.6% Asian 23.1% 
3.5% Maori 10.7% 
45.0% born overseas 39.1% 
94.1% of people have a formal qualification 83.2% 
46.1% of people over 15 hold a bachelor’s degree or higher 24.7% 
unemployment rate is 3.7% 8.1% 
97.1% of households had access to the internet 81.6% 

The relevance of this data for the purposes of the research, is that it is evident that NZS has 
a higher than average population of Asian descent, and almost half were born overseas. 
Also, Quarryfields has a higher percentage of people with higher educational qualifications 

than for the aggregated data for the rest of Auckland (almost twice as many holding 
bachelor’s degrees or higher, than the wider Auckland statistic). The census also reveals 
higher than average access to the internet for the suburb.  

The original plans for the school were produced by an Auckland architectural firm, Jasmax, 
and the development processes for the new school were scoped to occur over a timeframe 
of at least a decade. Jasmax (2014) notes that NZS “functions not only as an educational 

facility, but also as a pivotal gathering point for the local community”. NZS is noted as the 
first of the new primary schools in New Zealand to fully adopt the open plan learning 
approach and also the first primary school to achieve a NZGBC 5 Green Star rating for 

Education Design. During the initial construction period of Stage One buildings in 2010, the 
establishment team were able to request and achieve some minor changes to the internal 
layout of learning spaces – namely the removal of some internal walls to better facilitate their 
emergent plans for teaching teams.  

Since its inception, the classrooms at NZS have been labelled ‘Learning Hubs’. The 
fundamental design concept is developed around the notion of three traditional classes 
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being grouped together into a cluster of three spaces sharing a joint common area. From 

the start of NZS, these clusters of seventy-five to eighty students have been taught by a 
team of three ‘Guardian’ teachers, together with relief and specialist staff. Jasmax (2014) 
records part of the brief as being to facilitate “the maximum possible collaboration by pupils 

and teachers [where] openness, trust and rigor are our keynotes”. The firm also remarks 
that as part of the brief from the NZS Board of Trustees for Stages Two and Three of the 
construction, the Board stated that they “wanted the modern learning environment concept 
pushed to another level”. Table 20 lists some key developments in the history of NZS (2009 

– 2018).

Table 20 Key NZS developments: 2009-18  

(sources: NZS website; ERO Reports 2012, 2015) 

Year Event Activity 

2009 Initial Blueprint Initial Blueprint for a school in Mt. Nelson 

2009 School Principal selected An establishment Board of Trustees selected 

a Principal to commence from the start of 
2010 

2009 School design research Continued research into modern learning 
environments 

2010 Foundation Principal 
commences 

Foundation Principal commences a year 
prior to opening 

2010 Construction commences Building commences ready for 2011 

2010 Foundation Associate 
Principals selected 

Foundation Associate Principals commence 
mid 2010 

2010 Learning model 
commences 

Continued research around learning models 
in multiple learning zones 

2010 School named Mt. Nelson school (pseudonym) to be named 

NZS 

2010 IT platforms investigated IT platforms investigated to support 
emerging learning model 

2010 Learning Hub model 
created 

Learning spaces to be modelled around 
hubs involving 3 class groups 

2011 NZS opens School commences February 2011 with <50 

students; growing to 100+ during 2011 
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Year Event Activity 

2011 Enrolment At commencement, less than 50 students; 
growing to 100+ during 2011 

2011 Hosting special school NZS hosts a satellite class for learners with 

special needs for Summer School 
(pseudonym) 

2012 Learning Strategies Increasing visibility and understanding of 

learning principles 

2014 Stage 2 opens Second stage of classroom construction 
was completed 

2014 Stage 3 conceptual 
design 

A design process used to further refine the 
Hub design 

2015 NZS Collaborative Trust A Trust created to manage visitor requests – 

over 900 visitors per year 

2015 Government review Students - 48% Pakeha/European & 52% 
other ethnic groups, including 5% Maori 

2017 Enrolment Over 600 students 

2017 Temporary classrooms Rapid growth led to need to construct 
temporary classrooms 

2017 New strategic plan The Board of Trustees established a new 
strategic vision for 2017-2019 

2018 Stage 3 construction Building works commenced ready for 2019 

6.3 Findings from collected data 

Domains and themes as categorised from the collective interviews: 

1 Vision is viewed as change: vision is the outcome of a desire for intentional 

change  
2 Priority focus on strengthening pedagogic practice and learning design: 

collaborative preparation time is prioritised to improve learning efficacy 
3 Human resource development is paramount: priority is given to developing 

the human resources and aligning the community with the vision 
4 Active building of a highly positive culture of learning: engaged learning, built 

on positive relationships, is placed as the main culture of the organisation 
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5 Processes & frameworks need to support vision: the processes that support 

change and the frameworks used to promote engaged learning, need to be 

effective, well-articulated & understood  
 

6.3.1 Vision is viewed as change: vision is the outcome of a desire for intentional change 
 
Vision and visioning processes are very much at the forefront of dialogue and pedagogic 

practice at NZS. The vision is expressed in a very visible and comprehensive model for 
learning and the learning model is intentionally divergent from the traditional models of 
teaching and school organisation.  The physical infrastructure of NZS speaks immediately 

of intentional change. Everybody is working in collaborative contexts – whether they be 
teachers or students. There are no solo classrooms – everything is organised around multi-
cohort hubs. The notion of vision as the driver for change pervades the whole campus, just 
as it comes through strongly as a theme in the interviews. 

 
Mary reflected that the opportunity of developing a fresh vision for learning, on a greenfield 
site, with a fully supportive governance group and government funding for constructing 

buildings that supported the community-created vision, is a ‘once-in-a-career’ opportunity. 
For Mary, the initial process of working with newly-appointed colleagues, with the freedom 

to collectively develop a pedagogic vision that moved away from traditional instructional 

models, immediately led to a collaborative visioning strategy. Mary stated ‘we had time to 
be able to look forward, embrace future predictions, engage with community and hear the 

voices’. This was conducted, Mary recalled, by taking the time to ‘look at research and 
synthesise ideas and also what was emerging around the globe …not to default to what has 

always been; rather what learning matters now for our young people and their future and 

what matters for our community’. Brad identified this intentionality for change recognising 
that Mary had a strong vision for NZS right from the start, recalling statements from around 

that time such as: ‘this is what the vision for learning and teaching is going to look like’.  
 

This theme of an understood and shared vision that created a distinctive pedagogic model 
different from traditional models, is embedded in the thoughts and contributions of all 
interview participants. Ella recollected her perspective upon commencing at NZS, saying 

that ‘I think for me to be able to do my job well, I need[ed] to understand the vision and be 

able to put it into practice, because if you don’t understand the vision of NZS, you cannot 

support others to put it into practice’. Ella suggested that vision is more than a driver – it 
has become the filter by which people should select in or out of employment at the school: 

‘If someone wants to work at NZS, then they have to accept that on-going change is part of 
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the picture’. Vision, Ella went on to state, is something that can be immediately seen, shared 

in practice, observed in others; ‘the vision is in everything’. The field notes collected during 
different site visits support such conclusions as expressed during the interviews. In 
conversation during a lesson observation (and recorded with permission), one of the 

teachers stated that ‘the vision of the school is very clear. You come here because you want 

to support it’ (2016). 
 

Brad recounted multiple aspects of the impact of the clear vision, saying that: ‘the sense of 
vision is that it was a living thing’ over which ‘people have a strong sense of ownership’. He 

reflects that ‘as the vision has matured, it has probably become deeper and more powerful’. 
This had allowed for an immediate capacity to decide whether an idea is congruent with the 
vision itself – vision at NZS was ‘never something that sat in the Principal’s filing cabinet’ to 

be brought out prior to an external assessment. Change was an ongoing process. 

 
Vision at NZS is also described by all interviewees as being a highly visual component of 
the school. Observation notes and photographs very much support this understanding. 
Given that vision is so intimately aligned to the notion of a preferred learning methodology, 

this is not surprising. The messaging is intentionally repeated throughout the school with 
the intended outcome being a common and shared language.  
 

When Jackie spoke of vision, she created a mental algorithm seeking to explain the energy 

within the school and how this is initiated by strong vision: ‘vision is critical; culture, which I 
think sits with empowerment … they should be together and momentum would be the 

outcome’. Jackie’s algorithm would be represented as: vision + (culture + empowerment) = 

momentum. Jackie suggested that this sequence is required for activating change. Her 
previous teaching experience in the United Kingdom had highlighted the challenges of 
seeking to create momentum in a single-cell approach to schooling. Ironically her previous 

experience from teaching in early childhood contexts, was developed around the multi-
teacher approach common to much of early childhood classrooms. To Jackie, it seemed 
strange that there should be a reversion to solo operators in primary schooling.  
 

The sub-text of the empowerment that comes from a shared visioning process is evident in 
all of the interviews. For her part and as school leader, Mary stated that she actively sought 

to empower: ‘I bring that big picture thinking and be provocateur and questioner; the magic 

happens when you get more people … in the game and that is what creates momentum’. 

Vision gets embedded in practice because of ‘the co-construction’ of the vision. In relation to 

the imperative to meet the needs of the learner, Jackie observed that the flexibility and 
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freedom afforded to them as educators is ‘not to just go off willy-nilly, but we are able to all 

of us go and research deeply on things, where you have a gut inkling, and how we have 

designed our learning … to meet the needs of our learners’. Change comes about as it is the 

focus of the vision and collective visioning processes.  

 
A range of NZS documents can be found in the appendices that capture the vision and 
direction of the NZS Learning Model. These include: 
 

- NZS Collaborative Vision (2015) (Appendix 10) 

- NZS Collaborative - Defining our Leadership Work: Vision (2014) (Appendix 11) 
- Four Vision Principles (2014) (Appendix 12) 

 

Of direct interest to the proposition of this research is the wording used in the vision 
statement for the NZS Collaborative. The vision is stated to ‘be a catalyst for educational 

change’ and to ‘take a stance on learning and leading that enables change’. This 

intentionality for change is consistent across the interviews and other collected data. The 

NZS vision statement and vision principles (Table 21) outlines the ‘vision principles that 

underpin the school’s strategic purpose and aspirations’.  
 

Upon analysis, these principles highlight the process of using vision as a starting point for 
the pedagogic direction of the school, aimed at developing the capacity of the learner to 

‘build on strengths and interests to experience further fulfilment in learning’. The visioning 

processes aim to enable this ‘break through’. From observation, the four vision principles, 
are actively implemented across the school and signage brings them to the repeated 

attention of the learner, as there is a consistency of their use across the school. 
 
  Table 21 NZS Collaborative (2015) 

 
Document Quotes 

Vision 

Statement 
(2014) 
 

NZS has four vision principles that underpin the Schools strategic 

purpose and aspirations: 

- Building Learning Capacity – that all members of NZS develop their 
learning capacity through goal setting, applying the learner 

competencies and achieve in National Standard areas. E-learning 
tools are used to promote and support further learning.  
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- Collaborating – that all members of NZS develop collaborative skills 

and values to enable them to actively interact and contribute as 
effective members of any community.  

- Making Meaning – that all members of NZS problem solve, question, 

investigate and make decisions using a learning process, thinking 
tools and a range of learning strategies to deepen their 
understanding of concepts.  

- Break Through – That all members of NZS discover and build on 

strengths and interests to experience further fulfilment in learning.  

Four Vision 

Principles 
(2014) 

- Building Learning Capacity – Know, believe and stretch self as a 

learner 
- Collaborating – Relate, participate and value diversity. Make a 

contribution 

- Making Meaning – Use tools, strategies, skills and knowledge to 
break codes, understand and take action 

- Breaking Through – Strive to achieve success and happiness in 
learning and life 

 
 
Documents about vision, and labelled as such, are a very prominent component of NZS 

documentation and presentations. NZS has an established routine for visitors or workshop 
attendees at the school. This starts with an overview of the vision and educational 
philosophy of the school, prior to a prolonged tour of the school. Once touring, it is evident 
that there is a high level of consistency in the terminology used to describe learning across 

the school, both in terms of the printed documents outlining the vision principles, but also 
in the conversation of the teachers and students.  
 

Documents that outline the school’s vision for learning all have the same set of four 
principles. The wording of the documentation crosses over into some of the different 
artefact data. Each learning space (Hub) displays consistent signage relating to the model 
(Figure 23). Such posters serve a dual purpose. They reinforce the pedagogic model and 

vision, while also being of use as a practical tool during learning sessions.  
 
During site visits, students were observed in a variety of spaces and across different stages 

of the school actively referring to the posters, as they provide a pathway and guide to 
problem solving. In some instances, the posters had been laminated into an A4 size and 
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students referenced those as they were undertaking tasks.  The wall posters and individual 

poster prompts convey clear information to parents and the wider community about the 
learning model and the pedagogic vision (Figure 23).  
 

Figure 23 NZS Artefact – Learning Model: Building Learning Capacity 
 

 
 
6.3.2 Pedagogic change: priority focus on strengthening pedagogic practice and 

learning design: collaborative preparation time is prioritised in order to improve learning 
efficacy 
 
As with the other case studies, a second theme to emerge from an analysis and 

categorisation of the interview data, was the priority afforded strengthening pedagogic 
practice and focusing on the design of learning. The goal of collaborative team 
conversations about specific curriculum units is reported to be very focused on how to more 
productively empower students and how to enable more effective learning.  

 
The interviews reinforce the observation that the core of NZS is very clearly all about 
learning, and students were of essence, front and centre in everyone’s thinking. For 

teachers, as Jackie stated, ‘you are employed to be as a teacher to the students’, which she 
asserts places a continual focus on strengthening pedagogic practice. Decision making 

processes around curriculum units use a learning design process that places students as 

the starting and end points of consideration. The learning design uses the notion of ‘future-
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focus’ as the guide for learning experience and competency development. Brad phrased it 
this way: 
 

We know that reading, writing, maths is important because that is how you access 
curriculum. But a shift in emphasis towards a more measurable, dispositional aspect 

of learning, that ultimately will have a longer sustainability and a lifelong relevance, 
than many other aspects of what they do, actually does. And I think with rigid 

determination - that this is what we stand for, this is what we are aiming for. (Brad) 
 
Ella scrutinized a similar theme in relation to curriculum frameworks, stating quite 
emphatically: 

 

We are not doing justice, if we are only focusing on reading, writing, maths and just 
packing a whole lot of knowledge into brains, because I think the danger in that is, 

that we will have these kids, our five-year olds, who will be adults by 2035 and we 

will have even worse issues, if that is all we are focusing on. (Ella)  
 

Mary expressed a more nuanced perspective on the future-focus of learning design, 
concentrating somewhat on the impact of change on the personal and emotional world. 
Mary spoke of the relevance of the ‘VUCA model. We talk about that all the time. That’s what 

we want for our kids. How do we role model that as the adults? Volatility, uncertainty, 

complexity and ambiguity is the future.’ Mary saw a connection between strengthening 
pedagogic practice, learning design and the scope of curriculum to include a focus on 
wellness into the future because of the number of students who are experiencing increased 

anxiety: ‘I think a necessity is for growing resilience and having strategies to help students 
know what is and isn’t in their control’. Mary argued a case to increase the professional focus 

in such areas, so teachers develop more effective learning methodologies in this changing 

context.  
 
An artefact collected for the case research reflects the same sentiment about the goal of 
helping students ‘make meaning’ out of the growing complexities surrounding them. The 

artefact references one of the four learning principles in the pedagogic vision illustration - 

the third component of the model, making meaning (Figure 24). As Hub Guardians (teachers) 
work with the learners, this artefact was observed to be referenced frequently. Learners are 
led to understand that learning is about processes and that as part of this process, they 
need to go deeper into the topic, build their knowledge and apply understandings. Action 
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should be the outcome of learning as the student draws together the different elements of 

the content/context and make meaning.   
 

Figure 24 NZS Artefact – Learning Model: Making Meaning 

 
 

In Jackie’s understanding, collective professional time is needed to focus on developing 
this type of skill, one that will be very relevant for students in the future. With that awareness, 
came a desire to shift the focus away from the rigour of reading, writing and maths results, 

as ‘I think that is absolutely not going to fit our kids for the next, well even ten years’ time. 

We need to be teaching our staff and our children about resilience, about relationships, 
about communication and it’s all about soft skills that have to be valued’. Jackie articulated 

a need to work in teams to develop school-wide consistency in pedagogic practice that 
develops new curriculum options, better suited to what the students will need into the future. 

As an immigrant to New Zealand, Jackie made further observations, with knowledge of 
growing societal problems, as to the reason why there needs to be a communal shift in 
curriculum focus and the way in which children are taught:  
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… if we think about New Zealand especially, and the high youth suicide rate, this is 

something that governments actually need to address. I think it is the soft skills that 

they need to address.  
 

Jackie viewed the solution to this as being pedagogic and relational. Teachers need to be 

‘willing to take risks and research and push the boundary when it is evidence based and 
relationships, relationships, relationships’. This social imperative behind the need to change 
the learning paradigm comes through in all narratives.  
 

6.3.3 Professional change: human resource development is paramount: priority is given 
to developing the human resources and aligning the community with the vision 
 
Another theme that is raised consistently in the interviews across all case sites, including 
NZS, is the intentional focus on human resource development. Given that NZS operates on 

a collaborative model, there is a need to continually upskill teachers on improving their 
collaborative capacities.  This also is described as necessitating the alignment of all routines 
and preparation time for teaching and non-teaching staff, to support the notion that people 

need time to develop and a means to develop.  
 
Several tangents are raised in relation to this focus on people and their development. One 

is in relation to escalating challenges of teacher shortages in New Zealand. As a growing 
school with the need for a constant stream of additional teachers, the interviewees state 
that currently all their new teachers are being recruited from overseas. This is viewed by 
Brad as somewhat of a dual edged sword. While NZS is receiving applications from teachers 

notionally well aligned to the ideas of collaborative teaching models, once at the school and 
teaching within the model, a number of teaching staff discover that the model is not for 
them. Brad highlighted that it takes time to bring someone into the model, such that they 

have confidence to not only teach within the framework, but actively grow it as well. 
 

Brad went on to say that ‘one of the disruptors is around team and the idea of understanding 

that teaching is a team sport, not an individual pursuit’. Brad recognised that the notion that 
teaching can be equated with being a ‘team sport’, is not really a new idea, just new in 

education circles. He reflects that:   
 

for teachers not to have ownership of a class … to share responsibility for a larger 

cohort of learners … to work together very closely to design learning and for a larger 
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cohort of kids, and work out how between them can they do that most successfully, 

is new, and in many instances challenging. (Brad) 
 

Brad mused that time is probably the key. A point repeated by Jackie, saying that ‘the goal 

of available teacher professional development time, is to first create it, so that teachers can 
share the same preparation time in order for close collaboration to happen’. Time is stated 
to be a big challenge in this regard. For some people, Jackie recalled, they will grasp the 
vision within a term and in so doing, be ready to grow professionally and contribute 
meaningfully not only to their Hub teams, but also the wider staff.  

 
An additional challenge mentioned is to do this in a way where the incoming staff feel they 
retain the flexibility to explore and grow the model, rather than necessarily feeling that there 

is only one expression of the vision. Jackie reflected on this in particular, as induction 
processes were part of her wider brief as a leader within the school community. Jackie 

recognised that induction occurred in two forms, planned and informal: ‘yes, there is 

purposeful professional learning for new staff coming in, but there is also the incidental 
observation’. She went on to suggest that understanding the common language is critical, 

because otherwise you would run the risk of the children questioning ‘what are you talking 

about if you come up with some random stuff’. 
 
