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Abstract 

What kinds of teacher, school and system leadership practices 
successfully promote and sustain Lesson Study as a form of effective 
professional learning for teachers? 
 
This research project emerged from professional problems associated with 
introducing and sustaining effective Lesson Study, initially within one and 
subsequently across a cluster of eleven primary schools in England. Lesson 
Study is a form of inquiry-oriented, collaborative teachersô professional 
development that originated in Japan and has increased in popularity across the 
world in recent years. There is a dearth of literature about the practices enacted 
by leaders in their efforts to introduce Lesson Study successfully in their 
schools. This inquiry therefore aimed to analyse and understand the practices 
enacted by leaders in their efforts to implement and sustain effective Lesson 
Study within their own schools and across a number of schools. 
 
The research took place in two phases between 2014 and 2021, utilising a 
design reflecting significant changes in the researcherôs professional role as 
headteacher of an individual school and later the leader of the group of schools 
involved in the study during that time. Phase One was centred on the 
researcherôs leadership of a single school between 2014-2016. Phase Two 
focused on a period of system leadership within a network of primary schools 
which had started as a group of seven and grown to eleven schools by the end 
of the project.  
 
This was interpretivist, qualitative research. A crystallisation methodology was 
used to synthesise findings from iterative, thematic analyses of a broad range of 
data collected over several years. These data included ethnographic field notes 
from participant observation, thirty-one semi-structured interviews, narrative and 
reflective writing derived from my professional experience and documents and 
artefacts related to Lesson Study.  
 
The crystallised findings illuminate the nature and orientation of leadersô Lesson 
Study macro- and micro-practices and suggest key priorities relating to ways in 
which leaders work with Lesson Study participants to establish supportive 
conditions, cultures, processes and structures. Where Lesson Study 
implementation was sustained and successful, patterns and categories of 
practice emerging from analysis reflected leadersô understanding and knowledge 
of key characteristics of Lesson Study, teachersô professional learning and of 
theories of change and improvement leadership. They highlighted the 
importance of providing dedicated time, skilled facilitation and of securing 
characteristics of effective teacher inquiry and professional learning and 
development within a Lesson Study framework.  
 
Although context specific and filtered through an interpretive lens, these findings 
suggest priorities for leadersô intentional practices which may support their 
efforts to ensure the success and efficacy of Lesson Study as a form of school 
and classroom-based teachersô professional development. They may therefore 
have implications for policy and professional practice in teacher education and 
be of interest to educational leaders concerned with teachersô ongoing 
professional development and learning.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Professional context and background to the inquiry 

This EdD thesis is a qualitative inquiry into the practices enacted by teachers 

(including teacher leaders), school leaders and system leaders in their efforts 

to implement Lesson Study (LS) as a mode of teacher professional learning 

across a network of primary schools in England. It explores LS teacher 

participantsô and leadersô perceptions of LS leadership, alongside my own 

observations and reflections as a senior system leader with responsibility for 

all the schools in the network, and as a participant researcher throughout the 

study. In this introductory chapter, I explain my professional context, the 

background to my study and what LS is. I clarify my understanding of the 

professional problems presented by inconsistencies in LS implementation 

and engagement in an English primary school context and outline the 

purpose and aims of my inquiry. I describe the research setting, and 

summarise and explain my research design and methodology. The chapter 

ends with an outline of my thesis. 

My motivation for embarking on this inquiry originated in the central 

professional challenge I faced, that is, to facilitate sustainable and 

continuous improvement in the quality of teaching. Originally as a 

headteacher, but latterly as a system leader responsible for a group of 

primary schools ï developing and sustaining high-quality teaching that 

enhances the quality of pupilsô learning outcomes has been my overarching 

professional mission. This requires opportunities for teachers to engage in 

effective processes of professional learning. The provision of such processes 

for teachers and leaders has been a significant aspect of my work since 

embarking on headship in 2006. 

I was a headteacher of a small village primary school from 2006 until 2017. 

From 2010 onwards, I also worked as a system leader as part of a Teaching 

School network. This involved working with colleagues beyond my own 

school, and promoting and facilitating school improvement in neighbouring 

schools with the aim of improving educational outcomes for children (Gu et 
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al., 2015; Hill, 2011; Hopkins, 2007; 2009; Hopkins and Higham, 2007;). 

Working with colleagues, I commissioned, developed and provided 

professional development opportunities for teachers and leaders to support 

school improvement priorities. This is when my interest in promoting 

research engagement and evidence-informed teachersô continuing 

professional development and learning (CPDL), pedagogy and practice 

began, and when I first encountered LS.  

In 2016, my school joined with six other local schools to form a charitable 

educational trust and I became the Trustôs leader. The school I led as 

headteacher and four other schools had worked closely together as 

members of the Teaching School alliance; two were new to the group. The 

Trust has grown since 2016 to eleven primary schools. Throughout this 

thesis, I refer to the Trust as the network or the group of schools. 

As a headteacher, I worked with teachers in contexts of LS to promote 

professional learning and practice change. As a system leader, I have 

collaborated with middle and senior school leaders, headteacher colleagues 

and curriculum subject specialist system leaders to promote system-wide, 

school improvement ï activity intended to impact positively on pupilsô 

learning outcomes and experiences. An important aspect of this work has 

involved developing approaches to continuing professional learning, 

development and support for teachers with the aim of effecting positive 

change in the quality of classroom teaching and learning, so that pupil 

learning also improves.  

Throughout my school leadership career, I have been especially interested in 

developing ways in which teachers and leaders could engage with and in 

educational research to inform improvements in pedagogy. I intended such 

approaches to bring about evidence-informed change which might contribute 

to enhancements in the quality of teaching and learning and so to wider 

school improvement. There are difficulties inherent in effecting and 

sustaining such change, so I was keen to develop approaches to teachersô 

professional learning that would provide iterative opportunities for teachers to 

put learning from CPDL sessions into sustainable practice in classrooms. 



17 
 

Since first learning about LS, I have endeavoured to adapt and further shape 

CPDL policy and practice at school and system level, towards a fuller 

engagement among teachers with the internal, external, collaborative and 

research orientations promoted by LS (Opfer and Pedder, 2011a). I 

developed LS in my own school, supported its development across the 

networks to which my school belonged and, more recently, across the Trust, 

as one of several systemic mechanisms that may contribute to achieving 

school improvement goals.  

1.2 What is Lesson Study? 

Lesson Study is a form of teachersô CPDL and inquiry which originated in 

Japan over a century ago and remains a core tenet of teachersô professional 

learning there today (Lewis and Perry, 2014; Xu and Pedder, 2015). It has 

grown in popularity in other countries over recent years (Groves and Doig, 

2014; Saito, 2012). LS involves teachers working together in small groups to 

learn more about an aspect of pedagogy or curriculum they have identified 

as problematic. They engage with relevant authoritative guidance or 

research literature, often with support from an external specialist. After a 

period of study, during which they refine the LS inquiry question or research 

topic, they collaborate to plan a research lesson in detail. One teacher 

teaches the lesson while the other members of the group unobtrusively 

observe and note pupilsô responses. Following the research lesson, the LS 

group meets to discuss these observations, using the data they collected to 

inform their discussions. Sometimes this cycle is repeated, with second or 

third research lessons; sometimes this is not necessary. Research findings 

from this process are recorded and shared with colleagues in a range of 

ways, depending on the context and the local approach to knowledge 

mobilisation (Dudley, 2014; Lewis and Hurd, 2011; Seleznyov, 2018; 

Takahashi and McDougal, 2016). More detail about the process of LS is 

provided in 2.1 and 2.2. 

I first encountered LS in 2011. I heard Dr Pete Dudley and Professor David 

Pedder speak about it at a CPDL event, where I was inspired to learn more 

about it and to implement it in my school.  
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Early plans to introduce LS were supported by grant funding for two projects 

involving LS in 2011 and 2012. It seemed to offer an approach to teachersô 

professional learning that had the potential to promote engagement with 

research literature and specialist expertise. It provides teachers with 

opportunities to collaborate in learning how to put new knowledge into 

practice in a non-threatening and iterative inquiry context. However, there 

were significant differences in the extent to which schools and their teachers 

succeeded in engaging productively in LS during these early projects. This 

led me to question what variation there might be in the ways in which leaders 

introduced, led and supported LS in their schools. I wondered whether there 

might be common and characteristic features of successful implementation. 

Leading the implementation of LS across the network provided me with an 

opportunity to explore the practices and perceptions of LS participants, 

teacher leaders, senior school leaders and system leaders as they engaged 

in this work.  

1.3 The professional problem leading to the inquiry 

Reviews of research relating to teachersô professional learning suggest 

effective teachersô CPDL is focused on pupil learning, sustained over time, 

inquiry-oriented, situated in practice, research-informed, evaluative and 

evaluated, collaborative, supported by specialist expertise and promoted and 

prioritised by school leadership (Cordingley et al., 2015; Department for 

Education, 2016; Desimone, 2009; Guskey, 2000; 2002; Kennedy, 2016; 

Opfer and Pedder, 2011b; Robinson et al., 2009; Sims et al., 2021; 

Timperley et al., 2007). 

LS is an approach to professional learning that opens up scope for each of 

these characteristics to be realised in a common practice framework. It 

provides multiple opportunities for teachers to consider new learning together 

and to apply it, collaboratively, in planning and practice. Moreover, sustaining 

LS as a core component of a schoolôs professional learning offer for teachers 

is likely to contribute to continuous pedagogical improvement (Ermeling and 

Graf-Ermeling 2016). These features distinguish it from other forms of CPDL 
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and persuaded me that LS might provide a vehicle which could support 

productive, research-informed teacher learning at school and system level. 

My experience of leading the implementation of LS in my own school, and of 

working with colleagues to facilitate its adoption in other schools, suggested 

that there may be significant inconsistencies in approach, depending on 

school context. Inconsistencies included the extent to which school leaders 

were involved, interpretations of LS, its processes and procedures and 

whether it was valued by teachers and by leaders as a mode of CPDL. 