The data arising from observations, site visits and field notes supports the emphasis on 

professional development. In some instances, the development is subtle, but profound. 
Mary talked of sharing the responsibility for the presentation of the school’s vision and 
model for learning at the introductory session of visitor workshops. This was a deliberate 

strategy ‘to strengthen the teacher capacity to articulate the model’ (2016). As NZS teachers 
shared the story of the school’s development, their ownership of the model grows. Teachers 

presenting reinforced the priority on aligned preparation time, stating ‘We are supported if 
we need help or need some time to work on curriculum development … everything we do is 

as part of our team’ (2016). 
 

The recruitment process at NZS provided further data supporting the perspectives gained 
from the NZS interviews. Appendix 13 outlines the full NZS program for developing ‘Teacher 
Effectiveness’. Table 22, taken from the wider document highlights the emphases used in 

recruitment processes in terms of what we offer and ‘what we are looking for’: 
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Table 22 Teacher Effectiveness at NZS: Teaching and Learning (2016)  

 
NZS (2016) 
Teaching & 
learning 

Teaching & learning at NZS - what we offer: 
- Awesome kids / amazing staff 
- Supportive community 

- A clear vision for teaching and learning 
- High quality professional learning & coaching 
- Strong pedagogical leadership 
- Collaborative teaching with stunning colleagues in ILE 

- Strengths based organisation  
- International exchange opportunities 
 

In return, we are looking for teachers with: 
- A growth mindset 
- A desire to learn 
- A willingness to collaborate and see what’s possible together  

- A belief in going the extra mile for our learners - because they’re 
worth it 

- A desire to grow professional capacity and to inquire deeply into 

practice 
 
The interviews, supported by the field data and other documents from NZS, reinforce the 

intentional focus on developing the human resource of the school. The processes 
supporting the focus involve continual alignment around the central vision, while recognising 
that the capacity development component of strengthening teacher pedagogic practice as 
collaborative team members has to be ongoing.  

 

6.3.4 Cultural change: active building of a highly positive culture of learning: engaged 

learning, built on positive relationships, is placed as the main culture of the organisation 
 

The interviews revealed the importance of building culture through a visioning process at 
NZS. Once the pedagogic vision is established and shared, a key priority is the shaping of 
community values and beliefs. In doing so the culture required to support the envisioned 
pedagogic is built progressively. Significantly, it is not left up to chance. The culture shaping 

activities are shown to be part of the wider strategy – as much for staff, as for students. 
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Each of the interview participants from NZS reference culture in their conversation. The 

culture of continual improvement, expressed as a tangible desire to create better learning 
opportunities and outcomes for the students, drives the processes of internal review. All 

participants speak of culture in a variety of ways. Mary reflected that ‘we seek to surface 

culture all the time. We have just resurfaced and said “what is the culture you aspire to 
belong to?” … the one thing we most deliberately work on is people surfacing the un-

discussables’. Brad recalled that when visitors come, they want to hear everything to do 

with ‘learner dispositions’. But they soon realised that ‘actually, we want to know about 

school culture. They come wanting a, b and c but then they left thinking, hey, hang on a 
minute, we need to know this culture bit’.  
 
Jackie recognised the frequency and regularity with which culture is discussed, when she 

recounted that ‘we are always looking at the culture of the place and we are always going 
back and evaluating the climate of the culture’. Ella observed that this process is critical 

because ‘it is supporting staff with that growth mindset and resilience and listening to their 
voice, and ensuring that they feel valued in lots of different ways. Just showing that you 

notice things. Culture is so important’.  
 
There is a clear recognition that culture is something that people create between themselves 
and it is something they contribute to in every interaction. One common recognition that is 

verbalised is the strength of the culture that has been created around collaboration. Ella 
spoke of the recently established teacher effectiveness program and the ability to be able 

to tap into the people who are ‘always trying to help people know what is going on around 

the school’. Mary spoke of collaboration and the co-creation of culture as being foundational 
across the school. It is a measure by which she can tell as a leader if there is a problem. 

Mary also referred to the interconnections between culture and trust, recognising that every 
action of the staff has the potential to impact the culture of the school in positive or negative 
ways. The goal for her is to strive for ‘a place where we’ve got trust’. 

 
The observation visits to NZS emphasised the reality of this wider culture that placed 
effective learning as the goal. The field notes taken on the different site visits capture some 

of the learner reflections as the learners frequently (and spontaneously) initiate 
conversations with visitors.  Any visitor to NZS will unavoidably finish up holding 
conversations with students in multiple contexts. This is due to the school culture that values 
dialogue around learning and encourages students to be articulate as they describe their 

learning activities. In practice, this means that students will approach visitors and take the 
initiative to talk about their learning. Students talk about the strategies that exist to help 
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them move forward with their learning, especially when stuck in the learning ‘pit’ (see Figure 

24). Students appear uniformly well-versed in a process of help that is conveyed as a 
hierarchy. First students would seek peer assistance, followed by researching possible 
generic FAQs relevant to their problem and if all strategies do not work, seek guidance from 

a teacher.  
 
The Learning Pit (Figure 25) is one of the most visible tools used for the learning process at 
NZS. It is used in every learning hub. It came from the work of Nottingham (2003), but has 

been adapted for use at NZS. It is particularly apt, and understood, because the school and 
surrounding suburb is built on what was once a stone quarry – a physical pit. The learners 
are quick to explain that when they confront a challenge, the process of recognising this 

and then gaining help, provides a pathway forward for them out of the pit.  
 

Figure 25 NZS Artefact – Learning Model: The Learning Pit 
 

 
 
 
The NZS learning hubs and online sites connected to the school, have a range of related 
material that was collected as artefacts connected to the NZS Learning Model. In informal 
observation of the students around the school, it is common to hear words that describe 

the learning processes in a manner that reflects the language of the diagrams and posters.  
 
The language of learning is very clearly a living language and students from the early years 

onwards are using the terminology in appropriate ways. The NZS Learning Model chart 
(Figure 26) is prominent in every learning hub. It captures the four learning principles that 
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make up the pedagogic vision and conveys the core concepts most frequently referenced 

in the learning process. The older students are observed to have quite advanced ability to 
talk about how learning happens, using this chart as a prompt.  
 

 
Figure 26 NZS Artefact – Learning Model – overview 

 
Another significant message visible in all learning hubs around the school focuses on 

collaboration (Figure 27). Collaboration is one of the key values of NZS, listed as one of the 
learning principles. The signage links collaboration with a sense of community, emphasising 

the collective ‘us’ and the need to be inclusive and respectful, valuing others. Collaboration 
is at the heart of the relational aspects of the vision. 
  

Figure 27 NZS Artefact – Learning Model: Collaborating 
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The three site visits undertaken for the case research afforded an opportunity to talk with 
students and staff and to observe the culture and practice freely. The physical layout 
reinforces a strong sense of collaboration – there are people (students, parent helpers, 

teachers, visitors) moving in many directions constantly. The movement does not appear to 
distract, it is part of the routines. The ways in which the spaces are used during class time 
is deliberate, matching the needs of the immediate curriculum and learning methodologies. 
Teachers are not confined to one location – there is a lot of evident fluid movement and 

continual adjustment of the physical space to match the required task or group. Teachers 
appear very comfortable talking with students as needed in an open context – transparency 
does not seem to have impacted the normality of the lessons. One of the teachers made 

the comment (and quoted with permission): ‘the students make this all worthwhile. Look at 
their faces. They are engaged; they don’t get phased by visitors. Learning is what is 

happening all the time’ (2016). 
 

The collaboration between teachers is very evident during a lesson. Another observation 
was that active learning was visible, even when students were undertaking different tasks. 
If independent learning was a stated goal as asserted in the interviews, there is plenty of 

evidence to back that suggestion.  For many students, there were clear indicators of their 
capacity as independent learners. This did appear to establish a predominant culture within 
the hubs, especially those catering for older primary.  
 

In the context of building a highly positive culture of learning as expressed through the 
interviews, the fourth component of the NZS Learning Model is relevant - ‘breaking through’ 
(Figure 28). Support artefacts in connection with this component are less explicit – as it is 

represented both in the celebration and exhibition of student learning.  
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 



 161 

Figure 28         NZS Artefact – Learning Model: Breaking Through: Because they’re worth it 

 

 
 
One of the phrases captured on the illustration, to ‘cause learning’, is one that is articulated 

with frequency and heard in the context of both lessons and in teacher professional 
dialogue. In this way, it reinforces the vision for the Hub Guardians that their prime role is to 
do exactly this – cause the learning to happen as a result of the experiences that they 

collectively create. The high visibility and repetition of messaging in relation to all aspects 
of the NZS learning model, consistently reinforces the primacy of the vision for learning and 
the school-wide strategies employed to continually develop a highly positive culture of 
learning.  

 

6.3.5 Processes & frameworks need to support vision: the processes that support change 

 and the frameworks used to promote engaged learning, need to be effective, well-
 articulated & understood 
 
A fifth theme arising out of an analysis of all the interviews conducted for the research, was 
a shared recognition that a school has to have very clear frameworks for learning, and 

structures at every level that support and enable the desired changes. All the interview 
participants at NZS could point to the cohesiveness of the language, the clarity of the 
pedagogic framework and the mechanisms to support them as teachers. But in reflecting 

on the way in which people approach a challenge, sometimes their framework is the 
problem. Brad asserted that as educators ‘we don’t necessarily traditionally deal with 

problems as complex problems. We deal with things as complicated problems - that there 

is a right answer and if we do a+b+c+d that we are going to get e’. Brad recognised the 
inherent tensions with this approach. The problem is far more complex. He states that at 
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NZS ‘we are trying to change an ecosystem of learning and … in order to facilitate that, in 

order to enact that, we are deeply, deeply changing the space that being a teacher is’. His 
comments go on to provide an insight into the strategies necessary to embed long term 

educational change, as involving a more complex blend of experience, interpretation and 
analysis. In this context, Brad recognised that the processes and frameworks needed to 

support change ‘need to be efficient and understood’. 
 
Mary talked of the growing interest in the practice and outcomes of the learning model. She 
is conscious of the need to have the right structures to support momentum, to reinforce the 

theories upon which the model has been developed. She referred to the process of 
reviewing the ideas of different educational theorists as a foundation for the thinking around 
the pedagogic model that is emerging. Mary recognised the importance that this 

understanding needs to be continually shared, if the vision is to remain strong: ‘this frame 
of what we are developing? … what are the foundation literacies that are essential? … and 

what are the dispositions to enable me to know what to do when I don’t know what to do?’. 

For Mary, the framework for considering such questions needs to be well-articulated so that 
all the teachers continue to engage with the challenges.  

 
Brad recognised that this thinking around frameworks commenced well before the start of 
NZS – it had in fact been a professional dialogue he had shared with Mary at a previous 

school where they had worked together. Mary spoke of the difference between a pedagogic 

framework and the structures that are needed to ‘materialise a vision aspiration of what we 
wanted’. She also provided an example of the importance of reflection in relation to the 
structures, theory and frameworks, mentioning that one of the structures that has been 
adjusted in the last two years is the removal of specific executive leadership located in the 

Learning Hub teams. This is because there is an awareness that sometimes ‘stuff can default 
to them and if you like, it undermines collaboration’. Mary presented this need to be 
reflective, proactive and team oriented as a relentless pursuit in the context of NZS, but one 

she presents as an ‘outstanding opportunity’ not to be missed.  
 
In the context of analysing the collected data in connection with the structures and 
frameworks of the school and analysing the recorded conversations, it was apparent that 
there was very little specific reference to the physical learning spaces (the Learning Hubs) 

themselves. This was ironic as they form the essential backdrop to the vision principles, the 
collaborative teams and the flexibility of learning contexts that are a key part of the 
pedagogic framework itself. The question arose as to whether explicit references, 

documents or artefacts had been missed. Upon reflection, the answer lies in the fact that 
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the learning spaces are simply spaces and accepted as the norm. Given that the whole 

school is built around the notion of a cohesive, collaborative framework, the learning spaces 
themselves are an expression of this. Upon entering NZS, the Learning Hubs are one of the 
first impressions and create the backdrop to the vision in action and structure for 

collaborative clusters, even when they are seemingly a subliminal part of the picture.  
 
6.3.6 NZS lesson vignette 
 

A short lesson vignette is included, as further collected data. The example provides insight 

into the collaborative teaching model, as well as the organisation of the day that allows for 
differentiation and personalised learning. The date of the lesson observation was 25 

November 2015. 

 

The observation was conducted during an afternoon session, located in a Learning Hub, 
involving students who were 11 to 12 year olds. There were approximately 90 students in the 

Hub, in a context where three ‘Guardian’ teachers were present, as well as a practicum intern 

and a special education support teacher. The students had already returned to the Hub after 

their lunch break and were engaged on individual projects. With assistance from one of the 

teachers, the observation was of one particular student, undertaking his work within the 
context of the larger group. The lesson schedule was for ‘passion projects’. The teacher 

provided some background information about the student – he had arrived at the school 

about six months ago and showed low motivation. The student was of Māori descent.  

 

The student nominated by his teacher was keen to talk about his passion project. He was 
teaching himself how to program using Raspberry Pi, something, he stated, he had only 

learnt to do in the last few weeks. When asked what he wanted to do with the kit material 

that he had, he said that at this time, he was not sure. He had ideas about making a small 

robot, or a small computer (suggesting that he might make a case for the kit). At this point in 

the conversation, the student wanted to go to his teacher to get advice.  
 

The student was observed going to the teacher, who stopped his activity (assisting another 

student) and started a conversation that referred to the strategies for solving a problem by 

yourself as an independent learner. The student recalled the poster (on the Hub wall nearby) 

and suggested that he could talk to a friend to see whether they could help him with an idea. 
The teacher asked what he would do next, if he could not find suitable help from a peer. With 

a glance back to the poster, he was prompted to suggest he could look up Raspberry Pi on 

the internet and see whether there were some projects that he might like. The student agreed 
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with the teacher that he would try to find a peer who could help and failing that, he would do 

some research on one of the class computers.  

 

The student was observed walking around the Hub to find a suitable peer. There were two 

further conversations before he returned to his computer, near the point of observation. He 
made a comment that he would spend some time looking up Raspberry Pi on the internet. 

This is what he then proceeded to do and the observation concluded.  

 

This brief vignette demonstrates a number of the approaches to learning at NZS, highly 

consistent with the stated pedagogy and learning model. During a session such as was 
observed, the students are required to adopt a self-directed learning approach. The teachers 

recognise that not all students are competent in this respect and require re-direction and 

prompts. In an environment where asking spontaneous questions was welcomed, the 

observed student gradually found a way to undertake his own research, without relying on 

teacher direction. The use of posters as learning process prompts, together with a sequenced 
plan for problem-solving, was very consistent with the information conveyed at the visit 

briefing at the start of the day.  

 

6.4 NZS Case Study – discussion 

 

Two blogs outlining the initial journey of NZS and referenced during the research process, 
‘Thinkalot’ (Martin 2009a) and ‘NZS’ (Martin 2010b), capture the clarity of vision and 

educational perspectives prior to the commencement of NZS. One blog entry asks: “How 
do we leave the past to think creatively about possibilities to enable learning like it hasn't 
been enabled before?” (2009a) and a second entry (2010) talks of “ensuring we are future 
focused in creating flexible, engaging and stimulating learning environments that meet the 

diverse needs of every single learner”. The data generated through the research process 
highlights a consistency of viewpoints and perspectives, throughout the narrative of NZS, 
that the interview participants attribute to the strength of the vision.  

 
Given the physical design of the school and the learning spaces created for larger groups 
of students, taught entirely within teacher teams, the data from the case research provides 

excellent insights into the critical elements for successful transformation. There can be no 
turning back at NZS. The built infrastructure supports collaboration only. In this way, NZS 
as a case study presents potentially unique perspectives. The case study reflects that it is 
possible to create and shape a culture that in a short space of time, can become the 
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dominant feature of a community. There is much that can be interpreted from the NZS story 

in relation to how and why vision acts as a catalyst for change.  
 

Vision at NZS presents as multi-faceted. It is described as a tangible reality. It provides the 
direction for the school in a broad sense, while at the same time informing the small 
decisions that need to be made on a day to day basis. Vision is seen to be summative, the 
name of something, as well as a process, something that can be done. Staff envision a 

future. Vision is the driver of the learning model; it provides the principles upon which it is 
built; but it also provides the challenge to perpetually question and refine those principles.  
 

For some staff, especially those described as wanting to work at NZS in order to experience 
a future-focused model to which they feel aligned, the vision proves too challenging in the 
short term. Vision of this type requires continuous professional development processes and 
for the communication channels to be not only effective, but universally understood. If the 

vision is for collaboration, then this has to be modelled as a viable model at every level. In 
such a context, vision unites the educator community with the parent community, because 
parents are forced to confront what it is about learning that is important for a child’s future 

capacity.  
 
At NZS, vision is seen as the catalyst for educational change. The research reveals this 

dynamic in ways that have enabled the journey of establishing a culture of future-focused 
education to embed, sustain and grow. The school motto, referenced in 6.2.2, that co-joins 
vision and education in order to work in tandem with each other, captures the circumstance 
of NZS, as expressed through the interviews, site visits and documentation and artefacts, 

with uncanny accuracy. Vision builds and education stabilises.  

 

6.5 Concluding comments 

 

This chapter has presented the story of NZS as one of the three international schools chosen 
for the case research. The different contexts of all three schools offer a unique window into 

the how and why of vision being a driver for educational change. Despite a very different 
socio-economic context for NZS to the other cases presented and the very different 
histories of the schools, the similarities of experience that are emerging in connection with 
the impact of vision to initiate and drive change, are coalescing to present an insightful 

proposition about educational change.  
 



 166 

The next chapter looks at the final case study in the sequence – the narrative of CATS in 

Barcelona. The format for the presentation of the case research, follows the same structure 
that has been used in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. The next chapter concludes Section B of the 
dissertation. The final section following that looks at the aggregated research data in order 

to appraise any emergent trends and focus on the potential implications from the case 
research for enabling educational change to be replicated and sustained.  
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Chapter 7 Case Study: CATS 

 

7.1      Introduction 

 

This research probes the proposition that vision is a powerful catalyst for educational 
change. Four case studies are presented and this chapter covers the last of those, following 
on from Chapter 6 which investigates NZS from Auckland, New Zealand. The qualitative 

research presented here covers the highly intentional journey undertaken by CATS, 
Barcelona, Spain, to exploit all opportunities for a paradigm shift in terms of pedagogy and 
culture, based on a clearly expressed vision for inquiry-based, collaborative learning. This 

also has implications for the professional practice. As with the case research covering NZS 

and AUSS/SYDC, the focus is on why and how change has taken place and what is the 
specific function played by vision in driving the change. 
 
This case study completes Section B, the case studies for the research. Following this is 
the first chapter of the final section of the dissertation. Chapter 8 draws together the different 

case studies and examines the recurring motifs using a cross-case perspective at that point. 
Chapter 9 concludes the dissertation, providing a discussion of the findings, looks at a range 
of implications arising from the case analysis and makes some concluding remarks in 

relation to the research.  

 

7.2 CATS Case background 

 

7.2.1 Typology: iterative categorising of major concepts  

 
There were five interviewees from CATS. The interview process for CATS was undertaken 
in two locations – Barcelona and Sydney. Two of the interview participants are native English 
speakers, another is highly proficient in English as a third language, another able to 

understand English, but requiring some assistance in expressing ideas in English and one 
person chose to have a translator for the process. The interviews involve three educators 
from a religious Order and two international teachers working at CATS. The senior 

leadership team was represented in the mix of people nominated for the interview 
component.  
 
The multilingual capacity of most staff meant that the inclusion of CATS in the research was 

non-problematic in terms of communication. Interviews were arranged with a face-to-face 
format, taking place in October 2016 (Barcelona) and July 2017 (Sydney).  
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The interviews were transcribed progressively, but in each case immediately after the 
interview. The transcriptions were assessed with other completed interview transcripts 
prepared for the research and together used in an iterative process leading to the 

categorising of key themes across all case studies (see Section 4.3 and Appendix 3). As 
with the previous case study, the listing of key domains and themes is repeated for reader 
expediency:  
 

1. Vision is viewed as change: vision is the outcome of a desire for intentional change 
2. Priority focus on strengthening pedagogic practice and learning design: 

collaborative preparation time is prioritised to improve learning efficacy  
3. Human resource development is paramount: priority is given to developing the 

human resources and aligning the community with the vision 
4. Active building of a highly positive culture of learning: engaged learning, built on 

positive relationships, is placed as the main culture of the organisation 

5. Processes & frameworks need to support vision: the processes that support 
change and the frameworks used to promote engaged learning, need to be 

effective, well-articulated & understood 

 

There were six visits to CATS during the research period. Not all visits were specifically 
linked to formally gathering data for research, but all visitations afforded the opportunity for 
observation and conversation about the school’s vision and pedagogic model. Two visits 

were specifically research related where field notes were created and a range of items 
photographed. Any informal conversation that occurred was conducted in the knowledge 
that specific permission might be sought to make a note of the quote and use it for the 
purposes of research. The researcher was afforded freedom to take photographs across 

campus, with the proviso that individual students were not in the foreground. Two visits 
were made by CATS leadership to AUSS/SYDC in Sydney during this time, providing an 
additional opportunity for the exchange of ideas and to conduct one of the interviews.  

 

7.2.2 CATS Case Study background information: general  
 
CATS is a school of approximately one thousand students, located on the outskirts of the 

central section of Barcelona, Spain. CATS is geographically very much part of urban 
Barcelona and the student population reflects a mix of Catalan, Spanish and international 
backgrounds. Given the ready access to metropolitan trains, students come from all over 

Barcelona. CATS follows the national and regional curricula up until the Certificate of 
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Compulsory Education at the end of basic (primary and secondary) compulsory education. 

Students must be sixteen to complete the basic compulsory education.  
 
The appeal of including CATS as a case study lies in the multi-dimensional opportunities it 

offers the research findings, considering the additional perspectives that arise from its very 
different social, political, historical and cultural context. While there are some similarities to 
Australia and New Zealand as developed nations, the context for Spain, and Catalonia in 
particular, differs in many other respects. The general background information covering 

some of the wider educational environment in which CATS operates, differs from the scope 
of information relevant to AUSS/SYDC and NZS. The information has relevance as it 
illuminates some aspects of the unique responses by CATS to the challenges posed by the 

immediate parameters placed by the Catalonian and Spanish education systems. These 
challenges have required creative learning design in order to comply with the wider 
curriculum constraints, while at the same time seeking cultural, pedagogic and professional 
change in learning.  

 
When the regional Catalonian government was inaugurated in 1982, in the early years of the 
post-Franco political era, the decision was made to use the education system to reintroduce 

Catalan culture and language that had been banned under Franco (see section 1.9.3). The 
regional curriculum frameworks, based on the national framework, were amended by 
Catalonian legislation to require dual language proficiency in Catalan and Spanish for school 

graduates.  
 
The complexity of the wider context comes as a result of the requirement to meet the 
mandated aspects of curriculum delivery in line with the two education authorities to whom 

it is responsible - the regional government and the central Spanish government. These must 
be met in order for students to be awarded the Certificate of Compulsory Education. The 
ratio of curriculum adherence between the two authorities needs to be implemented on a 

55% (Spanish) to 45% (Catalonian) ratio. At the same time, Catalan needs to be the primary 
vehicle for course delivery in the education system. However, students must also be equally 
proficient in their use of the national language, Spanish, in order to graduate. When 
designing courses, especially in an intentional context to achieve educational change, it 

must occur within these parameters.  Further background information for Spain and the 
Spanish and Catalonian education systems is outlined in more detail in section 1.9.3. 
 

Figure 29 provides an illustration of the Catalonian curriculum framework for Primary aged 
students. Language and literature courses are allocated the most time within the curriculum 
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framework and given indicative time requirements. Additionally, students must undertake 

two further language courses, referred to in the artefact as first and second foreign 
languages. Given the articulated vision at CATS for pedagogic frameworks that better match 
the neurological science research that is preferenced, the indicative time priorities present 
practical challenges.  
 

Figure 29 Catalonia artefact: Primary curriculum framework 
(Source: Catalunya Dept. of Education 2013) 

 

 
 
There is a further complication experienced in relation to language learning. The social 

context of the wider Catalonian region is changing, with increasing numbers of migrant and 
refugee arrivals in the last decade. The migrant and refugee families bring with them their 
own home languages, adding another language expectation into the equation (Saeed, 

2017). These changes are set amidst rising youth unemployment, prompted by the global 
financial crisis of the late 2000s (OECD, 2015b). Compounding matters further is the political 
instability in the Catalan region as a result of a resurgent independence movement and the 

contested responsibility for government and leadership, adding to a highly complex context 
for educational change proponents (Wong, 2017). Educational change is not high on the 
government agenda, one that only brought in universal schooling requirements in the 1970s 
(Sanz, 2008).  
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This socio-economic and political background is significant in appreciating the narrative of 

educational change at CATS. The journey that led to its current model for learning operating 
at CATS started in the 1980s during the era of wider political change. For the purposes of 
this research, this socio-economic and political background offers different perspectives on 

the power of vision to effect educational change, despite the challenges. It points to the 
ability of a collective visioning process to provide the direction for change, even if the 
surrounding context is complex. 
 

7.2.3 CATS Case Study background information: specific  
 
The specific background information for CATS comes from site observations and the 

contemporaneous field notes written by the researcher over the period from 2013 to 2017. 
It is augmented by information made available as documents or artefacts during those visits 
or by further documents published on the school’s website.  
 

CATS is following a highly intentional journey of educational change, originating from a 
continued focus on neuroscience and psychology research in connection with how people 
learn. This research set the pathway for the current education projects undertaken by the 

school. The staff frequently reference the work of Gardner (multiple intelligence theory), 
Seligman (the psychology of optimism), Brown (design thinking) and Johnson and Johnson 
(cooperative learning), among other researchers whose work has influenced the models for 

curriculum and learning.  
 
Vision is seen at CATS as being the central motivation, directing their focus on learning 
across all aspects of the school. The vision is said to be for an educational ecosystem where 

learning is visible and leads to the adoption of lifelong learning habits. The positioning of 
vision as the motivator for change within the school dates back to the inception of the 
teaching order to which CATS belongs. CATS is a school founded in 1926 by a religious 

Teaching Order, The Congregation of the Holy Family of Nazareth. The vision at the start 
was to shape the mind and soul of its children. Over the years the ensuing vision has built 
on this starting point and now looks at three elements - quality teaching, excellence and 
innovation. In a practical sense this is made visible in the teaching methodologies that 
underwrite the pedagogic approaches that CATS preferences. These include: 

 
- project-based learning 
- global sustainable learning 

- multilingual learning 
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- personalised learning 

- entrepreneurship learning 
- outdoor learning 
- interdisciplinary learning 

- collaborative/cooperative learning 
- visible learning 
- technology-focused learning 
 

The main building that accommodates the majority of the student programs (0-16 year olds), 
is a building that was originally designed to support a more traditional teaching model with 
separated classes, connected by corridors, and spread across multiple levels. The physical 

layout of the college impacts the opportunities for collaboration – however there has been 
a progressive re-design of spaces over the last decade. The intention is to create spaces 
for multi-class learning wherever possible and to use glass as a means of making the spaces 
more transparent. The re-design and renovation program is sufficiently advanced, so as to 

enable collaborative teaching in most contexts. The senior school (post-16 year olds) is 
located in a separate and more recently constructed building, the LeaderLab. The 
LeaderLab is designed to enable a senior school co-working atmosphere, with ready access 

to break out spaces for group or individual work and with as many writeable surfaces as 
possible. As with the rest of the college, there is an emphasis on visible learning and 
inspirational quotes.  

 
The learning model at CATS is generally based on inquiry-based learning and incorporating 
the use of multiple intelligence theory. Catalonian and Spanish national curriculum 
requirements dictate the teaching of separated subjects, but CATS has created time for a 

range of additional courses that take the learning experiences beyond the mandated 
curriculum. These include entrepreneurship courses in both primary and secondary. Core 
subjects (mathematics, science and social sciences) are linked to one of three languages 

(Catalan, Spanish and English) and taught exclusively in that language. While this allocation 
of language to core subjects necessitates the selection of teachers capable of teaching in 
the prescribed language, and by implication leading to a potentially reduced pool of 
teaching candidates, by doing so it conversely enables the creative freeing up of time, as 

language is taught as an integrated and immersive process, not as a separate subject. 
Students also have allocated immersion classes for French and German on alternating 
weeks in both primary and secondary.  
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Teacher teams use project-based learning methodologies where possible, as the consistent 

framework for all courses and subjects in the basic education levels – up until Year 10. There 
is a policy of not requiring detailed programming based on the developed projects, as the 
policy and expectation is that any project will be evaluated for suitability and if relevant for 

another cohort, then the project would be modified by the next teaching team in order to 
contextualise it for each successive cohort of students.  
 
Think1 TV is located in the LeaderLab, with a team managing a multimedia studio and 

providing professional development programs to CATS staff. Think1 TV also delivers 
professional development to a number of external schools, including other schools started 
by the same religious Order, located elsewhere in Spain, as well as in South America, Africa 

and Australia. Think1 TV offers courses in Early Learning, Multiple Intelligences, Leadership, 
Interactive Methodologies, Thinking Culture, Formative Assessment, Robotics and 
Gamification. Table 23 lists some of the key developments impacting the pedagogic vision 
of CATS. 

 
Table 23 Events (external and internal) impacting CATS operation: 1926-2018 

(sources: school website & notes) 

 
Year Event Activity 

   

1926 CATS established Congregation of the Holy Family of Nazareth 
establishes CATS 

1976 Franco dies Death of long-time dictator, Franco, ushers in 
a shift to democratic government 

1981-2 Regional government 

established in Catalonia 

Regional government in Catalonia established 

under a new constitution 

1982 Responsibility for 
schooling shared 

Curriculum guidelines established to include 
55% national Spanish curriculum and 45% 
regional Catalan curriculum 

1982 Bi-lingual schooling 
commences 

Catalan to become the main language for 
school-based activities and the language of 
learning 

1980s 
1990s 

Research into learning 
theories 

Active research into neuroscience, 
psychology and sociology commenced  
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1993 Change of school 

leadership 

M. Montserrat Del Pozo i Roselló 

commenced as Principal – committed to 
research-based vision 

2000s Development of learning 

model 

Gradual development of a learning model 

significantly based on multiple intelligence 
theory & project-based learning 

2013 Howard Gardner opens 

LeaderLab 

LeaderLab and Think1 TV & auditorium 

officially opened 

2014 Renovations completed  Renovations in main building completed 
facilitating a move from traditional rooms to 

more open spaces  

2015 Acoustic fit-out of 
spaces 

Retro-fitting of acoustic engineering solutions 
to renovated learning spaces in order to 

increase opportunities for collaborative 
teaching 

2017 Design process for new 
primary learning 

commons (within the 
existing building) 

A design process is undertaken to create 
learning commons replacing existing paired 

classrooms and enabling greater levels of 
collaborative teaching 

 

The majority of teachers at CATS are multilingual, able to teach in Catalan, Spanish and 
English. Some of the senior leadership have lower proficiency in English.  
 

7.3 Findings from collected data 

 
Domains and themes as categorised from the collective interviews: 
 

1 Vision is viewed as change: vision is the outcome of a desire for intentional 
change  

2 Priority focus on pedagogic practice: professional time is prioritised around 
enabling effective learning and strengthening methodological practice  

3 Human resource development is paramount: priority is given to developing 

the human resources and aligning the community with the vision 
4 Active building of a highly positive culture of learning: engaged learning, built 

on positive relationships, is placed as the main culture of the organisation 



 175 

5 Processes & frameworks need to support vision: the processes that support 

change and the frameworks used to promote engaged learning, need to be 

effective, well-articulated & understood  
 

7.3.1 Vision is viewed as change: vision is the outcome of a desire for intentional change 
 
As with AUSS/SYDC and NZS, vision at CATS surfaces as both a concept and a tangible 

reality in the minds of the teachers. The model for teaching and learning that is now in 
evidence across the whole campus has been developed over two decades and involved a 
recurrent shared visioning process. The intention is to embed a school-wide pedagogy and 

to achieve this, the senior leadership team recognise that all staff need to share in the 
process of creating the model.  
 
Nina talked of this and is very direct in her understanding as to what lies at the heart of the 

school’s operation: ‘Vision has been key. First you need the vision and to share the vision 
and then engage everyone in the vision’. And what is the vision? ‘It is a central focus on 

learning as being the key to an individual’s future’. Catalina phrased the purpose of the 

educational approach as being ‘the student undertaking their own learning journey, so as to 
change the world. The focus is the student, so therefore the school needs to provide the 

student with the right tools.’ 
 

For her part, Nina saw four concepts connected to this central appreciation of vision: 
understanding, development, team and empowerment. Whilst she acknowledged vision as 

still being critical, she saw a concurrent need for people to simply ‘understand’. And she 

perceived a shift in that ‘people need more development now, to be able to promote the 

vision’. She also sees that ‘now, as important, is the role of the team and the ability of the 
team to feel they are growing the vision’. She spoke of her understanding of ‘a sociological 

change that is happening in the world. People need to feel empowered’. Nina reflected that 
this is an important insight when it comes to an ability to lead an institution where you want 

the teachers and other staff to demonstrate intuition, take risks and bring the vision to life 
in powerful and collaborative ways.  
 

Two of the interviewees, Anne and Isabella, both classroom teachers at CATS, spoke of this 
close connection between vision and empowerment as a key component in change theory 
and practice. Catalina connected the need for effective practitioner feedback, with positive 

empowerment, while also recognising that we will never ‘arrive’ at a destination when it 
comes to transformation. Catalina reflected that the ‘vision is more difficult to define now. 
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Ten years ago, it was easier’. Nina also recognised this context where the journey will be 

perpetual, if excellence is a goal, saying that ‘CATS is comfortable with living in permanent 

ambiguity’. 
 

Speaking of the process by which vision is shared and acted upon, Moira reflected that 
when the leadership team outlines a new priority, based on the shared vision, then it is up 
to the small teams to enact it. The focus goes forward, more than being reflective. Moira 

recognised that ‘this is the way we include the teachers and that is the way the vision works. 

Over the years we have established this. It has become embedded practice’.  
 

In her interview, Moira identified what she believes to be a gap in the vision: ‘design thinking 

was the missing gap’.  Now that this had been identified, a research-based approach is 
being created to build the capacity of the staff to integrate design thinking into the model in 
authentic ways. Moira added an interesting perspective on the possible linkages between 

vision, action and direction. She noted that members of the Teaching Order had enlisted in 
a lifelong vocation that has its sole focus on teaching, learning and schooling. Upon 

reflection, she saw that this in itself acts ‘as an accelerator and also maintainer when things 

are difficult … a resilience factor’. She and her colleagues have made a lifetime commitment 
to education and have a deep ownership of seeing it work. Moira likened this impact to the 
passion often evident in a small start-up. A dynamic which is forward-looking and 
stabilising.  

 
 

One of the CATS artefacts collected for the research outlines the ‘Educational Project’ 
(Figure 30):  

Figure 30 CATS artefact – Educational Project 
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Much of what was verbalised in the interviews about the inter-relationship between vision, 

pedagogy, professional development and capacity growth is captured in the cycles 
illustrated in the artefact.  
 

7.3.2 Pedagogic change: priority focus on strengthening pedagogic practice and 

learning design: collaborative preparation time is prioritised to improve learning efficacy 
 

Another repeated understanding from the interviews, intertwines the concepts of personal, 
and so therefore professional, motivation, with the constant focus on the likely future 
realities for the learners. In turn, the impact of these two concepts together, is that it 

provides the reason for a focus on activities and time taken to develop professional 
capacity. Preparation time is prioritised toward the collective development of new learning 
experiences.  
 

Anne expressed that, right from the early years of learning, the ‘mindset of the school is very 
directed towards the future. Knowing that the future is so unpredictable, it is very difficult to 
use older teaching techniques, because the children now need to learn in different ways’. 

Anne posited that if the teacher is going to prepare the children for the future, then the 

teaching methodologies have to change and this has implications to ensure that preparation 
time enables the collective development of curriculum. Anne went on to describe the change 
as almost intoxicating in itself:  

 

This passion for creating curriculum relevance, with an appreciation for a changing 

future, can not only fuel the enjoyment of ongoing professional development, but act 
as a catalyst for further learning. Teachers establish this culture of learning – and 

they are pivotal in the process … it is more the innovative methodologies that get 
thrown at you which are the motivation. (Anne) 

 
As a researcher/observer visiting CATS in October 2016, it was noted that wherever you 

might go within the campus, there was high awareness demonstrated in the conversations 
about the vision of the school with regard to learning methodologies and the desire for 
excellence and innovation. There was a similarity of terminology noted that teachers use to 
describe the learning and what happens in their spaces. Teachers seek to be innovative 

with their use of collaborative learning spaces, even within the constraints of an originally 
traditional building. The prioritising of time to develop their own professional capacity is 
again heard in the informal conversations when touring the campus. In this context, one of 

the teachers declared that ‘the staff are very committed to the children and that can be seen 
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across all the school. Teachers work together to create the best opportunities for the 

students.’ (2016) 
 
The ability to observe CATS on an annual basis over four years created an opportunity to 
assess the validity of any observation over a sustained period. It revealed that there is a 
consistency in the learner-centred methodologies observed across all stages of the school 

over this timeframe. The exhibitions in the central foyer change annually to reflect a specific 
priority for each given year. An example of this is the 2017 display – cartoons, posters and 
three-dimensional objects, all on the topic of the need to develop emotional self-regulation. 

It acts as a prompt for all passers-by to consider their emotional responses on a daily basis. 
The educational vision is constantly reinforced through the opportunities of space and 
media.   

 
A range of documents further support the prioritising of focus on strengthening pedagogic 

practice. One document, Be Your Child’s Teacher, looks to extend the collaborative 
approach to curriculum beyond the classroom into the family context. The document 

outlines a program which urges parents to join the CATS ‘school for parents’ and 
encourages an aligned approach to learning strategies. CATS promotes the concept of 

parental training in order to maximise learning opportunities for their child: “The learning 

potential of a new born baby is immense. The number of stimuli a baby gets in the first years 
of life will partly determine the growth of neurological circuits”.  
 
The ‘Educational Project’ is a digital document designed to inform the CATS community 
about the pedagogic practice and design for learning (see Appendix 15). The leaders and 

teachers at CATS refer to the focus on the learner as their educational project. A range of 
documents, print and digital, capture the ‘Educational Project’ and a number of artefacts 

are visible around the school. CATS uses a strategy of continual messaging via multiple 
screens around the campus to present the pedagogic practice.  
 