These inconsistencies manifested in wide variations in the resources 

allocated to LS in different school contexts. Leaders and participants also 

had different perceptions of its success in achieving whatever aims and 

purposes individual schools had intended for it. 

Effective professional learning needs to be construed not merely as a key 

element in enhancing classroom practice, but as an essential ingredient in 

the culture of the intelligent school (MacGilchrist et al., 2004). Teachers 

cannot be expected to develop effective professional learning processes 

unaided by intelligent school supports, cultures and leadership strategies 

(Opfer and Pedder, 2011b). This is where my professional biography 

intersects with the body of research literature I have been reviewing and 

thinking about throughout my professional studies. There is persuasive 

evidence to suggest that LS offers much potential as a powerful mode of 

professional learning which can support improvements in both teachersô and 

pupilsô learning. For this reason, leaders are justified in trying to introduce 

and adapt LS in their school settings in ways that reflect the characteristics of 

effective CPDL suggested in the research reviews referred to at the 

beginning of this section. They are justified in encouraging its implementation 

at scale by increasing the numbers of staff involved and willing to participate 

in LS collaborations, and to promote it and resource it as a whole school 

strategy for pedagogic improvement and research-informed CPDL. I was 

keen to explore what leaders might do to embed and encourage the spread 

of LS in ways that reflect research-informed criteria for effective CPDL, to 

impact positively on teacher learning, pedagogy and pupil learning in an 

expanding number of classrooms in schools across the network. 
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1.4 Development of the researcher role 

In the early phase of my inquiry, from 2014 -2016, I was headteacher of a 

single school with some system leadership responsibility. My professional 

context changed substantially from 2016 onwards. During 2016-2017, I was 

both headteacher and Trust Leader; this gave way in 2017 to the full time 

Chief Executive position with accountability for seven schools. Having 

established some experience in school improvement as a headteacher and 

as a system leader, my role as Trust Leader placed me in a strong position 

to influence the development of teaching and learning across the 

organisation. I was able to influence leaders at all levels to design and 

implement network-wide strategies to establish LS as a vehicle for effective 

teachersô professional learning and teachersô engagement with and in 

educational research (Dudley, 2011; Godfrey, 2016; 2017). 

The nature of my leadership position means that I have been able to 

investigate the development of LS leadership, initially in my own school, and 

later across the other ten schools in the Trust. I have worked with colleagues 

in all eleven Trust schools, supporting them to adopt, adapt and sustain LS 

to improve teachersô professional learning, classroom pedagogy and pupilsô 

learning processes and outcomes. During this experience, I recognised the 

challenges school leaders face in introducing, establishing and sustaining 

LS. I encountered teachers and leaders who were exceptionally enthusiastic 

about LS, seemed to value their experience of it and were keen to re-

engage. Others were less keen; some were negative in their reactions to LS 

participation and one or two were actively hostile. The idea for this inquiry 

emerged from my desire to investigate leadersô actions and practices as they 

engaged in LS implementation. I wanted to explore my own experience as a 

leader of and participant in LS, as well as the practices and perspectives of 

other leaders and those who are led in contexts of LS. My professional role 

provided a unique opportunity for me to investigate my own leadership and 

participation in LS as headteacher of one individual school, and later as a 

network leader, to investigate how I could lead the promotion of LS across a 

closely-connected network of eleven schools. This network provided the 

context and setting for my inquiry. However, throughout this study, it has 
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been important to remain alert to the risks inherent in the connections 

between my role as the most senior system leader in my organisation and 

my role as researcher. Throughout this thesis, I maintain transparency about 

the dilemmas this has posed, addressing issues of authority and power in 

relation to my interactions and relationships with research participants, and 

of personal bias as an overt advocate for LS in my professional sphere. In 

the next section, I explain my justification for the study. 

1.5 Rationale for this study 

The direction of travel in national education policy in England has been 

influenced by an evolving school-led, self-improving system narrative for 

some years (Hargreaves, 2003; 2010; 2011; 2012a; 2012b). I operate as a 

system leader in an educational landscape which has been experiencing 

significant structural reform, ostensibly stemming from this narrative. 

Demands have been made of leaders to contribute to major structural 

change as UK government initiatives have attempted to move schools away 

from local government control to a system of multi-academy trusts. These 

are structures in which schools come together in groups under central 

leadership structure and charitable educational trust governance, 

accountable directly to the UK governmentôs Department of Education. The 

momentum for this change has stalled recently, leaving a fragmented system 

struggling to make provision for high-quality professional learning in the face 

of increasingly constrained education budgets. This has contributed to an 

appetite for the development of school-based, collaborative approaches to 

school improvement and teacher professional learning, exemplified in system 

leadership and school-to-school support strategies for improvement (Early 

and Greany, 2017; Cousin, 2018) Hargreaves, 2003; Hill, 2011; Hopkins, 

2007; 2009; and promoted through teaching school alliances, multi-academy 

trusts (DfE 2010) and through CPDL strategies which reflect research 

findings about effective CPDL, such as coaching, Research Learning 

Communities and LS (Godfrey and Brown, 2019; Sims et al., 2021; Weston 

and Clay, 2018 ). There has also been a growing interest in ways in which 

increased engagement in educational research might support improvement 

in pedagogy (Brown 2015; Godfrey and Brown, 2019). This has provided a 
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research-informed rationale for school leaders keen to implement such 

CPDL approaches. However, there is little in the educational research 

literature about leadership from a practice perspective. My professional 

problem related to leadership practice rather than leadership competence; I 

was interested in what leaders do to establish the supports required for 

effective LS to thrive. My study was designed therefore to illuminate teacher, 

school and system leadership practices which might support the successful 

development of LS that closely and consistently reflects the characteristics of 

effective CPDL, and contributes to improving teachersô and pupilsô learning 

across a group of primary schools in central England. 

Research which focuses on exploring leadership practices oriented towards 

the implementation of effective forms of CPDL, such as LS, within the 

constraints of the English education system in a primary school context, 

could support leaders keen to optimise the efficacy of LS in their schools.  

Moreover, my professional situation provided a unique research perspective. 

I have experienced LS as a participant, as a headteacher and senior system 

leader interested in and accountable for the leadership of teachersô 

professional learning at school and system level. My professional context 

and responsibilities have offered the opportunity to engage in a longitudinal 

study of LS leadership both in an individual school and across eleven 

primary schools in an integrated network. My inquiry evolved from an 

ethnographic, close-up perspective of a complete participant researcher. It 

widened over time to consider the perspectives and experiences of a range 

of teachers, leaders and system leaders in different school and classroom 

contexts, relating to the phenomenon of leadership practice in contexts of 

LS. My research has been planned to develop findings and insights that may 

be useful to school and system leaders considering implementing LS in their 

school and/or network. In the following section, I outline the purpose and 

aims of my inquiry. 
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1.6 Purpose and aims of the study 

The aims of my study are: 

¶ to analyse and evaluate the leadership practices of teachers, school 

leaders and system leaders which facilitate the implementation of 

effective* LS, in individual schools and across an integrated network 

of primary schools in England;  

¶ to examine the extent to which organisational conditions, structures, 

processes and cultures established by teachers, school and system 

leaders support the implementation of LS reflecting the characteristics 

of effective CPDL; 

¶ to investigate what kinds of leadership practices are valued by 

teachers as they participate in LS and why. 

 [*ôEffectiveô in this context indicates LS which achieves its purposes (Biesta 

2020) see 2.1] 

1.7 Research setting 

Data for this inquiry was collected between 2014 and 2019 across a group of 

eleven primary schools situated in central England. The schools involved in 

the study range from very small village primaries with fewer than 100 pupils, 

to larger town primary schools with around 400 pupils on roll. Most of the 

schools are located within a short drive from one another; the longest journey 

between two schools is approximately forty minutes. The participating 

schools had a range of LS experiences before joining the Trust; some very 

little, one none at all, one quite extensive, some positive and some less so. 

School A: committed and sustained engagement with LS. School A is 

the school of which I was headteacher between 2006 and 2017; a small 

village primary school, with several years of consistent engagement with LS, 

and varying degrees of success in the early stages. LS had become more 

embedded in the schoolôs CPDL and improvement systems over time. 

Following the change in my role LS continued.  

School B: early but superficial promise. School B had participated with 

School A in the two funded projects referred to in 1.2, and had continued with 
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LS afterwards. However, the leader responsible for implementing LS had 

moved to another role, which stalled the process. Subsequently, some 

teachers seemed to have developed a negative attitude towards LS. I was 

interested in exploring what factors might be influencing this change of 

disposition.  

School C: experienced LS leadership in a school new to LS. School C 

had not engaged with LS at all until the arrival of a new headteacher in 2016. 

The new headteacher had led LS in their previous school and was keen to 

establish it in the new school as a vehicle for promoting teachersô 

collaborative professional learning and research engagement. The 

headteacher led CPDL for other schools interested in introducing LS in their 

settings and was an enthusiastic LS advocate. 

School D: intermittent engagement and differences in interpretation 

and leadership of LS. School D, had also participated with Schools A and B 

in the two funded projects and had continued to engage intermittently in LS 

afterwards. A new headteacher had recently re-launched LS, so I was 

interested to understand what changes had been made and what teachers 

thought about the range of approaches they had experienced. 

School E: superficial early engagement, pause and re-introduction. 

School E had signed up for the first of the two funded projects, but not the 

second and had not engaged in LS again until the arrival of a new 

headteacher in 2016. The new leader had decided to re-introduce it. I was 

interested in exploring why it had not taken off originally and how the re-

introduction was progressing. 

School F: disrupted LS leadership. School F had taken part in the funded 

projects, but had subsequently gone through a period of leadership 

turbulence and not engaged in LS since. A new Executive Headteacher took 

over in 2016 and introduced LS as part of a whole school rapid improvement 

plan, in partnership with School I.  