Figure 32 is an artefact that comes from a presentation used as the introduction to CATS 

pedagogy. It introduces the formula for the pedagogic design as part of the wider ‘project’. 
The artefact summarises the key points in the pedagogic model that need to be understood 
and worked into the collective design of learning experiences, notably the pervasive 

emphasis on multiple intelligences and a recognition of the potential that the early 
stimulation of thinking can have on learning: 
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Figure 32 CATS artefact – Educational Project: (pro)active methodologies 

(source: CATS introduction presentation for visitors) 
 

 
 
 
Different forms of the ‘Education Project’ provide further evidence of the consistency of 
focus on the learning methodologies that collectively form the school-wide pedagogic 

model (see Appendix 15 for the wider document): 
 

- Experiential Learning 

- Collaborative Learning 
- Global Sustainable Learning 
- Project Based Learning 
- Teaching for understanding 

- Thinking Based Learning 
 
The document is typical of the pedagogic model in evidence at CATS in that the emphasis 

is very much on the student as learner, rather than teacher-centric models. The Teaching 
for Understanding project (see Appendix 15) while worded around the teaching process, 

also focuses on the student, stating that improving ‘comprehension’ is ‘about the ability to 

apply knowledge in different contexts … this philosophy gives birth to our Comprehension 
Projects which are based on activities that build up our students’ intelligences for them to 

come to understand and be able to express knowledge’.  
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The ‘Educational Project’ digital document also demonstrates the emphases provided for 

teachers as they collectively design the learning experiences, specifying that ‘our 
methodology is related to the design and creation of learning environments and educational 

experiences that move students out of their ‘comfort zone’ and closer to the real world’. The 
different artefacts and documents reveal a consistency in thought and practice that 
pervades all aspects of the school’s operation. The comments provided in the interviews 
mirror the terminology that is heard in every classroom and visible in all areas of the school. 
The intention is that the pedagogic practice is united around a vision that places the learner 

at the core of the model. 
 

7.3.3 Professional change: human resource development is paramount: priority is given 

to developing the human resources and aligning the community with the vision 
 
CATS exemplifies the notion of lifelong learning. During the different site visits, the 
researcher attended and observed some of the professional learning sessions created to 
further develop teacher capacity for both CATS staff and other schools linked to the wider 

religious Order. One observation from these workshops was of the highly engaged mindset 
of the attendees who were noted to be very active participants in the professional dialogue, 
but at the same time, creating content about their learning for different social media 

platforms.  
 
An appreciation for an emphasis on the development of human resources came through the 
interviews. A commonly shared perspective, captured succinctly by Catalina, asserted that 

‘there is a need to trust in the growth potential of all people. When you trust in a person, 
then the change is already happening.’ Another related concept surfacing in the 
commentary, is the notion of being learners together – a concept that unites teachers and 
students. On this topic, Isabella, who has been a teacher within the primary section of the 

school for many years, identified that as an adult, learning is a core part of ongoing practice 

and provides the motivation to keep focusing forward: ‘you need to keep learning and being 
a better professional, than the one you were yesterday. You have someone telling you: you 
did a great job, but tomorrow you’ll be able to do it even better’.  

 

Both Anne and Isabella make reference to the motivation that can come from a combination 
of the priority given to professional development, amidst a culture of constant change and 
new perspectives. Anne and Isabella independently disclosed thoughts around the 

challenges if the teaching team is not as functional or as focused as it might be. As Anne 

stated, ‘there is a need to grow your own ability as a practitioner’. From the statements of 
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Catalina, Moira and Nina, college leadership attempts to adjust the expectations around 

meetings, so that all organisational matters are dealt with in non-meeting contexts and 
meeting times (at least two hours per week), are kept exclusively for professional or 

curriculum development. There is a recognition by Moira that this is an ‘ongoing challenge’, 
a theme picked up by the interviewees more heavily timetabled on classes.  
 
A dilemma, similar to that raised in some of the other case research interviews, is pinpointed 

in the interviews by Moira and Nina. Moira recounted that CATS attracts a number of 
teachers who are notionally enamoured with the espoused model. But when employed, they 

discover there is a ‘large gap between liking the notion of a collaborative model and actually 

having the capacity to make it work’. The result of such a gap is an intentional focus by the 
leadership team on human resource development and in so doing, endeavouring to make 
team functionality a high priority. 
 
Informal commentary captured during site visits in 2015 and 2016, supports the 

commentary from the interviews. It is not uncommon to hear reflections on the attention 

afforded human resource development, such as ‘the school has a great focus and I like the 

professional development that we can get’ (site visit 2015) and another reflection that ‘the 
teams are great. I like the people that I work with and we share the same passion together. 

Working closely with other colleagues enables us to keep the learning content fresh’ (site 
visit 2016).  

 
Another artefact (Figure 33) highlights the scope of change necessary for teachers to 

develop their capacity.  
 

Figure 33 CATS artefact – Transformations 

(source: CATS introduction presentation for visitors) 
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The artefact demonstrates that it comes down to transformations. Every aspect of schooling 

should be up for re-appraisal if the focus is on the student as the educational project: the 
curriculum, the methodologies, the assessment, the role of the teacher and student, the way 
the school is organised and the spaces that are used.  
 
The transformation required is clearly comprehensive, according to Figure 34. If the goal is 

‘global engagement’ of the learner, then neuroscience, psychology and sociology is relevant 
in that it asserts that the way in which students learn involves targeted early stimulation, 
together with the practical adoption of multiple intelligences in every context, and 

pedagogical choices that preference active learning. This further artefact illustrates the 
different domains of professional understanding and the impact that theory needs to have 
on practice. The priority of collectively aligning the staff around the vision and engaging 

everyone in re-visioning processes, is obvious and vital to the continual growth of the human 
resource at CATS. 
 

Figure 34 CATS artefact – Global Engagement 

(source: CATS introduction presentation for visitors) 
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7.3.4 Cultural change: active building of a highly positive culture of learning: engaged 

learning, built on positive relationships, is placed as the main culture of the organisation. 
 
The concept of culture is mentioned in all the interviews in connection with CATS. Given 
that the notion of community is very strong, the dialogue around culture merges the different 
groups who make up the community (students, staff, parents) when culture shaping is 

raised. There is a clear awareness that culture is something that can be established and 

grown. Catalina referred to the ‘establishment of the learning communities [as being] one of 

our strongest achievements. Teachers, staff, students all working together. The culture was 
able to embed because of the team teaching in the classroom; having teachers working 

together in the classroom was the key to success’. There has also been a re-assessment of 

the way in which staff appraisals have been conducted. Moira stated that now ‘it is not our 
culture to continually assess the teachers’. Rather, self-reflection is preferred, along the lines 
of the wider model for change.  
 
When culture is raised in the interviews, it is also linked frequently to trust. Anne recognised 

trust is part of the culture, saying that she thinks that the ‘relationship we have with the 
directing team is based on a lot of trust. They trust us to do our work well … They trust us 

as professionals … it does provide a lot of freedom and encouragement because they trust 
me so much’. Isabella provided a similar comment, saying that ‘the leaders really trust what 

you do in the class. This is a key thing in an innovative school. ... This is why the teachers 

are eager, you can do whatever you want’. Isabella went on to state that this trust forms the 
core of the culture of relating to students as well. For her part, Anne made more comments 

that clarify the experience of teaching at CATS: ‘we do have freedom within the team to 

apply what we see fit as professionals and how to adapt to our classes’.  
 
This experience of trust as conveyed through the interviews, and observed in the practical 
choices made by teachers, is expressed to be what lies at the heart of creating a consistent 

culture. This culture, the interviews suggest, has clearly transferred to the student body as 
well. Moira brings this chain full circle, when she recognises that empowered leadership 
itself is distributed across the leadership team. That team in turn works because it grows 

‘trust in your leadership and as you lead. And you empower as you lead … so the leading 

team is doing it too, we are together in this’. Moira linked the effective growth of trust to the 

leadership, then leadership to empowerment and empowerment to sustained action. ‘We 
always talk about this leadership from within.’  
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This active building of highly positive culture of learning is an element that is highly visible 

upon entering CATS.  Every opportunity is taken to engage students as learners and to 
create learning opportunities. One key example of this is the use of the central staircase (5 
levels) which is traversed every day multiple times. Posters, signage and general knowledge 

information are attached to different steps – in many cases following a sequenced theme 
as you walk upwards. The messaging about the culture is consistent – learning is a journey 
shared by everyone. Another observation was that there was no separation between the 
knowledge components of learning, and the need to be proactive and respectful in 

relationships. This practical merging of concepts connects learning with the wider notion of 
respect for all.  
 

The architectural void surrounding the central staircase in the main building is noted as an 
opportune space to introduce and reinforce a central community theme for the year. The 
displays within this void are given prominence – both aerial and on the ground. Over the 
timespan of the different site visits in connection to the research, the theme was observed 

to change on an annual basis. A priority is selected for the year and this focus becomes the 
foundation of visual messaging across campus. Elsewhere in the school, in the corridors 
and classrooms, the concept of visible learning is consistent: a combination of student work, 

learning prompts and displays outlining aspects of the CATS learning model. The building 
of culture is not left to chance – students are highly active in the process, especially in 
articulating how learning works for themselves and the wider school community. Attention 

is paid to the physical layout of every space – furniture has been used that can be easily 
moved & reconfigured. Writable surfaces are used where possible – whether that be as part 
of a table or created nook. Students are very comfortable to talk about their projects & 
learning and use the available space to highlight or demonstrate a point.  

 
While renovated spaces for learning and the constant influx of new technologies are a 
motivator and enabler of learning, helping to progressively build and strengthen the culture, 

they do not lie at the heart of transformation at the college. Catalina reflected that the days 

of teaching children how to ‘write correctly and memorise and know a lot of things’ have 
passed, she knew now that ‘the culture of empathy and collaboration is more important’. 
Catalina adroitly tied in most of the observations made in relation to the culture, vision, the 
future and mindsets. As she reflects on the perceived constancy and increasing pace of 

change around us, she articulates that this makes any communication of vision all the more 

challenging. In a world of change, vision for her had to be responsive: ‘What is going to 

happen next is unknown. Technology, mindset and culture are all changing. Especially the 
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mindset. You know things are going to change, but you don’t know how. Mindset is very 

important here’.   
 

7.3.5 Processes & frameworks need to support vision: the processes that support change 

 and the frameworks used to promote engaged learning, need to be effective, well-
 articulated & understood. 
 
The fifth key theme evident from across all case research sites, recognises the importance 
that processes and frameworks play in supporting the implementation of vision. An 

appraisal of the CATS transcripts points to this awareness about the frameworks and 
structures needed to support the fluid nature of learning at the college. The most significant 
of these would appear to be the need to create time for collaboration. Moira talked of the 

need to create processes to enable teachers to work together as part of all weekly routines. 
She remarked that many teachers come to the college stating that they wish to learn more 
about collaboration, but she recognised that some just ‘find it hard. Some find it too 

challenging to work in a team’. She knew that this is something for which most trained 
teachers have not been prepared. This presented an ongoing challenge to the school as 
they endeavour to create the right structures to develop the skills that need developing.  

 
Catalina recognised that by creating the structures to support the vision, the capacity to 
team together has over time led to a discernibly stronger, and more frequently mentioned, 

satisfaction in their vocation as teachers. This is why the teachers now are more satisfied 

when you ask them, because ‘they see what they have learned’. Catalina offered up further 

insights on this topic, saying that the key to creating teams of teachers is to identify ‘the 
most critical teachers – and target them in order to promote change’. Catalina went on to 
explain that this led to the introduction of a new structure around professional learning, an 
informal coaching framework, which was established to assist all people to make the 
necessary changes to their pedagogic practice.  

 
The need to find or create the right frameworks to support change is expressed in a number 
of the other interviews. There is a stated need to provide support for all teachers – especially 
those new to the school. Anne probed the risk of isolation in her comments about retreating 

to individual strategies for success, if a fully functioning team does not look possible. On 

the flip side, Anne stated that while the ‘innovative methodologies in themselves’ are the 

‘strongest driver’ for her, sometimes the safest route to transformation for her is kept within 
her own practice, ‘because if you find an innovative approach that does not require the input 

of others … [then] it does not require extra support, rather it is something that you can do 
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on your own’. Anne’s comments pointed to some of the practical challenges in establishing 
school-wide structures, in that the tendency for the individual to withdraw, is apparent. 
 

In speaking of some of the more practical ways of supporting change via the structures and 
organisation, Moira provided information on a range of frameworks that support the 
transformation processes. She spoke of the freedom to vary the timetable – especially if a 

class needs extra time to ‘dive deep’ into a concept, then the time can be found to do it. 
Moira gave the example when in a context where the concept of multiple intelligences 
needed to become more embedded, a number of teachers expressed concern that the 

existing forms of assessment did not match the focus on competencies. Time was created 
to make adjustments to expectations around assessments. This allowed for activities or 
scaffolding of learning that could provide the range of evidence needed to support a grade.  

 
One note of dissonance was expressed in relation to the structures for active visioning. The 
model in operation and spoken about in both interviews and heard during site visits, was 
the collective study tours undertaken to generate fresh thinking, especially during the 

European summer vacation. ‘I like that CATS is connected with many schools around the 
world. We can share ideas’ (site visit 2016). However, the involvement in the tours was 

perceived to be limited: ‘I wish I could go on the study tours. That would be very helpful’ 
(site visit 2016). From a school leadership perspective, the visioning process arising from 

the study tours was seen by Moira to be shared through a sequence of ‘professional 
workshops, Think1 TV and the annual staff conference’.  
 
7.3.6       CATS lesson vignette 

 
A short lesson vignette is included as part of the wider data for analysis. The vignette 
captures much of the type of educational approaches observed and illustrates the learning 
model well. The date of the initial lesson observation was 10 October 2015. The second 

conversation about the same activity took place in October 2016: 
 
Part One  

 
(direct observation, with no specific verbal interaction in the small group context, other than 
to check that the students were happy for the researcher to observe, October 2015) 

 

The lesson context is part of the Year 10 Social Justice / Entrepreneurship course; as such 
it sits outside of any Catalan or national curriculum structure. The class is a larger grouping 
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of two classes and with roughly equal numbers of boys and girls. The students are sub-

grouped into smaller teams of four or five students. There are about twelve smaller groups 

in all. The framework for learning combines the need to demonstrate competencies in 
collaboration, linguistic diversity, design thinking, an empathy for and understanding of 

social justice issues, project management, public speaking skills, higher order 
communication capacity and solutions to authentic challenges, as determined by the 

students themselves. The list of skills required to complete the task would be far broader 

than those just listed.  
 

Students are led through a creative, but framed process, where they need to determine 
which global issues are presently of greatest concern to them. The smaller teams then work 

out local expressions of that same issue. The group being more closely observed by the 
researcher, identify an issue - the increasing problems for communities and economies with 

an ageing population, especially in the developed world. Once the range of issues are 

articulated to the wider class, students have the freedom to select individual areas of interest, 
as have been highlighted in the brief presentations, and form new teams around the issue. 

The students who select into the topic of ‘ageing’, the topic being observed by the 

researcher, identify their local concern as being connected to their awareness of the inability 
of senior residents at a local home for aged dementia patients, to experience any level of 

freedom. This problem manifests itself, they state, in an unwillingness of the home staff to 
allow people to walk outside of the facility to local parks, lest they become disoriented or 

confused.  

 
Part Two  

 
(a conversation in October 2016, with the course teachers about the outcomes for the group 
initially observed in October 2015) 
 

The student team took up the challenge, respecting the need to ensure the ultimate safety 
of any of the dementia patients, but with a desire to create a practical solution for all. The 

team visited the aged care facility as part of the process to determine a solution to their 

created challenge. Their solution? The group prototyped the creation of a wrist bracelet that 
had an embedded chip which once activated, could be monitored by staff at the aged care 

facility, providing an ability to track in real time the location of any resident who might go for 
a walk. The students recognized that this might not work for all patients, but their 

investigation into dementia highlighted different stages of the condition and the solution 

offered could work with those still in the earlier stages.  
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This observed learning activity demonstrates the strength of vision that enables students to 
move beyond the constraints of the stated regional/national curriculum at CATS. It highlights 

the trust that pervades the community, the agency with which the learner is empowered, 
the strong culture of collaborative learning, the applied relevance of the learning itself and 
the authentic nature of a co-created task that integrates most traditional disciplines as 
represented in the national curriculum structure.  

 

7.4 CATS Case Study – discussion 

 
Given the research proposition that vision is a catalyst for educational change, the 
aggregated data from this case research clearly supports this contention. Between the field 

notes, documentation, artefacts and interviews, the notion that vision and purpose drive the 
learning at the college is highly apparent. Learning is the visible motif that connects all 
activity, spaces and people at CATS. The vision is of an integrated education that prepares 
the students as learners, through activities that take multiple intelligences into account, in 

order to prepare them for a changing future. 
 

The vision places the learner as the education project around which all activity is developed. 
The vision is of a very personal, differentiated and supported journey. The vision includes 
authentic learning where real issues form the focus for problem solving. This vision 

effectively drives the momentum of the school, placing the learner as central to all activities 
and experiences. This joint appreciation of the learner and vision seems fundamental to the 
direction and ultimately the success of the school as a place where quality teaching, 
excellence and innovation are obvious. 

 
The vision for learning directly guides the design for learning. Learning will most commonly 
occur within a project-based framework, that simultaneously encourages positive 

interdependence, personal interactions and communication skills in a cooperative context, 
as well as strengthening critical and creative thinking skills.  
 
Trust is recognised in this context as being pivotal to empowering teachers, but also 

providing a sense of value. Trust needs to be actively given and grown. Of additional interest 
is the level to which strong and clear vision can counter the constraints of the wider regional 
and national education policies. If vision is co-created using a combination of intuition, 

experience and research, then that vision has the power to be transformative, harnessing 
the energy of the community and growing a resilience that will be the bedrock of future-
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proofing the coming generations in a world of volatility, uncertainty, complexity and 

ambiguity. CATS provides evidence that when staff can position themselves as co-learners 
with the students, and also as reflective learners, then the motivation for all to progress as 
learners will not only be shared, but it will also create a momentum that will grow and 

empower the whole community.  
 

7.5 Concluding comments 

 

This chapter concludes the case study section of the research – Section B. The experiences 
of three internationally diverse schools, as outlined, demonstrate that while vision needs to 
be carefully managed and a compatible culture shaped, vision and visioning processes can 
be the driver of profound educational change.  

 
The final section of the dissertation, Section C, looks at the joint themes arising from a cross-
case analysis of the research. Section C also looks at some of the implications arising from 

the research and makes recommendations in relation to the ways in which the propositions 
might have wider impact. A model is suggested to guide any process that uses vision as a 
driver to bring about pervasive pedagogic change within an institution or system.  
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Section C  Cross-case Analysis and Discussion 

 

Chapter 8: Cross-case analysis and synthesis 

Chapter 9 Discussion, Implications and Conclusions 
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Chapter 8: Cross-case analysis and synthesis 

 

8.1 Introduction 

 
This research explores the role that vision plays as a catalyst for educational change. A 
review of the literature (see Chapter 2), identifies that although vision is prominent in a range 

of the literature connected to driving organisational change (Kotter, 1995; Nanus, 1992; 
Senge, 1990; Sergiovanni, 1995; van der Helm, 2009), it is vastly under-represented within 
educational change literature. Where it does exist, it is most commonly positioned as an 

element in change processes, not as the catalyst (DuFour & Eaker, 2008; Mitchell & 
Sackney, 2009; Senge et al., 2012; Sergiovanni, 2005).  
 
Using this background knowledge from the review of literature, the purpose of the research 

is to arrive at an understanding of the importance of vision in enabling educational change, 
and how and why that is the case. The previous section of the dissertation provides the 
individual case studies, drawing from the experience of three internationally diverse schools. 

This chapter analyses, synthesises and interprets the findings from across all four case 
studies, identifying some apparent patterns in the data collected from each institution.  
 
Change in educational contexts is complex. Many scholars have conducted research into 

the complexity of change and have surmised that instigating long term change in school 
contexts is very challenging (Beare, 2010; Crowther, 2011; Elmore, 2016; Fullan, 2011, 
2016; Hargreaves, 2009a; Robinson & Aronica, 2016; Shirley & Noble, 2016; Zhao, 2017). 

The findings of this research, drawing from a multiplicity of socio-economic, political and 
historical backdrops, highlight that despite the differences in contexts, there are common 
themes evident across all three situations. This is significant as it indicates that vision and 
visioning processes present as a consistent catalyst in activating change, regardless of 

context. Cross-case analysis of the findings using the multiple sources of data from each 
research site, reveals explanations as to how and why vision acts as a powerful catalyst for 
cultural, pedagogic and professional change in the diverse school settings. This chapter will 

be structured around a combination of three lenses used to analyse and interpret the data, 
while presenting the data with a focus on the way in which vision and visioning processes 
have enabled cultural, pedagogic and professional change. 

 
The final chapter in this dissertation, Chapter 9, which follows this chapter, takes the insights 
and probes them for any implications that could help shape a model for engaging vision to 
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promote educational change. The findings are used as the basis for a series of 

recommendations arising out of the conclusions.  
 

8.2 Analysing and synthesising the findings 

 

The findings from each of the individual case studies are combined in an iterative process 
that identifies every idea or observation from across the different cases, classifying them 
and subsequently, categorising them (see Sections 3.5 and 3.6). No specific preference is 

attributed to any idea, rather, the process allows the compilation to manifest the common 
themes arising from the data across the three case study sites.  
 
This ongoing triangulation of cases and data sources reinforces the credibility of the data. 

With the focus on collecting data relevant to the notion of vision being a catalyst for change 
in its different forms, data sources such as the collection of field notes, documents and 
artefacts, were able to strengthen themes emerging from the interviews. The vision to 

stimulate a far deeper culture of learning through collaboration at every level of the school 
is evident in the data that was collected from the field notes, documents and artefacts at 
each site. That data was heavily skewed toward a focus on ‘learning’.  
 

Although ‘learning’ was a clear topic raised in the interviews, the signage, posters, 
documents and other artefacts, not surprisingly, were almost all related to the learning 
models of each school. This demonstrated that the visual messaging supported the verbal 

emphasis on shaping a positive learning culture and reinforced the finding that there is a 
high level of internal consistency evident in the data arising from the different sources from 
within each individual institution. This also underscores the potential importance of a clearly 

articulated, understood and shared vision, such as is observed in each case. This wider 
data is effectively absorbed into the categorised themes covered in the case studies (see 
Sections 4.3, 5.3, 6.3, 7.3).  
 

Into these contexts, it would seem from the interview commentary relating to each of the 
three case research sites, that team approaches are especially successful in overcoming 
potential obstacles to change. All of the case research took place in schools where the 

scope of curriculum is constrained to varying degrees by needing to work within the 
mandated curricula set by government bodies. However, the research reveals that in a very 
practical way, the shared vision and passion for learning, and the choice to adopt a team 
approach to class-organisation structures wherever possible, means that the collaborative 

culture is stronger than any blockers in most circumstances. Where the school constructs 
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(or renovates) spaces to enable collaborative teaching teams, this effectively creates 

another non-negotiable in the process, as it establishes a baseline for needing to make the 
collaboration work.  
 

In each of the schools, even with the very different socio-political backgrounds, interview 
participants raise the need to ensure adequate time exists to address the challenges and 
their experience demonstrated that team scenarios inherently dictate the need for 
substantial team preparation time. This is stated to be important in organising the practical 

frameworks enabling group approaches in a professional context. Additionally, a model 
where ideas are moved through to prototyping or action in a rapid cycle, creates a culture 
where it is natural to design and prototype ideas and if they do not work out, view the failure 

or frustration as a valuable part of the learning. The concept of experimentation is removed 
because all action is viewed through this design-act-fail-redesign loop and it becomes part 
of the accepted culture.  
 

As a background to looking at the common themes arising from the combined data, Table 
24 provides more specific summative information in relation to each school, as emerging 
from the collected data. The starting proposition is that the enactment of vision has changed 

the educational practice of the case study schools, and that the research looks into the how 
and why of this change. In assessing the areas of practical alignment, it is clear that there 
are some striking similarities in the cultural, pedagogic and professional choices of the 
schools. There has been a marked shift away from any predominant solo practitioner model 
in each school. The summative information presented in Table 24 arises from a combination 

of observation during site visits and the interview commentaries (see Sections 4.3.2, 6.3.2, 
7.3.2).  
 

Table 24 Summation of cross-case emphases 
 
 
 AUSS NZO CATS 
    
professional 
emphases 

   

    
professional 
development 
emphasis 

emphasis on building 
collaborative 
capacity; 
PD led internally 
 

emphasis on building 
collaborative 
capacity; 
PD led internally 

emphasis on building 
collaborative 
capacity; 
PD led internally 
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 AUSS NZO CATS 
pedagogic 
emphases 

   

    
learning model student-centred, 

inquiry-based; and as 
selected by stage-
based teams; all K-6 
in collaborative 
teams; some 7-12 in 
collaborative teams 
 

student-centred, 
inquiry-based; and as 
selected by stage-
based teams; all K-8 
in collaborative teams 

student-centred, 
inquiry-based; and as 
selected by year-
based teams; all K-6 
in collaborative 
teams; some 7-12 in 
collaborative teams 

teaching 
organisation 

stage-based 
collaborative teams 
(Primary); 
program-based 
teaching teams 
(Secondary) 

stage-based 
collaborative teams 
(Primary) 
 

year-based 
collaborative teams 
(Primary); 
program-based 
teaching teams 
(Secondary) 

    
preferred 
methodology 

project-based (where 
possible); student-
centred learning 

project-based (where 
possible); student-
centred learning 

project-based (where 
possible); student-
centred learning 

    
cultural 
emphases 

   

    
organisation of 
spaces 

largely designed 
around collaborative 
models; spaces 
created to suit 1, 2, 
3, 4, 5 or 6 classes 
working together 

designed around 
hubs: 3/6/9 classes in 
connected or 
interconnected 
spaces 

largely designed 
around collaborative 
models; spaces 
created to suit 1, 2, 3 
or 4 classes working 
together 

    
Beliefs around 
spatial 
arrangements 

space should be 
highly adaptive & 
renovated (or 
constructed) to 
support a changing 
pedagogic model 

space should be 
highly adaptive & was 
designed from the 
start (green field) 
around collaborative 
hubs, with multiple 
classes together 
 

space should be 
highly adaptive & 
renovated (or 
constructed) to 
support a changing 
pedagogic model 

    
8.3 Cross-case analysis 

 
The cross-case analysis of findings was conducted utilising three different frames of 
reference through which to interpret the data. Each perspective reveals different insights as 

to how and why ‘vision’ impacts cultural, pedagogic and professional change in schools.  
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The first frame of reference (Section 8.3.1) views the data through the lens of the guiding 
proposition as the means by which to conduct a cross-case analysis. This approach 
synthesises the insights of the compiled ideas, together with their impact, through the 

perspective of the driving proposition: how and why vision enables cultural, pedagogic and 
professional change? This first frame opens up some observations about the necessary 
prerequisites for vision to be an effective catalyst for educational change. 

 
The second frame of reference (Section 8.3.2) draws from the processes proposed in 
Mayring’s model for inductive category development (see Section 3.6.2, Figure 10). The 

focus is on the insights of visioning processes derived from a thematic analysis, as arising 
from the compilation of ideas verbalised in the transcript data (see Appendices 3 and 4 for 
the full listing).  
 

The third frame of reference (Section 8.3.3) collectively analyses the propositions as 
identified in an analysis of each case study (see Sections 4.4, 5.4, 6.4 & 7.4) focusing on 
inferences arising from the data. This perspective creates a wider narrative about the role 

of vision and visioning processes emerging from the analysis.  
 
The broad themes that emerged from the compilation of interview data, supported by 

triangulation against other forms of data, reveal a consistency across the schools 
researched. The diversity of contexts heightens the transferability and reliability of the data 
and analysis. The different systemic backgrounds, together with differing socio-economic 
and political contexts, did not produce a divergent set of outcomes. The similarities in 

viewpoints that were expressed, offers an understanding as to how and why vision can be 
an effective catalyst for educational change, despite varying socio-economic or political 

circumstances. 
 
8.3.1 Cross-case analysis – through the lens of the guiding proposition 

 

Viewing the data through the lens of the guiding proposition provides a coherent means to 
examine and interpret the data. By specifically interrogating the data through a perspective 

that seeks to understand why and how vision acts as a catalyst for educational change, a 
valuable viewpoint becomes apparent. In many contexts, as directly verbalised by the 
interview participants in the course of their wider commentary, vision only enables cultural, 
pedagogic and professional change, if certain prerequisites are met. This is insightful, as it 

helps inform a potential model for educational change, by drawing attention to what needs 
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to happen at a school-based level. It becomes evident in the findings that good 

communication, co-creation, clear individual understanding of the dynamics at play, 
available in-school support and adroit implementation are critical if vision is to be effective 
as a catalyst for cultural, pedagogic and professional change in education. 

 
Table 25 Prerequisites for vision to be effective  

 
Prerequisites Effect 

good communication  

if communicated well vision can lead to school wide understanding 
if communicated well vision can be extremely powerful 

if communicated well vision can excite 
if communicated well a positive focus on the future should result 

  

co-creation 

if co-created 

 

vision is owned & shared 

if co-created vision will be stronger 
 

communication & co-creation 

if communicated & co-created well 

 

people feel empowered to grow the vision 

if communicated & co-created well vision becomes part of the culture 
 

understanding 

if understood 
if understood  

if collaboration is understood 
if collaboration is understood 

 

support 

if collaboration coaching exists 
if collaboration coaching exists 

if support is offered 
if support is offered 

 

implementation 

if implemented well 

 

vision can provide confidence 
vision can direct  
the opportunity for visioning exists 

the implementation of vision will be accelerated 
 
 
visioning processes will be more effective 

people will feel more confident to grow the vision 
people will be more inclined to adopt change 
trust will grow in the process 

 
 
momentum is an outcome 

if implemented well a network emerges to lead the change 
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Table 25 outlines some critical prerequisites drawn from the case research data of other 

factors that must work in tandem with vision, if vision is to be a catalyst for educational 
change. The wider challenge as described by interview participants in each school, is 
developing effective and workable collaboration skills, sufficient to provide a productive 

context enabling vision to be grown and embedded. The prerequisites surfacing from the 
findings as identified in Table 25, form a series of pre-conditions necessary if vision is to be 
effective in enabling change. 
 

8.3.2 Cross-case analysis - insights 
 
A second frame of reference for a cross-case analysis probed the data for any insights 

offered in the interviews into how and why vision acts as a catalyst for change. This 
perspective generated another means to ascertain any patterns or recurrent themes. The 
insights were conveyed incidentally at different times by interview participants in all three 

case research locations. The insights are categorised considering their relevance to 
professional, pedagogic or cultural implications.  
 

Table 26 Insights in relation to educational change 
 

Cultural change Insights 

consistency building a culture of engaged learning involves school-wide 
consistency of terminology and pedagogic vision  
 

alignment 
 
 
relational 

embedding a new culture requires alignment of vision so 
that an intentional learning culture can be shaped 
 
if the goal is cultural change, there needs to be a 

consistency of relational experiences across the school and 
a community typified by positive relationships 
 

 

Pedagogic change 

 

Insights 

capacity if collective vision aims at school-wide consistency of 
pedagogic experiences, the focus has to be on building the 

pedagogic capacity of every teacher, or teams of teachers, 
to enact the pedagogic vision 
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unlearn & learn teachers need to actively unlearn previous pedagogic 

training as solo practitioners and learn collaboration in the 
context of team teaching and envisioned methodologies 
 

coaching pedagogic and collaboration coaching is an effective 
strategy for building individual and team capacity  
 

 

Professional change 

 

Insights  

intentional vision arising from a collective visioning process leads to an 
intentional change in professional practice  
 

structure for professional change to be effective, it needs to occur 
within a structured context where processes and 
frameworks are well-articulated, owned and understood 

 
collaboration if vision involves creating school-wide consistency in 

transformed pedagogic practice, then individual 
collaborative capacity is paramount, as is the collective and 

synchronised time to develop such capacity 
 
An analysis that draws from the insights gained from the data is likewise enlightening as it 

highlights the more specific elements of change that should be in evidence if vision and 
visioning processes are to be successful in instigating a broader educational change. 
Effective collaboration capacity and schoolwide consistency surface again as key elements 
in the process. 

 
8.3.3 Cross-case analysis - inferences 
 

A third frame of reference (Table 27) through which to analyse the data is to look at the 
propositions as identified in the discussion sections across the case research (see 4.4, 5.4, 
6.4 & 7.4) and to consider any inference. The perspectives gained through this approach 
enable the construction of a narrative around the nature of vision, which is revealed to be at 

the core of the change processes that lead to pedagogic transformation and the 
strengthening of the culture of learning within the learning communities. 
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Table 27 Propositions and inferences 

 

Propositions Inferences 

 

cultural change 

vision is tangible 

 

 

vision is dynamic 

 

 

pedagogic change 

 

 
vision can be a tangible reality, rather than abstract notion – 
evidenced across a school in the learning, relationships, 

culture, spaces and structures of a school 
strong vision is dynamic – constantly growing a culture of 
empowerment 

 

vision should be strong strong whole school vision will drive the learning and the 
learning models enabling pedagogic change 

clear vision aligns vision that can be expressed with clarity, and communicated 
as such, is more likely to be understood and shared, and 

lead to pedagogic alignment 

 

professional change 

vision needs clarity 

 
 
clear vision will fuel individual passion for learning 

vision should inspire vision that inspires the community, will grow the capacity to 

expand the vision 
 
As can be seen in Table 27, by identifying a range of propositions from the data, a wider 

narrative about vision and visioning processes can be reliably inferred. Of specific interest 
is the commonality of experience across very different socio-economic and political 
contexts. This third frame of reference reinforces the recurrent themes that surface in other 
forms of analysis, strengthening the case for how vision and visioning processes generate 

educational change and why this is the case.  
 

8.4 Vision activating change 

 

The combined findings viewed holistically support the position that vision, generated 
through a collective visioning process and articulated with clarity and strength, can activate 
change. In the case of each school participating in this research, vision is the universal factor 

that enabled a comprehensive change in the school culture and professional practice, as 
well as providing the directions for profound pedagogic change. Of interest is the alignment 
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of these findings with that of Fullan (2016) who sees “deep pedagogical change based on 

the relationships among learners” (p. 540) as one of the two key elements in instigating 
profound and potentially enduring educational change.  
 

8.4.1 Envisioning phases 
 
An analysis of the findings illuminates the necessary pre-conditions for vision to be effective. 
Figure 35 illustrates some of the key phases of an envisioning process, as emerging through 

the three frames of reference. The process originates via dialogue that may emanate from 
an evaluation of existing practice, or perhaps from an appreciation for specific research or 
merely from general observation. As the vision emerges through conversation and 

discussion, the clarity of the articulation as it is communicated is critical, as not only must 
vision be strong, but the articulation of the vision is seemingly as important as the vision 
itself. There needs to be a congruence between the vision as stated and the understanding 
of that vision. Clear communication will help ensure alignment between that which is said 

and that which is heard. Added to this, vision once expressed, should lead to obvious and 
associated growth, especially in a collective professional trust that leads to an 
empowerment for individuals to interpret the vision into their own or team context. The 

evidence suggests that the clarity, strength and regularity of presentation will lead to the 
necessary growth, which is experienced as empowerment by an individual. In turn, this 
empowerment further builds trust between people and vision is not seen as something 

pushed down, rather something that is co-created. This sense of co-creation is seen in the 
findings to be vital as it produces on-going ideation across a school, which in turn generates 
its own momentum, leading to a progressive and recurrent enculturation of the vision. 
 

Figure 35 Envisioning phases 
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If the vision does not seem to ignite a positive cycle of ideation and momentum, then an 
evaluation process would be necessary. An evaluation sets up a further cycle of research 
and observation, leading to a fresh visioning process and the sequence continues. 

 
Vision is seen in the findings as something that should engender a response. It should 
excite, motivate and create momentum. If this does not happen, then it is most likely that 
communication is the problem. The findings reveal that vision shared broadly and owned 

by a community, tends to unite the community and ignite aligned ideas. This is where the 
process of co-creation is especially important.  
 

The different schools involved in the case research all devote significant time to learning 
from other schools, actively seeking new examples of innovation and networking with 
similarly focused schools. It is when such journeys are shared and designed to allow 
continual collective processing, that the observations and dialogue lead to the co-creation 

of a more powerful and shared vision. Shared vision is expressed as something that tends 
to create a community which chooses to live under the strength of that vision. Within this 
cycle, a heightened sense of empowerment emerges, in turn leading to further ideation and 

growth. This empowerment is expressed in the case research to be something that is valued 
as it grows trust, and trust in turn strengthens the community. It is an active cycle that is 
recognised in the research. Out of this vision-communication-empowerment-ideation cycle, 

vision and the change resulting from the vision, become an embedded part of the culture.  
 
8.4.2 Vision as a means to reset expectations 
 

In some circumstances, the role of vision is shown in the data to challenge the status quo. 
The findings reveal examples where an articulation of vision with strength and clarity is 
powerful when helping parent communities to not only embrace pedagogic change, but 

desire it. Vision that helps to re-focus people on the future and to better understand global 
trends, is seen to help shift community expectations. On a number of occasions during the 
observation visits, this issue of community expectations around assessments was 
discussed. In situations where parents or others might express concern relating to the 

possible negative impact of innovative practice on external assessments, directing the 
conversation and responses towards a vision-based, future-focused dialogue is described 
as helpful in order to re-frame the conversation.  
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Related to this, in all research contexts, the stated goal for changing pedagogic paradigms 

is not around improving short term examination outcomes, it is about working together in 
order to provide a context where a different set of relevant competencies, such as those 
outlined by Trilling and Fadel (2009), can be incorporated into the curriculum and prioritised. 

The research findings highlight the importance of vision being driven by a goal far bigger 
than raising immediate academic outcomes. None of the interview participants saw a 
contradiction between vision, innovative practice and academic outcomes. The difference, 
as espoused, is that a future-focused perspective drives the change, not a desire to cause 

an upwards spike in academic results. The function of a teacher is to be someone who 
‘causes learning’ as phrased by the NZS community (see Section 6.3.4, Figure 28). 
Observations in all locations demonstrate that articulating a future-focus with clarity and 

urgency, will enable the community, whether they be parents or staff, to see the need for a 
paradigm shift in education. The vision for embedding the necessary change is then allowed 
to drive the process.  
 