School G: re-launching LS after a break. School G joined the group in 

2018. I had been commissioned as a system leader to work with the 

leadership team of this school before it joined the Trust. Part of that school 
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improvement work involved using LS to provide CPDL for teachers on the 

teaching of reading. I interviewed the teachers and leaders involved in 

participating in LS during this period as part of my inquiry. Two years after 

that school improvement project finished, the school joined the Trust. During 

the interactions with the school as a new member of the Trust, I learned that 

LS had not been sustained. I was interested in exploring this further. 

School H: LS leadership for school improvement. School H joined the 

group in 2018 with no previous experience of LS. Trust system leaders 

introduced LS here as part of a rapid school improvement plan to promote 

collaborative teacher professional learning and research-informed practice. 

School I: LS system leadership to build professional relationships. The 

Executive Headteacher of schools F and I (and later School K) implemented 

LS as a form of CPDL and as a strategy to build professional relationships 

between colleagues in all three schools. 

School J: LS leadership in a school with no previous knowledge of LS. 

School J joined the group in 2017 with no previous experience of LS and 

very little awareness of research-informed approaches to CPDL.  

School K: LS system leadership. School K joined the group in 2019, as 

part of a small schools cluster, sharing joint executive leadership with 

schools F and I. The staff had no previous experience of LS, and embarked 

on a partnership with two other small schools whose staff had engaged in LS 

for three years.  

1.8 Summary of methodology and research design 

To understand leadership practice, research needs to attend to both the 

intentions and practices of leaders, as well as the interpretations of that 

leadership by those being led (Pring, 2015; Spillane, 2006). A key element of 

my research design was an empirical focus on and disciplined reflection 

about my own leadership goals and aspirations, strategies, practices, beliefs 

and perspectives alongside those of other teachers and leaders with 

responsibilities and roles related to LS promotion and implementation within 

their own school or across other schools in the network.  
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My inquiry examines data collected through a pragmatic bricolage of 

qualitative methods (Kincheloe, 2001; 2005; Lincoln, 2001; Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2005; Levi-Strauss, 1966). Through ethnographic and narrative 

inquiry, I generate leadership stories from field notes of my observations, 

experiences and reflections as a complete participant researcher promoting 

and participating directly in LS, first in my own school and later, as a leader 

and observer of LS implementation across the network. Responding to the 

changes in my professional role during my study, I conducted 

phenomenological, semi-structured Pictor interviews (King and Horrocks 

2010) with teachers and school leaders engaged in promoting and 

participating in LS from ten of the eleven schools, and with system leaders 

leading LS implementation across the network. I employed a crystallisation 

methodology to synthesise evidence from this data bricolage (Ellingson, 

2009; 2014; Kincheloe, 2005; Richardson, 2000). I combined different 

accounts which reflect multiple participants and perspectives towards richly-

storied, polyvocal understandings and representations of LS participation 

and leadership in different contexts (Thody, 2006). This resulted in a 

crystallised montage which weaves ethnographic narrative between reports 

of an inductive, thematic analysis of semi-structured interview responses and 

the voices of my research participants (Ellingson, 2009; 2014; Kincheloe, 

2001; 2005; Mann and Warr, 2017; Richardson, 2000; Thody, 2006). Next, I 

summarise my approach to securing the ethical integrity of the study. 

1.8.1 Securing ethical integrity 

My researcher role is entwined with my leadership role and my intentions as 

a senior system leader. This professional stance brings an obligation to be 

transparent about my own inherent personal and professional values and the 

impact that these may have, not only on my own interpretations, but on the 

interpretations, perceptions, actions and interactions of my research 

participants. My study relies on describing and interpreting my own and my 

research participantsô thoughts and beliefs about the ways in which the 

phenomenon of LS leadership is practised, constructed and construed by 

actors in the research field, including myself. Details of the procedures I 
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undertook to secure the ethical foundation for this study are outlined in 3.3. 

While I have taken rigorous steps throughout the investigation to ensure its 

integrity, authenticity and validity, I have undertaken a qualitative study, 

founded upon interpretivist assumptions and human idiosyncrasies. I am 

interested in the constructions and construals of participants acting in 

complex, human and social environments in school settings. Its findings may 

be useful to others interested in LS leadership in similar educational 

contexts. The inferences I draw in my conclusions are not replicable, but they 

may resonate in other similar settings and suggest commonalities and 

patterns of practice supportive of others interested in LS leadership. The 

research also has wider relevance to leaders engaged in the implementation 

of other collaborative forms of teachersô CPDL, including teachersô 

professional and research learning communities. 

1.9 Research questions 

A crystallised research design facilitated the collection of pertinent data with 

which to explore my overarching research questions: 

In a network of eleven English primary schools: 

¶ how do leaders influence the implementation of effective and 

sustainable Lesson Study? 

¶ what kinds of leadership practices do teachers (including teacher 

leaders) school and system leaders perceive to promote 

organisational conditions, cultures, processes and structures which 

establish and sustain effective LS within and across schools? 

The changes to my professional role and context during the study 

necessitated the development of a flexible and responsive design. Some 

elements of the research design were planned deliberately at the outset. 

Others were planned in advance of each subsequent research phase. 

However, some data were generated as a result of my professional work, 

such as LS-related documents and artefacts. I have included these 

throughout my inquiry in a pragmatic way, recognising their value to my 

study during the unfolding and reflexive development of the research 
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process. It is this bricolage aspect of my study which suggests a 

crystallisation methodology that weaves together ethnographic narrative 

inquiry, a phenomenological interviewing strategy and other relevant LS 

data. In the next section, I summarise the structure of my thesis. 

1.10 Thesis outline 

I have structured my thesis as follows: 

¶ Abstract 

¶ Tables of Contents, Tables and Figures 

¶ Glossary of Terms and Acronyms 

¶ Dedication and Acknowledgements 

¶ Chapter One: Introduction, provides an overview of the inquiry 

and explains the context and the setting for the investigation.  

¶ Chapter Two: Literature Review, presents my review of the 

literature which contributed to the conceptual framework for my 

inquiry. I explore studies of the development of LS from its origins 

in Japan to its establishment in the West. I move on to examine 

theories of learning, focusing on the extent to which they are 

reflected in studies of teachersô professional learning. Finally, I 

consider research literature about educational leadership and 

reflect on its application to my professional context and inquiry. I 

explain how my analysis and synthesis of findings from these three 

strands contributed to the theorisation of my inquiry focus and 

research design. 

¶ Chapter Three: Methodology, presents the philosophical 

foundation for my inquiry. I explain how my professional context 

and evolving role has contributed to a methodological bricolage 

and a decision to employ crystallisation to weave together 

evidence from data collected over time through a range of 

qualitative methods. These data include transcripts of thirty-one 

semi-structured Pictor interviews, ethnographic, narrative writing 

derived from my professional experience recorded in notes taken 
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in the field throughout my inquiry and documents relating to LS 

and its leadership in the context of my inquiry.  

¶ Chapter Four: Data Analysis and Findings presents a detailed 

description and explanation of my three-phase analytical approach 

and associated research findings.  

¶ In Chapter Five: Summary and Concluding Discussion, I 

discuss my overall conclusions about the practices of LS leaders 

at teacher, school and system level. I present my reflections on my 

findings, the utility of my research to fellow LS leaders and 

researchers, and the contribution it makes to knowledge in this 

field of inquiry.  

¶ References 

¶ Appendices include ethics information and consent forms, 

examples of Pictor Interview charts and extracts from interview 

transcripts and LS artefacts. 

This chapter has provided a synopsis, rationale and outline of my thesis. I 

have explained the problem which prompted the idea for my inquiry, outlined 

the context to my professional challenge and outlined the structure of the 

text. In the next chapter, I present my review of research literature in which I 

synthesise empirical findings related to LS, teacher learning and educational 

leadership and explain how this contributed to the conceptual framework for 

my inquiry.  
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2 Literature review 

The purpose of this study is to analyse, understand and evaluate the 

practices enacted by teacher, school and system leaders which influence the 

sustainable implementation of effective Lesson Study in a network of eleven 

primary schools in central England.  

This chapter presents my review, evaluation and synthesis of research 

literature pertinent to my inquiry. Since LS began to spread beyond Japan, 

Kim (2021) suggests that global LS research has focussed mainly on its 

introduction and implementation, strategies for improving it and exploring its 

background in Japan. This meta-analysis, conducted from the perspective of 

a Korean stranger in Japanese classrooms, revealed three further categories 

of LS research which are pertinent to the leadership of LS. These are the 

administrative and institutional backdrop to LS; the ógrammarô for LS (the 

language used by teachers and leaders to discuss LS) and collaborative 

values underpinning efforts to improve teaching and learning (Kim, 2021, 

p.58). Leaders concerned with the successful implementation of LS must 

secure its effective organisation and administration, think carefully about the 

language they use to communicate their intentions and meanings to 

participants and consider how to promote effective collaboration in LS 

situations. My professional problem pertains to LS leadership practice, so, to 

conceptualise this phenomenon and to develop a theoretical framework for 

my study, I have structured my literature review around four research themes 

Section 2.1: Lesson Study as a form of teachersô Continuing 

Professional Development and Learning (CPDL) and 

inquiry. 

Section 2.2: Conceptualisations of learning, specifically: 

¶ socio-cultural theories of learning; 

¶ teachersô professional learning and inquiry; 

¶ learning cultures. 

Section 2.3: Conceptualisations of educational leadership, specifically: 
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¶ individual, collective and distributed models of 

leadership; 

¶ leadership of teachersô professional learning and 

inquiry; 

¶ leadership of organisational learning cultures, school 

improvement and change; 

¶ leadership from a practice perspective 

Section 2.4: Complexity theory, in relation to educational leadership and 

LS leadership practice. 

 

These four themes, and the sub-themes within them, interweave to create a 

synthesis of concepts and ideas which contribute to the theoretical 

framework (illustrated in Figure 6, p.97) which informs my research design 

outlined in 3.2. 

In the following section, I evaluate and synthesise findings from research 

literature to conceptualise effective LS and to understand its place in the 

educational professional learning landscape. 