8.5 Challenges as revealed in the cross-case analysis 

 

Cross-case analysis from data collected across multiple sites using multiple data sources 
identified a number of themes and at the same time identified challenges. The analysis has 

examined the necessary prerequisites if change is to be effective, together with the insights 
and inferences gained via viewing the data through a variety of lenses. At the same time, 
the data also readily identified the challenges inherent if vision-led cultural, pedagogic and 
professional change is to be successfully embedded. One challenge concerns the 

intentionality of change. A community has to be committed to the visioning process and 
maintaining the direction despite any obstacles that might emerge. This is where the 
strength of the vision is significant, as is the effectiveness of any communication 

surrounding it. The challenge is to develop the capacity of individuals and teams within the 
community to manage and interpret the change at a sustainable pace. Achieving strong 
teacher agency is pivotal to this process, as is ensuring that all are aligned to the direction 

of the vision.   
 
Collaborative competence was frequently referenced as the key core competency that all 
teachers need to demonstrate. The cross-case analysis identified that a highly positive 

culture must be shaped to support the vision and there should be an overt commitment to 
positive values from every person if team-based collaboration is to be effective.  
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Another challenge identified is the need to develop the necessary distributed leadership to 

ensure that there is schoolwide consistency of change and pedagogic practice and that in 
the process, people adhere to the boundaries established to support any change. The 
change processes need to occur within a context where people feel valued, whatever their 

role or function is within the community. 

  

8.5.1 The importance of strong vision 
 

The concept of the strength of vision as communicated and understood, was implicit in the 

interviews. Participants referred to the need for strong vision, as it has a clear bearing on its 
potential impact as an effective catalyst for educational change. The data suggested that 

the notion of what strength is with regard to vision, is probably at best a subjective concept. 
However, if the exercise is effectively reversed, and a consideration of what weak vision 
might be, there are some indicators. If perhaps a vision cannot be recalled or does not lead 
to natural growth within a community, it is reasonable to deem that vision to be weak. 

Flipping the idea back again to an appraisal of what ‘strong’ might be, and why this is 

important, a notionally strong vision in a school context appears to be very connected to 
changing pedagogy with consistency across a school. This comes through in the collective 

findings across the three institutions. 
 
Strength of vision is critically perceived in the findings to be the outcome of a team approach 

to the developing of vision. This is a concept quite removed from relying on a ‘visionary’ 
leader. It suggests an active process whereby a team choose to describe a new future, 
based on their collective understandings, experiences or observations. To a degree, it is 

intuitive, but also summative. Intuition about what the future might hold instigates thought 
processes to evaluate that intuition against career, workforce or societal predictions, and to 
then consider the steps necessary to bring the preferred future into reality. If this process is 
undertaken collectively, the research suggests that any vision that is developed, recorded 

and communicated, will be far stronger than the vision of an individual. 
 
The interview data highlights the goal of consistency as a pivotal component in managing 

change across an organisation, in a manner reminiscent of the model for organisational 
change proposed by the Denison Consultancy (2012). This raises a challenge in an 
educational context – whether the internal alignment is strong enough to provide a 
consistency of learning experiences across the school. The challenge in the school contexts 

observed in the case studies, is to identify the steps needed to achieve practical alignment 
in pedagogy. This would be a necessary pre-condition for any profound and consistent 
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change to the school-wide pedagogy (Conway & Andrews, 2016). The goal of developing a 

consistent school-wide pedagogy is a theme evident in all case studies. The strength of the 
pedagogic vision in this context also comes from an understanding of the basis for its 
creation in the first instance, with research, observation and passion all playing an important 

role.  
 
For vision to be seen as strong, the findings demonstrate that it needs to be research-
informed. Being research-informed works in two directions. It provides the practical 

confidence that an idea is grounded, while at the same time opening up a wide range of 
ideas and experience that may not have been known, understood or experienced. It is of 
interest that all three schools involved in the case study, undertook repeated opportunities 

to learn from ‘best practice’ examples from within their countries and overseas. This is 
viewed by the school leaders as a key process in developing the capacity of the wider 
leadership and general staff teams involved, to think ‘outside the box’, as well as a practical 
opportunity to gain new ideas through an action research process. 

 

Strong vision needs to be evidenced in the changed pedagogical practice, not limited to 
being evidenced as different spaces or new technology. The vision for changed pedagogical 
practice should be the driver, not renovating spaces or acquiring new technology. Fullan 
(2016) describes this as deep change. The choice of the three schools to adopt a 

collaborative mode of organising classes and teaching teams is an example of deep change. 
There is a fundamental and important shift away from teachers being solo practitioners, to 
one based on a belief that collectively teachers will have a greater impact upon the learning. 
This has significant implications for all aspects of a teacher’s role, training and ongoing 

professional development.  
 
8.5.2 Effective communication 

 
There was one particular statement made in all of the schools involved in the case research. 
It was connected to the challenge of effective communication. The message is that without 
effective communication, vision will wither. Every facet of communication needs to be 

effective. Vision will not grow if people have not understood the vision. The findings 
demonstrate that in its initial stages, vision needs to be succinct, clear and articulated with 
passion and regularity. Vision can grow to be viewed as something tangible, depending on 

the effectiveness of the communication. The challenge identified in the data is that the 
language of the vision needs to become a natural part of the terminology used across an 
organisation and communication needs to be equally strong with all sections of the 
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community - staff, students and parents - and there should be functional feedback loops 

within the communication channels, so that questions can be both encouraged and 
addressed.  
 

Related practices in connection with the importance of effective communication in the broad 
sense, are the strategies created to promote positive communication at the personal level. 
This is another area where all three schools favoured a similar approach – within the school, 
communication should be one-to-one or small-group oriented. The larger an organisation, 

the easier it seems to misread someone or some communication. Positive, non-threatening 
and non-hierarchical relationships are essential to promoting vision that can impact the 
cultural, professional and pedagogic directions.  

 
The findings reveal that effective communication will lead to a heightened sense of 
empowerment. If people understand the vision as intended, or even co-create the vision, 
then empowerment can become a part of the culture of the community. An indication of 

functional empowerment should be evidenced in the flow of ideas from across the 
organisation. If there is little new ideation, the likelihood is that communication channels are 
not strong. Hence it is also very important to create a structure that helps move ideas to 

action as quickly as possible. This is particularly evident in the role of SYDC as conveyed 
within the wider functioning of AUSS.  
 

8.5.3 Developing capacity 
 
An analysis of the findings affirms the need for a profound shift in the way in which teacher 
capacity is developed, whether for pre-service practitioners or as part of continuous 

professional development. This is stated to be a challenge in all three research sites. 
Interview participants from all three schools highlighted the difficulties in finding educators 
who not only understood the vision, but have the capacity to make the professional changes 

necessary to teach in collaborative teams. Interview participants from NZS stated that 
teacher shortages were such that all recent recruits had come from overseas and required 
some additional cultural on-boarding to enable them to make the professional adjustments 
critical to participate as part of collaborative teams. Interviewees from CATS raised the 

additional challenges of finding teachers who aligned with the vision and could speak the 
range of languages specified within the mandated Catalonian curriculum. Interview 
participants from AUSS recognised the need to expand the on-boarding program to 

address the cultural shifts necessary to teach in the teams as they exist at AUSS. 
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8.5.4 Teacher agency 
 
Another collective finding from the case research was in connection with teacher agency. If 

vision is to embed within a school, the challenge exists to ensure that all teachers own the 
vision, if they are to implement and grow the vision. For this to occur, the experience of the 
case studies demonstrates that the concept of agency needs to infiltrate into the 
perspective of all individuals. The concept of agency is most commonly applied to a learner, 

connected to their ability to take action – to enact ownership of the structure or process. A 
student with high agency exhibits an ability to understand the purpose of their learning, hold 
high curiosity and translate this into a degree of independent and interdependent learning.   

 
For a teacher, however, it was revealed across the case studies that if agency is to be 
achieved, it will be when an individual understands the wider vision, knows their purpose 
and therefore, the purpose of any activity. It is something that can be grown as a result of 

the interplay between the future goals, the present context and past experience (Priestley, 
2015). Priestley states that “agency, in other words, is not to be understood as something 
that people can have; it is something that people do” (p. 189). This perspective is evident in 

the underpinning philosophical framework for educational change as presented in each of 
the interviews - if vision is connected to intentional change, then it will lead to action.  
 

Some practical examples of growing agency were observed during the data collection 
processes of the research. While it is not always possible to involve every staff member in 
observation visits to other schools, where it can be achieved, it is recorded as having high 
impact. The benefit is stated to be less about that which is observed and more about that 

which is discussed during the process. The processing and de-briefing times are the critical 
times of value. Examples were also provided where creative professional development 
activities accelerated the general capacity of staff to understand and grow collective vision.  

 
Another strategy referenced in all three schools is to organise for a sequence of within-
school observations. In practice, this usually means that a teacher is freed up for a block 
session on a regular day across a few weeks, in order to become an observer of pedagogy 

in a different section of the school. When this is blended with reflective conversations with 
an in-school coach, it was reported to have high impact in a short period of time. Essentially 
it is about a cycle of valuing, growing and empowering people.  

 
 



 208 

 

8.5.5 Alignment to the vision 
 
A significant challenge is identified in the cross-case analysis, arising from the findings 

across the case schools. If vision is to be enacted, then the human resources of the school 
need to be organised to support this goal. This assertion is the point where all aspects of 
the change processes can be brought together: vision, culture, structures, a focus on 
learning and the human resources and professional development needs of the organisation 

(see Appendix 3, Part C). The daily interactions within a large organisation, or learning 
ecosystem, will prove more effective in growing all aspects of the collective organisational 
vision, if the roles people undertake are aligned to the vision. The leaders interviewed from 

each of the case schools recognised that the experience of highly competent practitioners 
can be effectively directed toward a model of localised pedagogic coaching and support.  
 
8.5.6 Competent collaboration 

 
If the desired vision includes strengthening the work of collaborative team approaches 
within the school, the findings highlight another challenge, raised in each school context, 

that it is critical to directly grow personal and professional capacity in relation to 
collaboration competence. Participants across all research sites commented that the most 
challenging aspect of the cultural shift arising out of a vision for change, is developing 

collaborative capacity. The interviews across all three schools highlighted instances where 
teachers came to the school highly supportive of a collaborative learning model, but found 
the experience overwhelming or too challenging. This is where Toffler’s concepts (1979, 
1990) of needing to unlearn and relearn are particularly relevant. Creating strategies to 

develop individual and collective capacity to collaborate, needs to be prioritised if change 
is to be facilitated and sustained. 
 

8.5.7 Shaping culture 
 
Culture surfaces as a core topic in each case. The concept of culture, as expressed, is wide-
ranging. Like vision, culture is notionally an abstract concept, but an analysis of the case 

research findings reveals that it is seen to be something far more concrete in the minds of 
the communities. Culture is known to be something that can be actively shaped. If a school 
wants learning or collaboration or innovation to be part of the culture, then a strategy is 

devised to nurture this. It is not left to chance. Ultimately, most aspects of the embedded 
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changes observed across the schools are stated to be part of the culture. The move towards 

embedding different practices or mindsets is described as a journey – and a continual one. 
 
8.5.8 Positive values  

 
A distinct and clear assertion that arises from the case research is that vision will be more 
effective as a driver, if an institution has clear values co-created with the organisation as a 
whole (Sergiovanni, 1994a). The challenge is that any values have to be seen as consistent 

and authentic. The values need to be visible in attributes such as trust and commitment. 
People need to feel valued, whatever their capacity. If this valuing of the community is to be 
genuine, then it can be matched with an expectation that every person has the capacity to 

grow and learn. The findings illustrate that for the development and growth of trust, people 
have to feel heard, understood and appreciated. Vision has a stronger likelihood of leading 
change in this context. Kotter (2014) states that the two elements of an organisation, the 
vision-driving guiding coalition and the people fulfilling more static functions within the 

organisation’s hierarchy, need to be working together. This will only happen if everyone is 
feeling valued.  
 

A further challenge in relation to vision arising from the case research, is the need to 
establish and protect a culture that supports change and vision. This is both strategic and 
crucial. Culture can shift. Given the intensity of cultural messaging that individuals within a 

community receive from multiple sources and media on any given day, multiplied by the 
number of people within that community, the potential influence of cultural messaging that 
differs from the community vision rises exponentially. There is an obvious and compounding 
risk of the wrong forces shaping or influencing the culture. The commentary from senior 

leadership in the interviews highlights the need to be strategic in this area and nurture a 
culture that not only embraces change, but grows it. The manifestation will lie in the positive 
momentum evidenced across the whole organisation.   

 
Another assertion deriving from the experience of the case schools, is that creativity can 
increase if the culture values and supports such qualities. Developing strategies to 
appreciate and promote creativity is a prerequisite to engendering heightened creativity, 

measured risk-taking and problem-solving capacity. Interview participants in each location 
spoke of a culture that viewed failure positively – and that this was significant to fostering a 
cycle of ideation, prototyping, action and evaluation. It was further appreciated that if the 

creativity is translated into the curriculum development processes, then a wider culture of 
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learning was the outcome, as students are more engaged into the learning and 

interdependence (Blaschke, 2016; Snowden, 2017). 
 
8.5.9 Leadership  

 
Visioning is portrayed in every case context as a shared activity. If vision is to drive the 
necessary deep pedagogic, professional and culture change, a challenge exists in that 
school leadership must be able to create the strategies and enable the vision to be enacted 

and grown. This demands high level professional capacity, high level relational skills and 
high-level collaborative competency. The evidence from the case studies supports an 
assertion that an organisation must prioritise growing the capacity of its leaders and future 

leaders and that this should be a recurrent process. As protectors of the culture and 
community, school leadership needs to understand momentum, managing it so that 
momentum is sustained, but does not exhaust the community. The field data collected as 
part of the case research captures some of the practical ways that leadership can be grown 

within an organisation. It also reveals what needs to be considered in order to adequately 
protect vision. A variety of strategies arising from the commentary and captured in the 
summative findings are proposed by interviewees, including the scheduling of leaders to 

observe a range of schools and other organisations, particularly those that are struggling to 
enact and sustain vision. The experience of school leadership in each context had 
similarities. Participants stated that whatever might be observed provided the opportunity 

for developing insight through a reflective process. Such processes were noted to lead to 
new strategies to protect the embedding of vision, as well as developing capacity to better 
identify potential issues. 
 

8.6      Concluding comments 

 
The insights gained from a macro perspective that analyses and synthesises data and 
evidence across the case studies, demonstrate the significance of vision as a compelling 

catalyst for educational change. This chapter emphasises the practical ways in which this 
occurs. The identification of pre-conditions to potential outcomes is also key to the creation 
of any model for effecting educational change at an individual school level, or across a wider 

system of schools.  
 
The emerging model becoming apparent in the findings is developed in the next and final 
chapter. Chapter 9 discusses the findings, specifically in light of the ‘vision’ literature 

reviewed in Chapter 2. The implications of the findings are raised in this next chapter and a 
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potential model for facilitating vision to be the catalyst for the educational change proposed. 

A number of recommendations and possible directions for further research are made. 
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Chapter 9 Discussion, Implications and Conclusions 

 

9.1 Introduction 

 
Vision inspires growth and action follows vision. This assertion is one of the propositions 

emerging from the cross-case analysis. Chapter 8 analyses the findings of the different case 
studies from a cross-case perspective and considers these in light of the guiding question 

of the research. It examines the findings through the dual lenses of how and why does vision 
enable cultural, pedagogic and professional change. Vision is seen to be a powerful agent 
of change, providing direction and uniting people around a common goal and as a result, 
unleashing the energy needed to drive educational change. 

 
This final chapter discusses the research findings in light of existing knowledge explored 
through the literature (see Section 2.2.1). It also presents a potential model for educational 
change based on the findings of the research. If vision is allowed to be the driver, then 

change is possible. The diversity of case contexts also suggests that the use of vision and 
visioning processes as a catalyst for change, may be transferrable to other educational 
contexts. The case research for this dissertation explores the gap between vision as 

expressed consistently in organisational change literature since the early 1990s (see Section 
2.2.3), and its relative absence in the discourse surrounding educational change over a 
similar timeframe (see Section 2.3). This chapter argues that the elements that need to be 

understood in the context of their role in change, not only can be identified, but once 
harnessed, drive the journey that results in profound change in the ways in which learning 
is experienced and grown in school contexts. Vision is seen in the research to have the 
power to lead a strong cultural revolution in schooling at a practical level. This chapter 

concludes the dissertation. In addition to raising some of the limitations of the research, the 
chapter offers some recommendations based on what has been learnt in the research 
process. The recommendations also open up some topics for further research.  

 

9.2 The ‘vision’ narrative:  

 
The research proposition examines the dual questions of why and how vision enables 

educational change. This section utilises the concepts arising from the thematic analysis, 
together with some of the direct quotes from interview participants, to build a range of 
statements about the role of vision and visioning processes. These statements are reviewed 
in light of the ‘vision’ literature introduced in Chapter 2. The resultant statements contribute 
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to the wider narrative about vision and provide a theoretical basis for the proposed model 

for vision-inspired educational change.  
 
9.2.1 Why does vision enable educational change?  

 
The following statements are presented as a compilation of assertions that emerged in the 
findings and once synthesised create potential answers to the guiding proposition of the 
dissertation. 

 

Statement (i) 

Vision arising out of a visioning process is a clarifier, it has strength. If the vision has been 
developed through a collective process, that vision can unite the community. Visioning is an 

inherently grassroots process and needs to be allowed to empower further vision and 
ideation. 

 

Statement (ii) 
Vision is collectively drawn from the professional passion of the individuals. A shared 

visioning process in a school context enables individual passion to unite with other like-

minded individuals, and in so doing become stronger. The shared passion evolves into a 
definitive collective viewpoint, underpinning the pedagogic direction for the school 

community. Vision in an educational context is therefore inherently about team and 
collaboration. Because the vision is school-based, not imposed externally, it has immediate 

momentum.  

 
Statement (iii) 

By its very premise, vision involves change; it describes an envisioned future.  

 
Statement (iv) 

Vision guides decision-making at a micro level and provides direction at a macro level. Vision 
inspires growth and action follows vision.  

 
These statements provide a range of suggestions as to why vision acts as a catalyst for 
change. The sentiments conveyed align closely with van der Helm’s (2009) observations 
propounding that shared vision is something that can provide the basis and direction for 

action.  
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9.2.2 How does vision enable educational change?  

 
By changing the focus to ‘how’, a different set of assertions arise. The following statements 

identify the actions that are noted by the interview participants as being important when 
considering how vision enables change.  

 

Statement (v) 
A shared visioning process instigates educational change by empowering the community to 

grow the vision through an aligned understanding. Shared visioning also creates momentum, 

which in turn fuels vision. Shared vision develops trust and creates an environment where 
there is permission to ‘fail forward’. 

 
Statement (vi) 

Vision creates a context for a shared and visible language of learning. In an educational 

setting, vision creates the premise for a school-wide pedagogical approach.  
 

Statement (vii) 

Vision aligns resourcing around a clear goal.  Vision creates the context where collaboration 
is necessary to attain goals and helps sharpen thinking to a specific focus.  

 
Statement (viii) 

When vision becomes part of the culture, it fosters action. Vision gives licence for early 

innovators to be adventurous by growing a culture of permission, and provides the 
confidence needed to try different ideas. Vision places an emphasis on valuing people as 

they enact the vision.  

 
Statement (ix) 

A visioning process broadcasts a clear model and structure for change. Because shared 
vision is by its very nature co-created, vision develops leadership capacity by valuing group-

based observation, research and reflection as a means to grow. The act of visioning 

encourages creativity and develops the capacity of teachers to use space in new ways.  
 

Statement (x) 

Envisioning creates the dynamic where a guiding coalition of change agents can emerge. 
Once visible, vision also tends to attract external interest whereby networks grow. 
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By engaging in a shared visioning process, different processes and structures are 

established to show ‘how’ vision generates change. The act of visioning itself creates the 
circumstance in which vision is allowed to generate change.  
 

9.3 Application of vision-led change perspectives to educational contexts 

 
The bulk of ‘vision’ literature pertains to the business world or change management with 
only a relatively limited number of articles or books found to be specifically referring to 

educational contexts (Section 2.2.5). Nanus (1992) captures an understanding of vision, 
reflective of organisational change theory in general, when he states that “there is no more 
powerful engine driving an organization toward excellence and long-range success than an 
attractive, worthwhile, and achievable vision of the future, widely shared” (p. 3). His 

understanding of vision and the potential power of a shared visioning process, aligns with 
the findings of each of the case studies. One of the concepts raised in the interviews asserts 
that for vision to be a tangible reality, it needs to arise from a shared visioning process that 

seeks to create or design a change in practice or mindset (see Section 8.2.3, Table 27).  
 
In this context, van der Helm (2008) states that “a theory of vision is a theory of change. 
Without (the possibility) of change … it would be deprived of its conceptual meaning 

altogether” (p. 100). Van der Helm also states that vision is that which creates the 
momentum or energy for an organisation, directing the way forward. It is the measure we 
use to appraise potential actions. Van der Helm’s assertion is borne out again in the findings. 

In each of the case study contexts, it is the strength of vision that provides clarity with regard 
to the way forward, which in turn generates the institutional energy and impetus for change 
– to move from “an ideational to an action-based level” (p. 103).  

 
The findings across all the case studies reveal that the conceptual understanding of vision 
is inherently linked to change and this was evident across the staff at the schools. It is the 
possibility of educational change that is the motivator for the collective visioning processes. 

The findings connected to the different strands of change: cultural, pedagogic and 
professional, align with the theories or concepts introduced by writers such as van der Helm 
(2008), Westley and Mintzberg (1989); Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) and O’Connell, 

Hickerson and Pillutla (2011).  
 
Looking at the insights arising from the research data, including the intentionality of change 
arising from vision, the emergent themes very much accord with conclusions espoused in 

the literature. Kotter’s ‘8 step’ model (1995) places a visioning process as the core activity 
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in his model to transform an organisation (see Section 2.2.1, Figure 3). It is the development 

of a vision, the communication of that vision and the empowerment of others to act on the 
vision, which forms the central proposition in Kotter’s model for organisational change. The 
desire to create school-wide consistency in a pedagogic model, that is co-created, shared 

and grown, as is evident in the commentary from all three case studies, affirms the 

fundamental premise of Kotter. In a similar way, Kotter’s notion of a guiding coalition (see 
Section 5.3.3, Figure 21) opting into a process that spearheads the desired change, is 

evident in AUSS, NZS and CATS. The participants from all three schools refer to the group 

of staff (i.e. the guiding coalition) who in understanding the vision, will grow new expressions 
of that vision. This provides an apt illustration of Starratt’s notion (1995), that vision 
energises the community.  
 

With similarities to Kotter’s models, Senge (1990b) writes about the role of shared vision 
and the need to listen to each other. For Senge in his model, vision progressively builds an 

organisation into a learning organisation. This is very much in evidence in the case research 
schools. The intention of a clear focus on vision-led change in all three case sites, is to 
create a stronger culture of learning. One of the recurrent themes of the interviews is the 
need to collectively develop the vision and to take action so that all the human resource of 

any organisation has the capacity to not only implement, but grow the vision, in order to 
strengthen the perception of schools as learning organisations.  
 
As with other academics, Umekubo, Chrispeels and Daly (2015) raise the notion of shared 

vision, themselves referencing Senge (1990b), for their research model. They write of the 
need to create long lasting frameworks that facilitate the building of a pervasive culture of 
learning and collaboration. This notion is certainly borne out in the findings of the research. 

The structures supporting the creation of a culture that enables visioning processes to 
establish pedagogic directions within the three case research schools, although all different, 
serve the same purpose of creating a framework in which vision-based change can become 

enculturated. Finnigan and Stewart (2009) are seen to come to the same conclusion that 
school leadership needs to focus on provisioning vision through appropriate support and 
resources, in order to develop the growth capacity of all staff. This observation is evident in 
the priority afforded to professional development in all three schools, as heard in the 

research interviews.  
 
Bishop and Hines (2012) write about “developing preferred futures” (p. 250) as a mental 

image, in an intense process that leads to transformational change. This concept can be 
evidenced in each of the research locations. The visioning processes at AUSS are described 
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by the participants to create statements or a sequence of priorities that articulate the vision, 

the preferred futures, using these as the starting point for transformational change in the 
sub-sections or faculties of the school. Likewise, it is the preferred futures at NZS that led 
to the school-wide introduction of teaching teams in collaborative Hubs. It is also the 

preferred futures that underpins the creativity required at CATS to develop quest-based 
learning experiences in a context where multiple language proficiency can also be achieved.  
In all three instances these strategies echo Cooper et al. (2016) who describe teacher 
leaders with the ability to take articulated vision and turn it into changed pedagogic practice 

in the classrooms.  
 
The need for clarity of any articulated vision is a recurrent theme across all case studies. 

This is a theme that surfaces most significantly in the interviews involving the senior 
leadership members from the schools. There is an awareness that clear vision will fuel 
individual passion for learning (see Section 8.2.3, Table 27). For change to be effective, the 
structures and frameworks supporting the well-articulated vision have to be both 

understood and owned (see Section 8.2.1, Table 25). This is a theme raised by Cole, Harris 
and Berneth (2006) and McAdam (2003) who all stress the importance of clarity and 
simplicity in any messaging in connection with vision. This message is clearly evident in the 

collective themes arising from the categorisation of the individual case data. Collaboration, 
culture and learning are recurrent in all transcripts and evident within the documents and 
artefacts collected as part of the research.  
 

Another theme surfacing in the data relevant to each school is the notion that visioning 
processes need to be both active and recurrent. This theme is also emphasised in the 
literature relevant to the proposition. A number of researchers describe visioning in the same 

way - an active recurrent process (Bishop & Hines, 2012; Coers, 2018; DuFour & Eaker, 
2008; O’Connell, Hickerson & Pillutla, 2011; Sergiovanni, 2005). This can be seen clearly in 
the findings across all three case studies. The interviewees from AUSS describe visioning 

as a recurrent and annual process. The interviewees conveyed a perception that there was 
an expectation that new priorities or goals associated with the vision-led directions, would 
be conveyed at the start of each year. All interviews touched on this perception and the 
expectation that the vision would become the active driver for change within each sub-

section of the school. It was stated that this is what provides the momentum. At NZS, the 
assumption was conveyed in the interviews that visioning was a never-ending process. At 
CATS, the visioning process was linked to an annual cycle of investigating other schools 

and synthesising observations into fresh vision, that would in turn be fed back into the 
recurrent cycles within the school.  
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One of the findings outlined in Table 27 (see Section 8.2.3) links directly to these illustrations, 
summarising that strong vision is dynamic, constantly growing and empowering. The 
findings suggest it goes beyond this, creating the coherence necessary for moving an 

organisation into new directions, as suggested by Kotter (1995), Lissack and Roos (2001) 
and Senge (2006, 2012).  
 
The context for vision-led change is arguably more complex in the world of education. The 

perspectives on vision-led change as espoused by Kotter (1996, 2002, 2008, 2012, 2014) 
and Senge (1990a, 1990b, 1999), describe step-based processes primarily intended for the 
business context that in many ways do not reflect the complexities of a school community. 

Vision-led educational change potentially impacts multiple sub-groups in a school, including 
students, teaching staff, non-teaching staff, parents, the wider community and government. 
The experience of the three case schools from the present research suggests that vision, 
communicated with clarity and strength, has the potential to break through the different 

sub-group boundaries and create differing momentum in each situation. Sergiovanni (2005) 
writes of vision in school contexts, stating that it has to have purpose. His solution is to 
create a defined process that places vision in a continuum of actions that moves from vision 

through goals, roles, obligations, strategies to actions and pathways (p. 58). The experience 
recounted by interviewees from the three case research schools does not match the implied 
simplicity of such processes. Senge (2012) emphasises “shared vision” (p. 13) as the way 

in which a school can become a learning organisation. The findings of the research would 
concur with this emphasis on shared vision, but the recounted experiences captured in the 
research data place more significance on the incremental processes that support the 
articulation of vision in the first place and subsequently surround the growth of vision leading 

to substantive educational change. 
 
The impact of clear, strong vision that stimulates significant change, derived from a shared 

visioning process, and as revealed in each of the separate case studies, has not received 
much direct attention in literature. O’Connell, Hickerson and Pillutla (2011) come to this 
conclusion when they state that in relation to educational change, vision and visioning 
processes are not fully understood for their capacity to catalyse change. As a result, they 

suggest that it is a topic for further research. The findings of this research point clearly to 
the collective experience of vision being an effective catalyst for educational change, 
regardless of very diverse contexts. The findings suggest that the insights are potentially 

transferable as the conclusions are consistent across the case studies.  
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9.4 Implications 

 

This present research looks at a range of implications that arise from the research. These 
are covered through identifying: 
 

- implications for individual perspectives and practice; 
- implications for school-based cultural, pedagogic and professional change; and 
- implications for policy. 

 

9.4.1 Implications for individual perspectives and practice 
 
The research raises a number of implications for the perspectives of staff and the choices 

they need to make as professionals with regard to their practice. The research revealed a 
range of educators in very diverse contexts who took their professional knowledge, 
theoretical and practical, and allowed it to inform the collectively created pedagogic vision 
for the whole school. An example from the case research would be where an understanding 

of the theories around neuroscience and sociology were stated to directly influence the 
developing pedagogic model.  
 

The experience of all three case studies points to the need for collective visioning processes 

to occur, based on the existing knowledge of how learning works. It is the guiding coalitions 
(Kotter 2014) within an institution that can provide the energy and momentum for change to 
initiate. If this were to occur, then teachers would be able to co-create the vision necessary 
to enable different pedagogic models as part of their professional practice. The findings 
from the research demonstrate that when a workforce comprehensively embraces collective 

vision, then it is very possible for global change to be activated. This is where the notion of 
school-wide pedagogy is an important goal (Conway & Andrews, 2016). Pedagogic, 
professional and cultural change is not just for a few motivated individuals, but needs to be 

the goal for all the staff. Mindset is important and educators should not be enabled to block 
educational change at the institutional level. Staffing policies should optimally ensure that 
there is a good fit between a school’s vision and the people who are employed. Professional 
and collegial opportunities should be developed to help bring about an alignment between 

educator practice and the vision a school might hold for educational change.  
 
A further implication arising from the research is that the experience of all three schools 

highlights the need to close the gap that exists in the predominant teacher training models 
and the skills required for embedding teamwork. The interview participants all nominated 
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the need to continually develop collaborative capacity as the biggest and on-going 

challenge.  If teachers are trained to be individual practitioners, they will not be given the 
required experiences of working within collaborative teams. A powerful element of the 
educational models operating in the three schools of the case research, is the organisation 

around team-based learning environments, where a workforce of teachers trained as solo 
operators is no longer required. Teachers as a workforce need to experience Toffler’s 
propositions (1979, 1993) for the twenty-first century, where the patterns involve learning, 
unlearning and relearning. It is the approaches to teaching that need to be unlearnt and 

relearnt. Until this occurs, we will have increasing numbers of frustrated teachers leaving 
the workforce in even greater numbers than current patterns demonstrate. All three schools 
nominated the continual need to grow collaborative capacity within their teachers as the 

number one challenge for them.   
 
9.4.2 Implications for school-based cultural, pedagogic and professional change 
 

The research provides clear evidence of the need to re-structure schools around a different 
pedagogic model, if the vision for deep change is to be realised. If the vision is for high 
independent learner capacity within a wider interdependent learning ecosystem, then the 

traditional structures of schooling as they currently exist, are no longer working. The 
examples provided in the interviews and supported by the other forms of collected data, all 
involve significant changes to the physical infrastructure of the schools, together with 

creative frameworks within the school to facilitate a shift in cultural, pedagogic and 

professional practice. The findings reveal that each school aligned their budget processes 

to the collective vision for educational change. In this way, funding is prioritised to support 
changed practice.  
 

The findings of the research imply that if the scenario for co-creating a new vision for 
education occurs at a local level, driven by the momentum generated by a guiding coalition 
of like-minded educational professionals, then deep pedagogic change is possible. Strong 

vision is demonstrated in the research to have the capacity to bring the different elements 
of necessary change together in a practical way. An implication is that the governing group 
for any school, and the wider government legislation impacting the boundaries for school-

based action, need to be well aligned to the co-created, research-based educational vision, 
developed by the educators with the responsibility for ‘causing learning’ (Section 6.3.4, 
Figure 28). The implication of the research is that deep pedagogic change has the best 
chance to embed and sustain if the initial steps commence at the local level, supported by 

a local community who understand, share and grow the vision. This is, in fact, not something 
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new. The narratives of Summerhill (Neill, 1960) and the Montessori journey (Montessori, 

1912; Thayer-Bacon, 2012) show that it is possible to create a local model that embeds and 
sustains; the clear vision just needs to exist and be shared sufficiently to gain a foothold.  
 

The research suggests that when professional development is primarily located within the 
school and led by the passionate change champions within the school, it has a better 
opportunity to support deep pedagogic shift. Therefore, another implication at the school-
based level is the need to move away from a standards-based, supervision model of 

teachers, to a culture of fluid professional coaching that recognises that everyone has both 
the capacity and need for recurrent professional development. The professional coaching 
needs to be aligned to the immediate needs of the practitioner and the wider culture of the 

school should encourage ideation, prototyping, failure/success cycles, as the way in which 
learning occurs for all members of the community. 
 
The case research frequently points to the need for the additional allocation of time to 

teachers, in order to embed change. All three schools in the research talk about the 
collective curriculum development processes and the need to allocate sufficient time to this 
task. This is all the more important as creativity in curriculum design is clearly linked to the 

heightened and observable engagement of the students in all three locations. The case 
research affirms that teachers have the capacity to develop such curriculum units. However, 
the commentary from all three schools, points to the lack of broad experience in collective 

curriculum development. The research highlights that when curriculum development is 
designed around the needs of the immediate cohort, it has a far higher likelihood of having 
a positive impact on engagement into, and the outcomes of, the learning. The clear 
implication here is the need for schools to not only prioritise the time for the task, but to look 

at creative ways to synchronise preparation time for sub-teams during the school day. 
 
9.4.3 Implications for policy 

 
An interesting common aspect from the narrative of all three schools that emerged was the 
stability of school leadership in each situation. This has clear relevance to the success of 
embedding change in schooling. All three schools have had a stability in their leadership 

teams for at least a decade. This stability arguably impacts the consistency of the vision 
and the ways in which it is communicated. Strong localised vision, supported by a team 
who exhibit an outward-facing disposition and an appreciation for change as a journey that 

never concludes, has the power to provide the ongoing momentum necessary to see 
change embraced, supported and embedded. Embedded change occurs incrementally, so 
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the stability of a capable leadership team is clearly influential in steering the process of 

change. In terms of policy, the implication from the experience of the schools, is that school 
leadership models should facilitate and encourage sustained senior leadership within 
schools. Short term leadership placements would not allow for the necessary incremental 

growth of vision over a sustained period of time. In addition, policies for generational change 
in leadership could cater for progressive transitions of leadership and more active mentoring 
of potential leadership, in order to create the stability required for vision to be a long-term 
driver of educational change.  

 
The testimony of what works or does not work in educational change, as heard in the 
different interviews, had no intersection with government policies of high stakes testing or 

any version of systemic reform. What is described as being powerful, is the capacity of a 
local team of educators, working on a common goal and under a commonly held vision, to 
co-create the learning experiences and project parameters. This has the potential to inspire 
students to fully engage with their topics and push their understanding and capacity at rates 

described to be far more significant than that which any annual cycle of content delivery 
and mastery might afford. The protracted observations of learning experiences at all three 
schools reveal that if the topic is authentic, and has prior relevance and meaning for the 

learner, then the depth of learning and potential for further learning, is very evident and 
cannot be easily measured by existing qualification systems. Assessment policies, including 
the use of mandatory regional or national examinations, need to adjust to reflect the 

pedagogic changes occurring within schools. The directions of contemporary neuroscience 
and learning theory indicate that existing assessment policies are not adequately appraising 
the potential capacity of a future workforce.  
 

The example of all three schools implies that policies impacting the leadership models and 
staffing requirements of schools endeavouring to instigate cultural, pedagogic or 
professional change, call for a higher level of local flexibility than any more rigid traditional 

model might afford. In terms of policy issues, it is acknowledged that this is one area where 
there are significant differences in existing leadership and staffing models, depending on 
the responsible body for a school. The research demonstrated that roles need to follow 
vision, not the other way around. The local coalition for change might not match the 

hierarchical structures of schools, however this is not viewed as an impediment to change, 
if people from all parts of an organisation understand and choose their function. Policies 
that allow for localised responsibility for the deployment of staff and choice of leadership 

roles within an institution, would address potential needs.  
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9.5 Limitations 

 

There are limitations in any research. It is relevant to recognise some of the insight gained 
from this research. The literature surrounding educational change over multiple decades is 
vast. It was very important to find a focus for the research that placed boundaries around 

the different tracks that could be explored in the research. The research proposition 
provided this and enabled a workable focus in an area where there is an evident gap in 
research. It would be interesting to take the findings of this research and assess it against 

further evidence of embedded educational change in developing world contexts. One 
practical limitation emerged in that while the staff at CATS had good proficiency in English, 
the supplementary material on Think1 TV is largely in Spanish. This produced some 
challenges in assessing the potential of the material as additional artefacts to be collected. 

This acknowledged, the choice of three schools in diverse locations proved very beneficial 
for the research, as it tested the role of vision across different domains.  

 
A final comment is made about the role of participant-researcher (see Section 1.6 and 
Sections 3.3.1 & 3.3.2). The experience of the research from a role that was as participant-
researcher, while creating the need to develop some practical strategies for the interviews, 

and to guard against bias, was as suggested by Schensul, Schensul and LeCompte (1999), 
more useful than not. The ability to bring longer-term insights as an educator into the 
process of research, grounded very much in the experience of schools, provided practical 
clarity for the interviews, as well as guiding the directions of the research well beyond the 

experience of AUSS.  
 

9.6 Recommendations 

 

9.6.1 Recommendations for policy and practice 
 
Recommendations are made by way of raising some pertinent questions. There are a 
number of further questions that logically arise from the research. The following are listed 

here as having relevance to educational policy and practice in a global context.  
 

- How might the lessons learnt in localised narratives of change, be scaled into the 

wider education systems?  
- How might teacher training adjust to meet the need for teachers capable of working 

in collaborative team-based environments?  
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- How might education employment processes adjust so that there is an alignment 

between the vision of a school and the mindset of the workforce employed to work 
at the school? 

 

9.6.2 Recommendations for research 
 
The research uncovers multiple areas for further research, some of which has been alluded 
to the preceding chapters. Any research needs to delve into the patterns and circumstances 

of educational change, with a preparedness to move away from the presuppositions of what 
works. The wider employment field is changing rapidly and there is an urgent need to better 
understand what needs to be core in this emerging world and what can be peripheral. The 

field of education literature demonstrates that we know what has not worked – the focus for 
research needs to examine the localised contexts where educational change has been 
realised. The examples of change need to be drawn from a wider pool of case studies, more 
geographically dispersed, given the trend toward local vision for educational transformation 

that is emerging as a powerful source of inspiration and vision, and far more so than any 
government-led reformation.  
 