2.1 Lesson Study: a form of teachersô CPDL and inquiry 

To develop a theoretical framework for my inquiry, in this section I review 

and synthesise findings and conclusions from a wide range of research 

literature pertaining to LS as an effective form of teachersô continuing 

professional development and learning (CPDL) and teachersô action 

research and/or inquiry (TAR/I) (Murata, 2021; Sims et al., 2021).  

2.1.1 The origins of Lesson Study 

Stigler and Hiebert (1999) presented LS to a western world as an alternative 

form of collegial, reflection-oriented, practice-based teacher professional 

development (Kim, 2021). They argued that its presence provided an 

explanation for the success of mathematics teaching in Japan, revealed by 

the Trends in International Maths and Science Study (TIMSS) (Stigler et al., 

1999). They describe the Japanese process of Kounai Kenshuu. the 
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continuous process of professional development that Japanese teachers 

engage in throughout their careers. For many this involves Jugyou Kenkyuu, 

loosely translated as instruction or lesson research or study.  

Successive researchers continued to clarify the process of LS and the 

sequence of steps involved in developing teacher pedagogical content 

knowledge (Ni Shuilleabhain, 2015; Shulman, 1987) and understanding of 

effective lesson design, connected to broader educational goals (Choksi and 

Fernandez 2004; Fernandez 2002; Lewis et al., 2004; Takahashi and 

Yoshida, 2004). LS is framed as a complex process, involving collaborative 

goal setting, careful data collection on student learning and protocols that 

enable productive discussion of pedagogic and educational issues (Dudley, 

2011; Lewis and Tsuchida, 1999; Fernandez and Yoshida, 2004). Teachersô 

discussions arise from opportunities to reflect and learn collectively, building 

knowledge and skills required for effective teaching. LS offers mechanisms 

which may promote professional, contextualised and socially supportive 

collaboration which can motivate teachers to engage in inquiry and promote 

professional learning and development, effecting sustainable practice 

change (Cordingley et al., 2015; Desimone, 2009; Fullan, 2000; 2015; 2016; 

Hargreaves and OôConnor, 2016; Kennedy, 2016; Opfer and Pedder, 2011a; 

Porritt et al., 2017; Sims et al., 2021; Timperley et al., 2007).  

Takahashi and McDougal (2016) revisit an authentic Japanese model of LS 

to highlight aspects they consider missing from western adaptations. These 

include emphasising the LS cycleôs research purpose and a substantial 

period of study prior to research lesson planning. This study phase is known 

as Kyouzai Kenkyuu in Japan and its importance may be poorly understood 

in western adaptations of LS (Wake and Seleznyov, 2020). The literal 

translation of the Japanese term is kyo ï instructional, zai ï materials and 

kenkyuu ï study. During Kyouzai Kenkyuu, the LS group may study 

curriculum guidance and research evidence relevant to the LS research 

purpose or pedagogical problem formulated by the LS group. Knowledgeable 

others or Koshi, such as subject specialists, play a significant role in 

supporting the group throughout the research cycle (Cheng, 2019; Fujii, 

2016; Seleznyov et al., 2021; Takahashi, 2013). The central purpose of the 



33 
 

LS cycle is more clearly focused on the acquisition of new pedagogical 

content knowledge (PCK) rather than refinement of a single lesson (Ball et 

al., 2008; Berliner, 2004; Shulman, 1987; 2013). LS participants write a clear 

research proposal and share their findings with colleagues, often in the 

context of an open research lesson. This Collaborative Lesson Research 

(CLR) version of LS is presented as a more authentically Japanese model, 

compared to models ólost in translationô during its adoption in western 

education systems (Seleznyov, 2018 p.1; Takahashi and McDougal, 2016, 

p.514). It may also reflect characteristics of improvement science, including a 

disciplined approach to inquiry, and mechanisms associated with effective 

professional development seeking to improve teaching in ways that improve 

pupil learning (Bryk et al., 2015; Lewis, 2015; Sims et al., 2021). These 

insights into aspects of LS as practised in Japan may have crystallised as a 

result of unsuccessful attempts to establish it based on superficial early 

understandings of its authentic, Japanese practice. As LS was increasingly 

translated and interpreted beyond Japan, clarity emerged through the study 

of non-examples, where there has been consensus among researchers that 

an activity may resemble but does not encapsulate the core features of LS 

(Fujii, 2014; Hervas and Medina, 2020; Takahashi and McDougal, 2016). 

The increase in interest in LS beyond Japan led LS researchers to 

interrogate more closely the characteristic features of LS. They sought more 

precise definitions of LS and questioned the point at which so many changes 

may have been made to structures and processes that the result might no 

longer accurately be described as LS. Miyoshi and Komatsu (2021) suggest 

western interpretations of LS, with iterative attempts to define procedural 

steps, have retained the overall aim of LS (to improve teaching in ways that 

improve pupil learning) but narrowed the definition of the types of activities 

which characterise LS from its Japanese beginnings, which originally 

encompassed óall activities related to the lesson improvementô (p.193). 

 

In this study, I am interested in how leaders respond to the tensions and 

opportunities presented by the transposition of LS in their school and 

network context, so I move on here to explore literature relating to 
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adaptations made to LS as it has grown in popularity and spread beyond 

Japan over the last twenty to thirty years (Xu and Pedder, 2015).  

2.1.2 Development of Lesson Study beyond Japan 

Fujii suggests LS is ólike airô to Japanese teachers (2014, p.66). LS-based 

teacher education can take various forms underpinned by the primary 

objective of improving the quality of teaching and pupil learning. Lewis and 

Takahashi (2013), for example, differentiate four distinct models of LS: 

school-wide, district-level, national school-based and association-sponsored. 

However, LS may be interpreted with much more flexibility in Japan than 

elsewhere. In countries adopting LS over the last twenty years, educators 

appear more anxious about maintaining fidelity to a defined process and 

about what can and cannot be construed as LS (Kawaguchi and Iwata, 

2021).  

Differences in national cultural characteristics may also have contributed to 

variation in LS interpretation outside Japan, including in England (Seleznyov, 

2019; Seleznyov et al., 2021). Studies have prompted critical reflection about 

components key to LS in Japan which had hitherto remained part of tacit 

understandings and practice. Misconceptions about aspects of LS protocol in 

Japan, amplified by local cultural practices and assumptions, and lack of 

explicit guidance about authentic LS practice in Japan, may have changed 

LS implementation elsewhere in the world, fundamentally altering processes 

and undermining its core values (Fujii, 2014; Saito, 2012).  

During the last thirty years, efforts have been made to dispel misconceptions 

about the intent of LS and its practice, for example that its primary purpose is 

to refine and perfect a single specific lesson, or that Western structural and 

cultural constraints may inhibit the implementation of LS (Choksi and 

Fernandez, 2004). Its practice spans the direct and didactic, where the latest 

pedagogical thought is disseminated to teachers for application in practice in 

a research lesson, to a much more teacher-led, action research model 

(Smith, 2021). Perry and Lewisôs (2009) case study of the development of LS 

in the USA over a period of four years documents some key features of a 

ómaturing LS effortô (p.365) including deployment of external expertise to 
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challenge participantsô thinking and provide feedback, leadership distribution 

and access to written guidance. Attempting to transpose a Japanese model 

of CPDL into an English primary school context presents a range of tensions 

and opportunities for teachers and leaders. Yoshida (2012) suggests barriers 

identified by LS researchers since its introduction to the West include 

process misconceptions, teacher knowledge deficits, inadequate support, 

resource and systems for the implementation of effective LS, poor 

improvement planning and a lack of time for CPDL. 

The potential of emerging western models of LS to support powerful teacher 

professional learning may not have been fully realised in the early years of 

adoption (Fernandez, 2005). LS can support teachers to develop their 

subject and pedagogical content knowledge but this may not always happen 

(Ni Shuilleabhain, 2015). Fernandez suggests further research to explore 

whether a óteacher of teachersô (2005, p.284), a óknowledgeable otherô 

(Takahashi, 2013, p.2) or óKoshiô (Takahashi, 2006, p.27) could facilitate 

research engagement and challenge, consolidate and redirect thinking. The 

role of facilitation and the contribution of external pedagogical and curriculum 

expertise from a Koshi is an important area of interest in my study, both in 

relation to supporting teacher engagement in the LS process and procedures 

and in facilitating effective professional learning. The importance of a period 

of study or Kyouzai Kenkyuu, embedded within a LS cycle, undertaken 

before research lesson planning, and supported by a Koshi has attracted 

increased interest from researchers in recent years (Seleznyov, 2018; 

Takahashi and McDougal, 2016; Wake et al., 2014).  

In the context of my inquiry, I wanted to understand how LS leaders in 

primary school contexts in England might engage external specialists to 

support Kyouzai Kenkyuu. I was also interested in the systems and 

strategies leaders might devise to provide more procedural facilitation, 

alongside the extent to which this aspect of leadership might be distributed. 

For this reason, in the next two sections I synthesise research relating to LS 

facilitation and specifically to the role of the Koshi in supporting teacher 

learning during Kyouzai Kenkyuu. I begin by clarifying the purpose and 

contribution to LS of Kyouzai Kenkyuu. 
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2.1.3 Kyouzai Kenkyuu  

External western accountability mechanisms seeking evidence of LSôs short 

term impact on pupil outcomes have hampered understanding of its potential 

for long-term, incremental pedagogical improvement (Seleznyov, 2019). A 

robust period of study of research literature and/or instructional materials 

pertinent to each specific LS inquiry, as a precursor to research lesson 

planning is frequently omitted from common early models of LS used in the 

UK. This may have diluted its efficacy. Knowledgeable others such as 

experienced university researchers and/or subject specialists might support 

teachers to problematise issues of practice, formulate the LS focus and 

engage in an extended period of inquiry in the early stages of a LS cycle. 

They can explore and source literature and/or authoritative curriculum 

guidance on the subject matter to be taught, understand how best to teach it 

to students and how to integrate a research lesson learning objective within a 

wider sequence of lessons.  

This study phase, known as Kyouzai Kenkyuu (KK), may be essential to 

effective LS (Sarkar Arani, 2016; Takahashi and McDougal, 2016; Wake and 

Seleznyov, 2020; Watanabe et al., 2008). Fujii (2015), Choy and Lee (2021) 

and Seleznyov (2018) stress the importance of a period of knowledge-

generating study related to the chosen research focus ahead of lesson 

planning. Kim et al (2021) describe Kyouzai Kenkyuu as both a practice and 

a teacher disposition which is embedded in Japanese teachersô routine 

practice. Kyouzai Kenkyuu is used as a conceptual tool in its own right, 

central to the development of teachers as lifelong students of teaching and 

ultimately as curriculum designers and builders of field-based teaching 

theory (Twiselton, 2002). In Japan, its practice is not confined to LS but is 

embedded in pedagogical practice. It defines Japanese teachersô 

engagement with educational theory, curriculum guidance and subject text 

books to inform lesson design (Shinno and Mizoguchi, 2021).  

Takahashi (2006) suggests that embarking too early on research lesson 

planning, immediately after formulating the focus for the LS inquiry, risks 

missing out important opportunities to engage with relevant curriculum 
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guidance and research. Integrating Kyouzai Kenkyuu into the LS process is 

gaining traction in countries beyond Japan as more recent LS adopters seek 

to implement increasingly effective, maturing models (Kim et al., 2021). 

Sarkar Araniôs (2016) qualitative study of the impact of Kyouzai Kenkyuu on 

the quality of teaching found positive changes in teachersô engagement with 

instructional materials and their use in lesson design.  

Kyouzai Kenkyuu is a collaborative, supported process which may help 

teachers to place new theoretical learning into the context of practice. 

Provision for this occurs through engagement with research and authoritative 

guidance, integrating new learning in collaborative planning and preparation 

for a research lesson, enacting, observing and subsequently discussing and 

reviewing the lesson. This latter part of the cycle re-connects practice to the 

new theory encountered in Kyouzai Kenkyuu. This is an important feature of 

effective CPDL which Korthagen (2017) contends is often neglected. The 

Kyouzai Kenkyuu process has the potential to help teachers take the 

developmental step from curriculum delivery to professional curriculum 

design, securing their understanding of concept and skill development 

(Twiselton, 2002). Kyouzai Kenkyuu may be an essential characteristic of 

effective LS which achieves its core purpose of enhancing teacher learning 

in ways that improve pupil learning and as such it is an important focus of my 

study (Choy and Lee, 2021). With this in mind, in the next section, I 

summarise research about the role of facilitation and external expertise in 

supporting Kyouzai Kenkyuu and consider how they might be reflected in 

non-Japanese educational contexts. 

2.1.4 LS Facilitation and the Koshi or knowledgeable other  

Bentley defines facilitation as: 

the provision of opportunities, resources, encouragement 
and support for the group to succeed in achieving its 
objectives and to do this through enabling the group to take 
control and responsibility for the way they proceed.  

(2000, p.36) 
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In my study I was interested in the relationship between LS facilitation and 

LS leadership practice, how facilitation might support the LS group to 

experience successful LS and to extend their knowledge of the focus of their 

inquiry during the cycle. I was also interested in any tensions that might arise 

between facilitation and LS participant agency, because I had observed 

occasions where the facilitator risked over-direction and partiality. I wanted to 

understand how facilitation is enacted and the extent to which it might be 

external or internal to the LS group. For these reasons, I include here a 

review of literature relating to the procedural facilitation of LS and to the role 

of the Koshi in supporting knowledge generation in LS.  

Where the role of the facilitator in collaborative professional development 

groups focuses on how the participants work together, the facilitator remains 

detached from the outcome of the collaboration, but interested in maintaining 

the quality of the groupôs work, helping participants avoid the perils of 

groupthink and other pitfalls of ineffective collaboration (Perkins, 2003). A 

skilled facilitator can support the group to manage and mitigate potentially 

difficult moments arising from affective responses, challenging aspects of the 

LS process and practical considerations, for example, mistrust or bias, 

dominance, rivalry, defining the research problem, complexity, time 

management and efficiency and ultimately promoting productive 

collaborative learning (Dogan and Adams, 2018; Schuman, 1996). A Koshi, 

on the other hand, might support the LS team during Kyouzai Kenkyuu by 

introducing and explaining new theory or authoritative guidance, facilitating 

access to current research, presenting new subject knowledge, or guiding 

participants in aspects of lesson planning. Allen et al (2019) found some 

resistance to the contribution of an external specialist, but concluded that 

they could promote new learning and challenge entrenched views and 

practice. A LS facilitator may also take on the role of Koshi without 

compromising teacher agency (Choksi and Fernandez, 2004). However, 

there are inherent challenges in making wider provision for this kind of 

external LS support in English primary schools, relating to budget 

constraints, availability of appropriate specialists, time during the school day 
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for LS participant engagement with them and more. How leaders navigate 

those challenges was relevant to my study. 

Mynott (2018) found the facilitation of LS to be under-explored in the 

literature and identified the management of constructive dissonance to be a 

significant facilitator role in LS group contexts. Perry and Boylan (2018) 

suggest facilitation of teachersô professional development may be a role 

particularly suited to teacher leaders and may incorporate inter-related 

functions such as listening, mediation of expertise, critical friendship, 

coaching and mentoring, teaching and specialist subject knowledge. Clivaz 

and Clerc-Georgy identify four over-lapping and inter-linking categories of 

university-based LS facilitator:  

the convenoré the teacher-traineré the researcheréthe 
group memberé  

(2021, p.86) 

I was open to the possibility of finding evidence of these roles inter-

connecting and over-lapping in my inquiry. Convenors may be chairing 

meetings and facilitating professional dialogue and balanced discussion; 

teacher-trainers may be contributing as Koshi to Kyouzai Kenkyuu, providing 

CPDL pertinent to the LS research focus. The facilitator as researcher might 

support the group to adopt an inquiry perspective or observe the LS process 

as a participant. Ultimately, facilitation embedded within the LS group itself 

could be more sustainable, but this could depend on the extent of LS 

experience. This resonates with Somekhôs (2006) analysis, suggesting that 

all roles adopted by teacher action researchers are valuable and individual 

participants bring differing strengths and therefore conduct different roles. 

Lewis and Hurd (2011) discuss the contribution made by facilitation to LS 

participant engagement with subject specialist expertise, both directly with a 

Koshi, and/or indirectly through the use of written guidance and research 

literature. This reflects Fernandezô (2004) suggestion that engagement with 

external expertise can promote the generation of new pedagogical content 

knowledge which might inform the LS inquiry. Lim et alôs 2011 study 

surveyed teachers and leaders in Singapore schools to investigate the 
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conditions that supported the implementation and sustainability of and 

participation in LS. The findings emphasise the significance of a óresource 

personô (p.364) to support both the sustainability of the process and 

teachersô access to specialist subject knowledge. This person facilitates the 

organisation of meetings, arranges for visiting subject specialists to engage 

with the group, provides feedback on their work and advice about relevant 

research or pedagogical guidance.  

This growing recognition of the importance of LS facilitation resonates across 

the field of action research and inquiry (Somekh, 2006) and is continued in 

the work of De Vries and Uffen (2021), who found the role of the school-

based facilitator supportive of early LS implementation with inexperienced 

participants. Fulfilling two purposes ï the creation of a psychologically safe 

space and securing participantsô understanding of the LS process - 

facilitators helped LS teams to adopt and maintain an inquiry stance and to 

engage in exploratory rather than cumulative talk (Mercer, 2000). They 

helped to establish psychological safety and relational trust, by agreeing 

rules of engagement and disciplined collaboration. They coached 

participants about the LS process, supported them to refine an effective 

research question and mediated access to relevant literature and guidance 

for Kyouzai Kenkyuu. De Vries and Uffen (2021) also suggest a key 

facilitator responsibility is to develop self-reliance in the LS Team, so that 

with growing experience of the process the team becomes less reliant on the 

facilitator, more able to absorb the role within the group. Furthermore, 

Morago and Bauer (2021) found facilitation to contribute to LS effectiveness 

from a procedural standpoint. They discuss learner-centred LS facilitation, 

undertaken from a constructivist perspective, in which facilitators avoid 

providing explicit solutions. They are detached from engagement in the study 

itself but support participants to maintain a research inquiry stance, share 

ideas within the safety of the group and reflect on their collective learning.  

The significance of these types and aspects of facilitation in supporting early 

implementation with inexperienced LS participants and sustaining it over time 

is very relevant to my inquiry. The eleven schools in the study were at 

different stages in their adoption of LS. Most schools experience varying and 
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continual rates of teaching staff turnover. It is therefore likely that there will 

often be teachers and/or leaders and/or administration staff in schools who 

are unfamiliar with LS and who will require training, support and help to 

understand LS principles and procedures. I paid particular attention in my 

study to the influence of facilitation in schools at different stages of their LS 

implementation journey. I was interested in the purpose and orientation of 

facilitation, for example whether it related to LS procedures, research roles, 

the formulation of a pertinent inquiry focus (Somekh, 2006), or the 

management of group relationships and trust building (De Vries and Uffen, 

2021), or engagement with specialist curriculum or pedagogical guidance 

and/or generation of new knowledge as part of Kyouzai Kenkyuu 

(Fernandez, 2004; Lewis and Hurd, 2011), or a combination of all of these. I 

wondered whether support would be provided by the same person, or 

different people according to context or the needs of the LS participants or 

whether there would be any facilitation at all. 

Maturing models of LS outside Japan increasingly emphasise the importance 

of Kyouzai Kenkyuu, the support of curriculum specialists and skilful 

facilitation of the LS process. These features echo recent findings about the 

characteristics of effective continuing professional development and learning 

(CPDL), namely engagement with research evidence, access to specialist 

expertise and support from school leadership discussed in section 2.3.5 

(Cordingley et al., 2015; Jensen et al., 2016; Opfer and Pedder, 2011a; 

Porritt et al., 2017; Sims et al., 2021). I move on now to develop a 

conceptualisation of effective LS.  