There are some areas that would benefit from specific research. These include: 
 

- How significant is longevity and stability of school leadership in embedding change? 

- What if vision does not lead to change?  
- What are the implications for learners with special needs that require consideration 

in collaborative learning environments in the context of wider pedagogic change? 
- How have different leadership transition models impacted the implementation of 

educational change? 
- How might collaboration be taught more effectively? 
- How significant is high stakes testing in forestalling educational change? 

 

9.7 Conclusions 

 
9.7.1 Are the findings trustworthy and transferable? 

 
The analysis of the collected data, points to a common experience of educational change. 
The statements conveyed in the interviews, and the concepts supported by the other forms 
of data, including the field notes, documents and artefacts, were able to be categorised into 

recognisable groupings that naturally emerged through the process of data collection and 
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classification. These suggest that while there are many nuances that are relevant to the 

individual contexts, the wider picture was very consistent. This consistency points to the 
trustworthiness of the research and findings, as well as the potential for the transferability 
of the research. If vision can be understood to inspire deep pedagogic change in three 

diverse locations, then it is reasonable to conclude that the findings have relevance in a far 
broader realm.  

 
9.7.2 Vision as a catalyst for educational change 
 
Vision can be a powerful catalyst for educational change, as evidenced in the case 

presented in this research. However, will this be sufficient to drive the change with the 
necessary speed and determination? Governments, educators and scholars have long 
searched for the elusive goal of educational change. This research sheds light on the 

dynamic of vision as a compelling force for fundamental change in education, a factor that 
is largely omitted from recent movements or schemes for change, despite the recognition 
of the key role of vision in organisational change theory. There is no doubt that the 
experience of the three institutions demonstrates that vision is the key in each of the cases. 

It also posits that vision is a leveller. The political, cultural and social history might differ 
greatly, however, strong shared vision can unite communities regardless of their 
background, in order to overcome any obstacle to change.  

 
A prolonged research project inevitably produces a diverse range of conclusions. Given the 
findings and analysis, and the knowledge that is generated, are there reasonable 
conclusions to be drawn? The research points to the very clear experience of three schools 

in very different international and historical contexts, that vision has the capacity to be a 
strong catalyst for educational change and it enables significant cultural, pedagogic and 
professional change to occur, embed and be sustained.  

 
Could the changes have come about from other plausible dynamics? There is high 
consistency in the data collected at all three locations that points back to a vision-inspired 

journey, and little indication of any other catalytic reasons for the changes that can be seen 
in evidence. Of interest is the starting point for the journey of change in all three schools. If 
there was any common experience, it would be that the educational journey of the school 
leaders themselves, produced a nascent understanding that education needs to change. 

This is fuelled by a belief that the experience and conclusions of a number of the twentieth 
century educational theorists, including people such as Dewey (1959, 1997), Vygotsky 
(1062, 1978), Montessori (1912), Freire (1993), Papert (1993), Bloom (1984) and Piaget 
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(1973), among others, provide the clues to what works. It is the shared understanding of, 

and belief in, those theories that underpins the collective passion that has led to school-
wide educational change in all three locations. This continues to drive the vision.  
 

9.8 Model    

 
The findings presented in the cross-case analysis, together with an appreciation of the 
insights gained from a synthesis of the case research and relevant literature, provide a 

substantial basis upon which to create and propose a model capturing the key elements to 
consider when using vision as a catalyst for educational change. The model attempts to 
create a mental mindset (Senge et al., 2012) that supports shared visioning as being at the 
heart of catalysing educational change, within and beyond a community. Figure 36 places 

these elements in a sequence that illustrates the main considerations that are apparent from 
the research when contemplating a visioning process.  

 

Figure 36 Model using vision as a catalyst for educational change 
 

 
 

There is no intention for the model to be viewed as a prescriptive guide to change. Rather, 
it captures the key findings from the case research and provides a visual framework that 
may be helpful in understanding the dynamics at play. It is best used as a prompt, rather 
than a manual. The sequence would be influenced by the specific context. While the 

processes leading to educational change should be contextualised to the geographic 
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context, there is a universality about the model which makes it potentially relevant across 

cultures. The model as presented in Figure 36, takes into consideration the differing socio-
economic and political circumstances of the three case research sites, and maintains its 
integrity across the different contexts. The model places vision as the effective nucleus upon 

which any subsequent actions depend.  
 
The findings of this present research indicate that vision-led change in a school community 
should be an inclusive process at every stage. A shared initial visioning process creates a 

broader ownership of any vision from the start and the potential for a pioneer ‘guiding 
coalition’ (Kotter, 2014) to emerge and steer the process. The clarity and strength of 
messaging is critical at the early stages of using vision as the catalyst for educational 

change, as any initial momentum will be derived from the immediate alignment of sufficient 
people around the vision and the early energy and excitement generated by the process. 
The experience of all three case studies highlighted the importance of engaging as many 
people within the community as possible in these early stages, by encouraging growth of 

the vision as people understand any macro level concepts and interpret these into their 
sphere of activity. This in turn builds trust as the community grasps the vision and grows it 
via their ownership.  

 
As trust grows and further ideation develops the embryonic vision into something more 
substantive, the experience of the case research advocates for recurring opportunities for 

the wider community to hear and unite around the articulated “preferred futures” (Bishop & 
Hines, 2012, p. 250). Through this process empowerment grows and a forward-looking 
culture is nurtured. If vision is to spread within an organisation and drive the educational 
change, then people are key to implementation. People need to feel valued within the vision, 

and their capacity both recognised and developed. If the vision has been cast with sufficient 
strength, then the ideas that emerge to support it will be well-aligned to the broader vision.  
 

The final element in the model focuses on the need for effective leadership. In the process 
of enacting vision into practice, the experience of the case research schools was such that 
there was a recognition that a number of dynamics need careful management. Thus, a 
working group that steers the overall process is important. Each of the case schools 

involved in the research described a working group that took responsibility for shaping the 
culture that enabled vision to be viewed as an ongoing positive dynamic. 
 

As momentum develops within the community, it needs to be well-managed. Momentum is 
a positive dynamic, but some interview participants in each location identified that vision 
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can exhaust, as much as it energises, if not managed appropriately. At the same time, it is 

useful to monitor the emerging culture. The findings indicated that cultures can be shaped 
within a school community and a steering team can take responsibility for reviewing the 
culture at defined points. It is also appropriate to have a group regularly reviewing the whole 

context through informal and formal reflection strategies. Such a group would look into 
developing the capacity of teams to align their sub-visions to the wider vision. This group 
would have a key role of protecting any emergent culture. If upon reflection, fresh vision 
needs to be developed, or a process for further observation of external input deemed 

helpful, the group steering the vision would drive the bigger picture.  
 
As stated, the model is presented more as a scaffold than a process. While the course of 

vision can be steered within the process, there is an important need for a regular review and 
analysis loop.  
 

9.9 Has the research answered the guiding proposition? 

 

If the question is ‘why’ vision enables educational change, then the research findings identify 
a range of summative propositions that provide an explanation (see Section 8.3). While the 
individual elements of embedding cultural, pedagogic and professional change in a school 

operate in an interdependent relationship with each, it is potentially the simplicity of 

articulating a preferred future with strength, passion and clarity, that can ignite a dynamic 
which can engage an entire community on a journey that once commenced, will not 
conclude.  
 
If the question is changed to ‘how’ vision enables educational change, it is similarly possible 

to identify the actions that are noted by the participants as being important. The key factor 
lies in identifying the prerequisites for effective change. These pre-conditions to successfully 

embedding a preferred future involve the necessity of good communication, on-going co-
creation of vision, clarity in the understanding of the vision and the creation of effective 
frameworks to support the sustained implementation of vision. Once momentum is 
established, a repeated cycle that involves action, collaboration, implementation, evaluation 

and re-envisioning, provides the direction for effectively embedding cultural, pedagogic and 
professional change in schools. 
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Appendix 1 Pre-interview questionnaire (as background preparation)  

 

Innovation in Schools (AITSL) 

Questionnaire  

 
Organisation 
Date 
 

Person A 
Position 
 

1. Why is innovation seen as 
important by the school, 
collectively? 

 

2. Does the school leadership 
actively encourage creative 
thought and practice by staff? 

 

3. Do individual staff have a 
process for determining what 
next practice means for them? 

 

4. Does the school have a 
process for determining whole-
of-school change priorities?  

 

5. How is the capacity for 
openness and adaptation to 
changing circumstances 
modelled by school leaders? 

 

6. How does school leadership 
engage with the external 
community to share ideas 
about new and emerging 
practices in professional 
learning? 

 

7. How is support provided to 
staff to encourage innovative 
thinking and practice? 

 

8. How does a school sustain 
innovation? 
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Appendix 2  Explanations of vision as articulated by the interviewees 

 
Name Institution Understanding of ‘vision’ as expressed in 

conversation 
Kylie AUSS “this new land where things are improved” 

Mike AUSS “picture of what we can do better” 

Bob AUSS “a picture of something different, better” 

Mack AUSS (& SYDC) “thinking ahead” 

Carl SYDC (& AUSS) “improvements to our model that we want to 
create” 

Simon SYDC (& AUSS) “thinking ahead to where we wish to go” 

Susan SYDC “a picture coming from a focus on the 
future” 

Mary NZS “thinking forward” 

Brad NZS “something new, something better” 

Jackie NZS “a picture of where we want to be” 

Ella NZS “the model we want to create” 

Moira CATS “something we share and unites us” 

Nina CATS “a picture of where we want to be” 

Catalina CATS “the goal towards which we move” 

Isabella CATS “the school’s direction” 

Anne CATS “what we would like to achieve” 
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Appendix 3 Commentary as developed from the interview transcriptions and as 

relevant to the wider domains and themes of the categorisation 

process 

 
 

 

A Vision is viewed as change: 

vision is the outcome of a desire for intentional change 
  

1 For vision to be a tangible reality, it needs to arise from a shared visioning 
process that seeks to create or design a change in practice or mindset 

2 Vision is strongest when it involves a visioning process that draws from 

educational research & involves as many people as possible 
3 Congruence is needed between articulated vision & the resultant ability of the 

community to see & understand that vision 
4 Effective communication in a visioning process is vital if the vision is to bring 

all sections of the community together behind implementing the vision 
5 Visioning processes should facilitate empowerment to grow the vision 
6 Internal resourcing needs to prioritise the implementation of vision arising 

from a visioning process 
7 Achieving consistency across the whole community in the understanding of 

vision & values is important 
8 School governance needs to support a vision process & the articulated vision 

for it to grow 
9 Embedding vision requires high level capacities of school leaders to operate 

in multiple horizons 

  
  
B Priority focus on strengthening pedagogic practice and learning design: 

collective professional time is prioritised around enabling effective learning 
  
1 The purpose of the visioning process is to develop new methodologies that 

will better engage all in the community to be more effective learners 
2 An awareness of changing futures needs to inform any pedagogy & learning 

directions 

3 There needs to be consistency in the language of learning across the whole 
school in order to develop a school-wide pedagogy 
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4 Professional practice needs to adopt visible learning routines with 

consistency across the whole school to enable school-wide pedagogy 
5 Professional time should be organised so that teams can maximise their 

available time to have conversations around pedagogic practice 

6 Professional time should be organised so that teams have collective time to 
develop new curriculum & learning experiences 

7 The development of learning experiences should involve an ability to use 
design thinking processes 

8 Pedagogic practice needs to be examined, changed & refined in a continual 
process that questions the practice in order to promote stronger learning 
outcomes 

9 Data and data analysis can be effective to guide learning and pedagogic 
practice 

  
  

C Human resource development is paramount: 

priority is given to developing the human resources and aligning the 

community with the vision 
  

1 Any professional growth processes need to be seen as part of the visioning 
process 

2 Any professional growth processes need to have the goal of aligning all in the 
community with the wider vision  

3 Continuous professional development & coaching is imperative 
4 There should be a belief that every teacher has the capacity to change & 

contribute to growing any changes in pedagogic practice 

5 The expectation should be that every employee is involved in growing their 
own professional practice 

6 Teachers inherently want to be part of teaching as a ‘team sport’ 
7 Induction & on-boarding processes of new staff is of vital importance 

8 The development of positive collegial relationships within & across the 
professional teams is key to developing the trust necessary for vision to grow 

9 The presence & availability of pedagogic & leadership role models is 

important 
10 A personal sense of vocation can be a driver for change 
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D Active building of a highly positive culture of learning: engaged learning, built 
on positive relationships, is placed as the main culture of the organisation 

  
1 There needs to be a belief that a positive culture of learning can be stimulated 

& grown: all members of the community need to protect & grow this culture 

2 A culture which enables collaboration & co-creation is foundational within a 
culture of learning 

3 Relationships need to exemplify the school-wide culture that places a priority 

on learning & personal growth 
4 There needs to be an emphasis on developing trust for collaboration to thrive 
5 Activities should target the development of growth mindsets as part of the 

visioning process 
6 The culture should view change as a positive and never-ending journey 
7 The culture should value conversation as a key activity within the community 
8 The culture should recognise and maximise opportunities for learning 

9 The culture should be committed to processes that promote a cycle of 
actions: explore, innovate, prototype, trial, fail, regroup 

  

  
E Processes & frameworks need to support vision: the processes that support 

change and the frameworks used to promote engaged learning, need to be 

effective, well-articulated & understood 
  
1 A clear model for change should be articulated & implemented across the 

community 

2 Structures & mindset need to be adaptive in order to support change 
3 Teams are at the core of all leadership & organisational structures 
4 Student cohorts should be organised into collective groupings working within 

team structures 

5 Learning spaces should support the pedagogic vision and associated 
learning methodologies 

6 School organisation and management of time should dedicate time to enable 

change to occur 
7 Momentum needs to be recognised, then utilised to enable change 
8 Within any framework, there should be an understanding and acceptance of 

key non-negotiables as critical to the embedding of a school-wide pedagogy 
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9 Structures should be created involving the whole community in order to 

enable external interest & visitor programs 
10 Effective communication processes and practice are key to supporting the 

development of vision & trust 
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Appendix 4: Wider commentary provided in the interviews held in relation to SYDC 

 
 
1 SYDC establishes a process to accelerate change 

  

a. SYDC is a means to manage a broad range of activity 
b. SYDC facilitates collaboration 
c. SYDC creates processes to strengthen the focus on learning 
d. SYDC is a means to harness and extend momentum 

e. SYDC creates a process for change 
f. SYDC provides the means to initiate change 
g. SYDC is structured to be scalable 

h. SYDC provides a process to align actions to vision 
i. SYDC promotes professional ‘risk taking’ in change processes 
  
2 SYDC creates opportunities to lead educational change 

  
a. SYDC creates the opportunity for shaping the directions of educational 

change 
b. SYDC provides the opportunity for targeted programs and projects 

c. SYDC acts as a catalyst for change  
d. SYDC creates opportunities to share educational change experiences 
e. SYDC creates opportunities to connect with other educators 

f. SYDC provides an opportunity to influence teacher mindset 
g. SYDC creates an opportunity to develop AUSS staff 
  
3 SYDC provides a framework for change 

  
a. SYDC is intentionally non-hierarchical 
b. SYDC provides a structure to generate ideas 
c. SYDC facilitates collaboration 

d. SYDC enables clear communication 
e. SYDC is structured to support educators wishing to explore pedagogic 

change  

f. SYDC creates a structure for aspirational leadership 
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Appendix 5  

Documentation - Case Study 1a: AUSS Learning Metaphor (2014) 
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Appendix 6 

Documentation - Case Study 1a: What makes learning at AUSS distinctive? (2015) 
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Appendix 7  

Documentation - Case Study 1a: AUSS Learning Curiosity Model (2016) 
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Appendix 8 

Documentation - Case Study 1b: SYDC Product Description - Vision Tour (2015) 

 

SYDC Product Description - Vision Tour 

1. Rationale and purpose of the activity 
To provide an international travel experience that gives opportunity for school leaders to 
visit schools, universities, libraries and other places that will help them to lift vision by 
observing and interacting with examples of innovative design and pedagogies, as well as 

meet with key individuals who are able to share their journey of change. In addition, there 
will to input from the SYDC hosts, as well as opportunities for the group to digest and 
dissect the experiences. 

 

2. Description of the activity/product 
Participants will spend about 2 weeks traveling through Europe and the UK. The trip is 
hosted by two members of the SYDC team. SYDC has an extensive international network 

of contacts who kindly host the group and share experiences from their own contexts. In 
additions, SYDC engages the services of specialist individuals to facilitate sessions and 
workshop ideas. 

 

3. Outcomes 
Clarity of vision 
Inspiration for own context 
Challenge to think differently about school/education/learning 

Group connection and accountability 
Ongoing connection to drive change 
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Appendix 9 

Documentation - Case Study 1b: SYDC Product Description - Making it Mobile (2013) 

 
 
SYDC Product Description - Making it Mobile 
 
1. Rationale and purpose of the activity 
This workshop is aimed to bring the SYDC/AUSS professional learning model to new 
markets via a portable product. Our PD is unable to reach beyond those who have the 
means to send teams to the school. 
 
The workshop is in two strands: 

● practitioners  
● leaders 

 
2. Outcomes 
Practitioners will: 

● Be learners in an open, self-directed context 
● Develop ideas that will be applicable in their own context 
● Be challenged to think afresh about school and learning 
● Gain practical skills and tools that will be transferable to their own context 

Leaders will: 
● Identify the significance of an articulated vision 
● Consider the present and future applications of technology in education 
● Identify approaches that will facilitate personalised and differentiated learning 
● Address the importance of the physical space to effective learning 

 
3. Leadership Stream Program 
 
Day 1: Leadership - The Big Picture “Why?’ 
- What has happened at AUSS over the last 10 years? 
- Why do schools need to change? 
- What does it take to successfully embed change in your school? 
- How can design thinking bring new solutions and approaches? 
- How does vision, mission and priorities shape culture? 
 
Day 2: Leadership - The Big Picture “What?” 
 
- What do you do that schools always do (and don’t need to do)? 
- How does your leadership structure meet the needs of school today? 
- How do you craft vision, mission and priorities statements? 
- Where are the disconnects? (note: wholistic approach to people, place, pedagogy) 
- Does it take a lot of capital expenditure to make change? 
- Where to now? 
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Appendix 10 

Documentation - Case Study 2: NZS Collaborative - Vision (2015) 
 

 

 

 

NZS Collaborative – Vision 
(This document has had identifying labels removed.) 
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Appendix 11 

Documentation - Case Study 2: NZS Collaborative - Defining our Leadership Work: 

Vision (2015) 

 
 
NZS Collaborative - Defining our Leadership Work: Vision 
(This document has had identifying labels removed.) 
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Appendix 12 

Documentation - Case Study 2: NZS Four Vision Principles (2014) 

 

SS Four Vision Principles 

 

 
 

 

 
 



 246 

 
Appendix 13 

Documentation - Case Study 2: Teacher Effectiveness at NZS (2016) 

(This document has had identifying labels removed.) 

 

Teacher Effectiveness at NZS 
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Appendix 14 

Documentation - Case Study 4: CATS Be your child’s teacher (2016) 
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Appendix 15 

Documentation - Case Study 4: CATS Education Projects (2016) 
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Appendix 16 

Informed Consent Form (English) 

(note: original title of thesis is used, as it was the title at the time of the informed consent 
process) 
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Appendix 17 

Informed Consent Form (Spanish) 

(note: original title of thesis is used, as it was the title at the time of the informed consent 
process) 
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