2.2 Conceptualising effective LS 

Because I am interested in the implementation of LS models perceived by 

leaders to make a positive contribution to the improvement of teaching and 

pupil learning, I have made a deliberate choice to include the word óeffectiveô 

when referring to LS throughout this study. An explanation may therefore 

help the reader to understand my conceptualisation of óeffectiveô in this 

context. Biesta (2020) defines effectiveness as a process value, only 

meaningful when the aims and purposes of the activity are specified and 
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clear. Yoshida (2012) suggests effective LS leads to learning for both 

teachers and pupils and professional learning communities in which 

participants thrive. I use my literature review to define LS, to conceptualise 

its primary purposes and to develop a valid theoretical framework to inform 

an evaluation of leadership practices pertaining to its implementation. In 

relation to my research questions and study aims, there are two aspects of 

effectiveness at play. The first pertains to whether the LS promoted and 

established by leaders is achieving its purposes. The second pertains to 

whether teacher, school and system leadership practices oriented towards 

LS succeed in achieving their purposes. 

LS may be viewed as a process supporting teacher research and inquiry or 

as a system of CPDL (Murata, 2021; Stigler and Hiebert, 2016). However, 

Porritt et al (2017) suggest a distinction between professional learning and 

professional development and offer LS as a model with the potential to 

facilitate both. Hiebert and Morris (2012) present a strong argument for 

concentrating resources on improving teaching, not teachers, in order to 

improve the quality of education, and suggest that LS may provide a context 

in which this happens. Yoshida understands: 

high-quality and effective lesson study as the practice of 
lesson study that helps teachers enhance their content 
knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge to improve 
instruction in classrooms, develop good ñeyesò to see and 
analyze student learning, and ultimately to produce better 
student learning.  

(2012, p.141) 

Hiebert and Stigler (2017) extend this argument, advocating LS as a system 

for the enculturation of new teachers into the practice of improving teaching. 

Cheng (2019) argues that LS provides óbaô (Nonaka and Konno 1998, p.40) - 

a space with the potential to nurture conditions for organisational learning 

which echo the SECI model for knowledge management (Nonaka et al., 

1996; Nonaka et al., 2000). I explore the concept of ba in relation to 

professional learning and knowledge-building cultures in the SECI model in 

Section 2.3.4.  
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Viewing LS through a complexity lens and as a form of effective CPDL, 

suggests that a wide range of supports such as school cultures that nurture 

teacher inquiry, collaborative lesson planning and participation in research-

informed professional learning may be essential to sustaining it. Key 

components may be careful facilitation of collaboration and procedural 

implementation, including Kyouzai Kenkyuu, contributions from Koshi, and 

the use and co-creation of associated artefacts (Hervas and Medina, 2020). 

Integrating these aspects within my studyôs theoretical framework helped me 

to organise my data collection and analysis in ways likely to illuminate the 

practices of leaders oriented towards these types of supports (explicated in 

Chapter 4).  

Elliott (2019) conceptualises LS as a pedagogical science and as a 

methodology for teacher professional development situated in local practice. 

Lewis (2015) frames it as an example of improvement science in action in 

education (Bryk et al., 2010; 2015). Iterations of LS since it began to spread 

further than Japan have reflected characteristics of cyclical teacher action 

research and inquiry and collegial, democratic professional development and 

learning. These characteristics may contribute to teachersô agency to bridge 

the knowing/doing gap by building new knowledge and integrating it in their 

classroom practices (Murata and Kim Eng Lee, 2021). LS is a form of 

professional development that embodies mechanisms such as collaboration, 

cooperation and critical reflection, conducive to promoting teacher learning to 

maximise pupil learning and releasing teachers from isolation so that they 

can take a leading role in their own professional development (Biesta et al., 

2015; Sims et al., 2021). Moreover, it may offer a form of CPDL with the 

potential to incorporate cognitive, emotional and motivational dimensions of 

teacher learning (Korthagen, 2017). 

Smith (2021) identifies similarities between teacher self-study and LS ï both 

involving identification of a professional problem, an opportunity to study 

what is known about the problem, plan and implement action, collect and 

analyse data, evaluate, publish and mobilise new skills and knowledge. All 

reflect characteristics of teacher inquiry and place LS within an action 

research paradigm (Brown et al., 2021; McNiff and Whitehead, 2005; 
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Timperley, 2011; Wake and Seleznyov, 2020). However, Smith (2021, p.225) 

suggests that, despite clear core principles including óteamwork, co-planning, 

collegial observation and critical reflectionô, the wide variety in LS 

approaches beyond Japan implies that there is no common conception of 

what LS is. This supports the argument that there is no such thing as 

authentic Japanese LS; effective LS is defined by its core purpose, to 

provide a context in which teaching can be improved in ways that enhance 

pupil learning (Biesta, 2020). This idea provides a particular challenge for me 

in my study ï to allow this ultimate purpose to inform my data collection and 

analysis, and to avoid the potential for distraction from concerns about 

instrumental and procedural compliance with the latest accepted definition 

and procedural steps.  

Godfrey et al (2018) adapted Guskeyôs (2002) model of evaluation of 

teachersô professional learning to develop a framework for evaluating LS. It 

reflected a developmental evaluation approach and a complexity lens 

(Patton, 2011) and used Guskeyôs (2016, p.32) ófive critical levels of 

evaluationô to evaluate the impact of LS on teachersô reactions, their 

professional learning, the schoolôs CPDL model, the extent to which 

teachersô could use new knowledge and skills, and pupil learning outcomes 

(Godfrey et al 2018). This study reveals the role of leaders in promoting the 

sustainability of LS and suggests integrating evaluation, across all five levels 

but particularly of pupil learning (level 5) from the outset. Leaders might also 

use pre- and post-LS cycle pupil assessments specific to the LS inquiry 

question to sharpen the inquiry focus and optimise impact on its core 

purpose. 

Synthesis of LS research investigating adaptations to LS beyond Japan 

suggests a number of essential features (Seleznyov, 2018; Takahashi and 

McDougal, 2016; Wake and Seleznyov, 2020). The research focus should be 

precisely formulated and aligned to long term goals for teaching and learning 

improvement. Teachers should use new knowledge derived from an 

extended period of Kyouzai Kenkyuu to inform their collaborative and 

detailed LS research lesson planning. A member of the LS team should 

teach the research lesson while other members observe unobtrusively and 



45 
 

collect data pertaining to pupil learning. The LS team should engage in a 

post-lesson discussion during which they analyse the data collected during 

the research lesson. It may or may not be appropriate to engage in 

subsequent cycles of research which draw on that data analysis. External 

expertise should be involved ï LS or subject specialists, university experts or 

experienced, expert teachers. 

Finally the knowledge generated from the LS cycle should be shared with 

colleagues within and/or beyond the school in some way. When one or more 

of these elements is omitted, the integrity of the process may be 

compromised and its primary aims undermined (Seleznyov, 2018; Takahashi 

and McDougal, 2016; Wake and Seleznyov, 2020).  

Goei et al (2021), in their research into the essential features of LS required 

to adapt it successfully for remote, digital contexts during the Covid 19 

pandemic, identified five big ideas that define LS. These involve teachersô 

collaboration to improve their lessons, the integration of research and 

practice, and a focus on student learning and engagement in iterative cycles 

of inquiry. Many of the features researchers attribute to effective LS also 

reflect critical elements of effective professional learning communities 

suggested by Fullan (2016), for example reflective dialogue, de-privatisation 

of practice and a collective focus on student learning and collaboration. 

These features also echo characteristics of effective professional learning 

and development suggested by several research reviews (Cordingley et al., 

2015; Desimone, 2009; Jensen et al., 2016; Kennedy, 2016; Opfer and 

Pedder, 2011a; Sims et a.l, 2021; Timperley et al., 2007). Incorporating 

theories of professional learning communities and teachersô professional 

learning within my conceptual framework would help to illuminate these 

aspects of leadership practice during data analysis. 

2.2.1 Summary 

In this section, I have explored a range of literature to conceptualise LS and 

to understand the factors and features that contribute to its efficacy. I began 

with its origins in Japan and considered research into adaptations made as it 

spread across the globe in the last twenty years. If LS efficacy relates to the 
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extent to which its purpose is fulfilled (Biesta, 2020), then it must be 

important for leaders and participants to be clear about the purpose they 

ascribe to it. Literature suggests this is far from straightforward. LS could be 

a form of professional development, or professional learning, or both. It could 

also be a form of teachersô action research (Murata, 2021; Porritt et al., 2017; 

Stigler and Hiebert, 2016; Wake and Seleznyov, 2020). It might serve the 

purpose of enculturating early career teachers into the profession, or provide 

a space to nurture improvement science or organisational learning (Hiebert 

and Stigler, 2017; Cheng, 2019; Lewis, 2015). It might simply be any activity 

intended to improve lessons (Miyoshi and Komatsu, 2021). It might need to 

follow certain rules and include strictly defined procedural steps, or reflect big 

ideas (Goei et al., 2021; Seleznyov, 2018; Takahashi and McDougal, 2016). 

Anxious to ensure they follow an authentic Japanese model of LS, western 

adopters may over-complicate or over-simplify their interpretation of LS; they 

may expect too little of it, or too much. Retaining a clear sense of the 

purpose they intend it to fulfil, in the contexts in which it is practised, may 

help leaders to evaluate its efficacy in more meaningful and useful ways.  

In the next section, I explore theories of learning, teachersô professional 

learning and the development of organisational learning cultures, further to 

conceptualise ways in which the practices of leaders keen to establish LS in 

their schools might support teachersô CPDL, inquiry, improvements to 

pedagogical practice, pupil learning and cultural change. 

2.3 Conceptualisations of Learning 

This section is organised in three parts: learning, professional learning and 

organisational (school) learning cultures. First, I explore literature relating to 

individual and social learning from the perspectives of socio-cultural and 

cognitive science research to understand the ways in which LS might 

promote teacher learning. Secondly, I consider research findings about 

teaching quality and teachersô professional learning to understand why LS 

might support leadersô related aims. In the third section, I consider research 

into the development of professional learning cultures in education contexts, 

to contribute to an analysis which might illuminate leadersô practices enacted 
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with this goal in mind. I conclude by synthesising findings from across these 

three strands to contribute to my conceptualisation of the conditions required 

to nurture effective LS and the practices leaders might usefully enact in their 

pursuit of it. Here, I begin with a discussion of ways in which socio-cultural 

theories of learning developed by Vygotsky, Bruner and Mercer may explain 

why teacher engagement in social, professional discourse and inquiry in LS 

contexts might promote their individual and collective professional learning.  

2.3.1 Socio-cultural learning theories 

Vygotsky (1978) describes the mediating role of language in social activity 

which creates human intelligence and thought. Opportunities for learning 

offered by dialogic LS contexts with external specialist support resonate with 

Vygotskyôs conceptualisation of a zone of proximal development (ZPD), the 

gap between individual, unsupported learning and the learnerôs capacity for 

learning when aided by a more knowledgeable other. Mercer (1995) also 

identifies talk as key to human thinking and co-creation of new knowledge. 

He defines an óinter-mental development zoneô (IDZ) (Chapter 6.4), where 

teachers and learners use a shared communication space in which new 

learning can emerge. Bruner (1996) emphasises the importance of a learner 

agency (4.4.3), coupled with personal investment in learning and an 

understanding of its context and relevance (Takaya, 2008). Combining these  

perspectives suggests learning may be most effective when learners are 

supported in their community to participate, collaborate and construct 

meaning through dialogue and in practice. This resonates with the role of the 

Koshi or LS facilitator. Teachersô perceptions of their autonomy and control 

over their learning, the importance they attach to a sense of ownership of the 

focus of inquiry and the impact of this on their motivation to engage in the LS 

process may influence their learning. Moreover, these aspects of agency 

may be significant in the development of a positive learning culture within the 

LS team and in the wider organisation (Biesta et al., 2015; Priestley et al., 

2015).   
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The collaborative, dialogic processes of LS, with its facility to óslow down 

actionô (Dudley, 2013, p.109) and promote exploratory talk and collective 

thinking about pupil learning, may promote sustainable teacher learning (De 

Vries and Uffen, 2021; Dudley, 2010, 2011; Mercer, 1995). LS provides 

opportunities for teachers to engage in meaningful talk - in deep, but not 

simply ócongenial conversationsô which may constitute a critical condition for 

learning in LS contexts (Nelson et al., 2010, p.176). Exploration of teachersô 

and leadersô perspectives about how leaders facilitate professional dialogue 

and access to expertise is therefore a fruitful line of inquiry in my study.  

 

Socio-cultural theories of learning contribute to a conceptual framework 

which could explain learning in LS contexts and inform any analysis and 

evaluation of the processes supporting LS in schools and networks and the 

learning outcomes emerging from its practice. In addition, LS facilitates 

collaborative engagement in the study and development of cultural artefacts 

such as lesson planning structures and curriculum materials, as well as 

direct observation of learning and curriculum references in the classroom. All 

these may mediate teacher learning during the planning, observation and 

evaluation stages of LS. To understand how LS might promote teachersô 

individual learning, and learning that might emerge from their social 

interactions within the LS group, I considered Salomon and Perkinsô (1998) 

research about social and individual learning. I explain the relevance of this 

research to LS and its leadership in the following section. 

2.3.2 Individual and social learning 

Salomon and Perkins (1998) contrast the conception of individual learning as 

acquisition, understood as the reception of knowledge taking place within a 

learnerôs mind (Sfard, 1998) with that of social, communal learning as a 

situated and participatory process. The relationship between critical 

conditions for learning and social learning systems is relevant to my study 

(Salomon and Perkins, 1998). Six types of social learning are delineated for 

the purposes of conceptual clarity which may be reflected in LS contexts and 

LS leadersô practices.  
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In social mediation for individual learning, a person or team helps an 

individual to learn, and the facilitating agent and primary learner to form a 

joint learning system. This is a feature of LS contexts where a less 

professionally experienced teacher might learn as a result of an interaction 

with another member of the LS group, or with an external facilitator or Koshi.  

In social mediation by cultural scaffolding, the learner engages in an 

intellectual partnership with cultural artefacts or tools. In the Kyouzai 

Kenkyuu phase of a LS cycle, participants study research literature, 

curriculum and subject specific guidance relevant to their inquiry.  

In a social entity as a learning system, learning is situated in practice and 

involves teams, organisations, cultures and collectives, reflecting LS as a 

collective endeavour situated in the professional practice space.  

In learning to be a social learner, learners learn how to learn and how to 

learn collaboratively. As well as the tacit learning that may arise from group 

participation, this is reflected in the facilitatorôs role in helping LS participants 

to understand metacognitively how their engagement in the LS process may 

promote their professional learning.  

Social mediation as participatory knowledge construction is an essential 

feature of effective LS, when teachers participate in collaborative inquiry to 

engage with and co-construct new knowledge about pedagogy, subject 

content and pupil learning. This aspect resonates with the socialisation 

aspect of the SECI model of knowledge creation (Cheng, 2019; Nonaka et 

al., 1996) ï see section 2.3.4.  

In learning social content learners build human interaction and group social 

resources. Issues of power, authority and organisational hierarchy may often 

present hurdles to true collaboration, but structures such as LS which 

promote social discourse may contribute to teacher learning and school 

improvement (Biesta 2020; Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012; Leana and Pil, 

2006).  

LS has the potential to reflect aspects of these six typologies of social 

learning, which may be important features of spaces (óbaô) which nurture 
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learning cultures and effective professional learning (Cheng, 2019, p.39; 

Lewis, 2009; Nonaka and Konno, 1998, p.40; Salomon and Perkins, 1998;). I 

was interested to understand whether leadersô practices may aim to provide 

conditions to promote opportunities for the types of individual and social 

learning suggested here. Next, I discuss the role of social interaction and 

implications for teacher learning in LS contexts.  

The collective work intrinsic to LS relies on challenging forms of social 

interaction to contribute to learning and change (Salomon and Perkins 1998). 

Well-intentioned collaboration may yield merely pleasant conversation  

(Nelson et al., 2010) but still promote the social resources of a group, thus 

strengthening the networks of human relationships. Social support may 

predict organisational performance and be a key pre-condition for fruitful 

collaboration related to learning and practice change (Leana and Pil, 2006; 

Pedder and McIntyre, 2006; Sims et al., 2021). It may also help to build 

relational trust between teachers, directly influencing their learning, 

especially in professional learning contexts such as LS which require 

teachers willingly to expose professional vulnerabilities to colleagues 

(Tschannen-Moran, 2014). I explore research relating to the connection 

between trust and cultures of learning in sections 2.3.6 and 2.3.8.  

Within social contexts of ópolite, congenialô discussion (Nelson et al., 2010, 

p.175), opportunities may be missed to develop teacher knowledge and 

deliberate, iterative practice in new ways of working (Brown and McIntyre, 

1993; Shulman,1987). Social implies sociable, but LS participants may 

benefit from challenge and the avoidance of ógroupthinkô and the dissonant 

dead end of negative ódown-spirallingô ï (Perkins, 2003, p.151). The 

conventions of polite, social interaction and pressures relating to group 

power dynamics might inhibit genuine debate and productive, professional 

disagreement. The challenging task of providing reliable support for several 

teachers to engage in sustained, constructive, dialogic and professional 

collaboration and the development of artefacts to facilitate learning in a social 

space, may be a key mechanism for effective professional development 

(Sims et al., 2021; Wake et al., 2016). This challenge is magnified for system 

leaders intent on developing LS across networks of schools, making 
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allowances for different starting points in relation to the effectiveness of 

social structures, and especially in an education system which is subject to 

significant and continual change (Hargreaves, 2012a, 2012b; Greany, 2017). 

A desire to understand the social implications for teachersô professional 

learning informed my intention to attend to ways in which leaders secure 

positive professional learning cultures and address issues of group social 

interaction and support, relational trust and the management of dissonance. 

LS may provide a professional and social learning context rich in 

mechanisms which support the systematic development of teacher 

knowledge (Sims et al., 2021). Next, I consider learning in LS contexts from 

the theoretical perspective of cognitive science. 

2.3.3 Perspectives from cognitive science 

Kirschner et al (2006) describe learning as a change in long-term memory. 

Willingham (2008) suggests that memory may be the residue of thought and 

that the more something is thought about, the more likely it is to be 

embedded deeply in professional understanding and practice. Nuthall and 

Alton-Lee (1993) and Nuthall (2007) suggested learners were more likely to 

internalise a new concept after the third encounter. However, teaching is a 

complex craft which requires opportunities for teachers to connect theory to 

practice and practice to theory, with support to surface the reflections so 

important to sustained behavioural change (Korthagen, 2017). Changes in 

cognition do not always translate directly to changes in practice. 

Opportunities for deliberate practice may promote improvements in teaching 

(Ellison and Woods, 2016; Macnamara et al., 2014; Marzano, 2010). LS 

provides iterative opportunities for teachers to learn and retain new subject 

and pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) (Shulman,1987; 2013), to 

understand implications for pedagogy, to discuss new pedagogical ideas and 

approaches together, to put them into practice in live lesson contexts and to 

re-visit them following facilitated collaborative evaluation and reflection. It 

may offer a professional learning context which supports the acquisition and 

retention of learning, and opportunities to practise implementing changes to 

ingrained cultural practices in iterative, supportive contexts. These aspects of 
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learning theory are reflected in Sfardôs (1998) metaphors for learning, 

outlined below. 

Sfard (1998) presents two metaphors for learning and warns against the 

dangers of over-reliance on one. The first sees learning as acquisition and 

the second as participation, each offering something that the other cannot. 

New knowledge germinates in old knowledge and óthe most powerful 

research is the one that stands on more than one metaphorical legô (p.11). 

Paavola et al (2004) suggest a third metaphor of knowledge creation. This 

synthesises Sfardôs metaphors, emphasising collective knowledge creation 

oriented towards shared objectives and foreshadowing Chengôs (2019) 

contention that LS offers a context supportive of knowledge creation and 

management.  

In collaborative, reflective, socially supportive and participative contexts such 

as LS, dialogue may promote new knowledge acquisition and the transfer 

into long term memory (and so into tacit classroom practice) of new subject 

knowledge or PCK gained in Kyouzai Kenkyuu, mediated by a Koshi 

(Kirschner et al., 2006; Willingham, 2008). Leaders may need to secure 

iterative opportunities in which teachers can engage in productive dialogue 

and apply new professional learning in classroom situations. Spaces are 

needed in which LS can nurture all three learning metaphors so that learning 

can thrive. In the next section, I consider ways in which Nonaka et alôs (1996) 

SECI model offers a theoretical explanation for the organisational creation 

and management of knowledge, and specifically how Chengôs (2019) 

research into the implications of this model for LS has relevance for inquiry 

and analytical themes in my study.  

2.3.4 The SECI model of knowledge creation 

Cheng (2019) discusses the potential for LS to provide a space for 

knowledge management. This reflects the SECI model of knowledge 

creation, illustrated in Figure 1, which theorises how knowledge might be 

created and shared through a series of óbaô (Nonaka and Konno, 1998, p.40), 

or shared spaces in which knowledge is constructed and managed (Cheng, 

2019; Nonaka et al.,1996). During socialisation (S) in Originating Ba, tacit 
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knowledge is transferred from person to person. In a LS context this could 

happen as teachers interact together without explicitly articulating the 

learning taking place. Externalisation (E) happens in Interactive Ba, when 

learning is explicitly articulated, for example, when teachers consider the 

application of research in the context of their lesson plans, or take account of 

data collected in a research lesson to inform their evaluation of the lesson 

designôs efficacy. Combination (C), in Cyber Ba ï an online, digital or virtual 

environment - involves converting new knowledge into a form supportive of 

wider organisational learning ï for example, in LS reports or written guidance 

or presentations for staff meetings. Internalisation (I), in Exercising Ba 

completes the cycle ï this is the point at which the new knowledge created 

becomes so embedded that it becomes part of the learnerôs repertoire of 

embedded, tacit knowledge (Cheng, 2019). Cheng (2019) suggests LS 

directly reflects features of the SECI model. This theory integrates with 

others synthesised in my theoretical framework and has informed my data 

collection and analysis, directing my attention to evidence of leadersô 

practices oriented towards promoting conditions and processes required for 

knowledge creation and management in LS.  

 

Figure 1: SECI model of knowledge creation and Japanese concept of Ba  

(adapted from Nonaka et al., 1996, p.835; Nonaka and Konno, 1998, p.40; Cheng, 
2019, p.29)   

Next, I consider literature relating to studies of teaching expertise and 

teachersô professional learning. 
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2.3.5 Teachersô Professional Learning 

This section is in three parts. The first interrogates research literature 

explaining the importance of teachersô CPDL. Secondly, I consider how 

teachersô CPDL and inquiry are conceptualised in research literature. I 

conclude by placing LS within the teachersô professional learning and inquiry 

research landscape.  

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

asserts:  

Teaching is in fact, the mother of all professions. It is the 
starting point for successful professionals, engaged citizens 
and influential leaders. Teachers are also key agents of 
educational equity and inclusion. To fulfil these roles, 
teachers need to be learning experts who base their 
everyday practice on a regularly updated and integrated 
knowledge base, informed by research and practice. 

(Ulferts, 2021, p.9) 

Research has established that teaching expertise correlates strongly to 

school quality and pupil achievement (Rivkin et al 2005). Other studies 

explore the knowledge, skills, beliefs and attitudes contributing to teachersô 

success in the classroom, and the conditions that might develop their 

expertise (Ball et al., 2008; Berliner, 2004; Hanushek and Rivkin, 2006; 

Hattie, 2003; Rivkin et al., 2005; Shulman, 1987; Ulferts, 2021). It therefore 

seems sensible to suggest that the development of teacher expertise is 

central to school effectiveness, where pupil learning and achievement is a 

core organisational mission (Desimone, 2009; Robinson et al., 2009). I 

therefore introduce this section by reviewing literature relating to the rationale 

for prioritising teachersô professional learning throughout their careers and 

reflecting on the implications for leadersô LS-related practices.  

Berliner (2004) discusses the nature of teaching expertise, suggesting 

exemplary teachers better understand and navigate complexity. He 

differentiates between competent and expert status, suggesting that the 

latter may take between five and seven years to achieve, since it requires 

domain-specific knowledge and expertise, knowledge of students and the 
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ability to implement organisational routines. There may be implications for 

teacher education policy including provision for classroom observation, 

coaching and practice lessons ï all of which are offered in LS contexts.  

Shulman (1987) introduced the idea of pedagogical content knowledge 

(PCK) óéthat special amalgam of content and pedagogy that is uniquely the 

province of teacherséô (p.8), linking subject content and issues relating to 

expertise in teaching subject content to students, and distinguishing the 

subject expert from the teacher of the subject. Ball et al (2008) suggest 

further research into forms of professional development which enhance 

teachersô PCK and advocate a teacher preparation curriculum grounded in 

professional practice, knowledge and skill. Organisations such as the UKôs 

Education Endowment Foundation and Evidence-Based Education, and the 

USAôs What Works Clearinghouse provide accessible, concise and 

evidence-informed guidance to inform teachersô CPDL (Coe et al., 2019; 

McCrea, 2018; Sims et al., 2021). If the quality of teaching has a profound 

impact on pupil learning, then it is reasonable to suggest that a leadership 

focus on professional learning provision that aims to secure high quality 

teaching by developing teachersô pedagogical content knowledge is 

worthwhile and necessary (Rivkin et al., 2005). 

Strategies that emphasise enhancing the quality of teaching and student 

learning rather than the initial qualification and professional entry 

requirements of teachers may be more fruitful avenues to educational 

improvement (Hiebert and Morris, 2012; Kennedy, 2016; Lewis et al., 2012; 

Stigler and Hiebert, 2017). This entails finding and establishing professional 

development mechanisms and supports (such as LS) that allow teachers, 

throughout their careers, to continue to learn new ways of teaching the things 

students need to learn.  

A wide range of terms are used to describe teacher learning and 

development. Teacher learning is referred to with a plethora of acronyms, 

including Continuing Professional Development and Learning or CPDL 

(Cordingley et al., 2015), Professional Development or PD (Timperley et al., 

2007; Sims et al., 2021), Professional Learning or PL (Timperley, 2011) and 
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Professional Development and Learning or PDL (Porritt et al., 2017). Porritt 

et al. (2017) distinguish professional learning from professional development, 

suggesting that development requires opportunities to embed new learning in 

practice, and over time. On that basis, LS, offering opportunities to acquire 

new knowledge in collaboration with colleagues during Kyouzai Kenkyuu and 

to embed that new learning in practice in live lessons with pupils, may 

combine both professional learning and development. Leadersô practices 

might aim to make provision for both. 

Several researchers have contributed to conceptualisations of effective 

CPDL (Clarke and Hollingsworth, 2002; Cordingley et al., 2015; Desimone, 

2009; Jensen et al., 2016; Kennedy, 2016; Opfer and Pedder, 2011a; 2011b; 

Pedder and Opfer, 2011; Sims et al., 2021; Stoll et al., 2012; Timperley et al., 

2007). Their successive conceptualisations coalesce around a consensus 

about the characteristic features of effective CPDL, including coherent 

alignment of inquiry-oriented CPDL with objectives related to the 

improvement of student learning. In addition, CPDL should encompass 

professional collaboration; specialist curriculum guidance and subject 

content; input from credible experts; sufficient resource and time for teachers 

to participate and engage with research evidence, gather evaluative data 

about pupil learning and apply new learning strategies in practice-based, 

social, supportive and sustained contexts.  

Authors differ in their positioning of LS in the CPDL landscape. LS can be 

conceptualised as a teacher action research or practitioner inquiry 

methodology (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1993; McNiff and Whitehead, 2005; 

Timperley et a.l, 2007; Townsend, 2010), or as a form of CPDL (Kim, 2021; 

Stigler and Hiebert, 2016; Sims et al., 2021; Yoshida and Matsuda, 2021) or 

as a combination of both (Brown et al., 2021). LS may provide a space in 

which teachersô new knowledge about curriculum, pedagogy and 

assessment can be made explicit, communicated, practised, managed and 

mobilised within and across schools and the wider system (Cheng, 2019; 

Lewis et al., 2004; Nonaka et al., 1996). The learning pathways offered by 

LS broadly reflecting the Collaborative Lesson Research model (Takahashi 

and McDougal, 2016) and Seleznyovôs (2018) seven steps, may reflect 
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features characteristic of effective CPDL (Cordingley et al., 2015; Desimone, 

2009; Jensen et al., 2016; Kennedy, 2016; Opfer and Pedder, 2011a; Sims 

et al., 2021), while also incorporating iterative opportunities for observing 

students (Lewis et al., 2004), making connections between theory and 

practice (Brown et al., 2021), for teacher inquiry and knowledge building 

(Timperley et al., 2007; Timperley, 2011), and building teacher motivation 

and self-efficacy within a professional collegial community (Levine, 2010).  

Timperley et al (2007) and Timperley (2011) describe a teacher inquiry and 

knowledge building cycle which echoes the sequence of a LS cycle 

described in the introduction to this thesis (1.2). The cycle is illustrated in 

Figure 2.

 

 

Figure 2: Teacher inquiry and knowledge-building cycle  

(adapted from Timperley et al., 2009, p.232) 

Engaging in this cycle may develop teachersô critical inquiry mind-sets and 

rely upon them having one. Teachers may be more likely to sustain 

evidence-informed dialogue in contexts such as LS which reflect not only the 

features of effective CPDL but may also promote inquiry habits of mind, 

relationships of respect and challenge and the use of relevant data relating to 

pupil learning (Guskey, 2000; Timperley, 2011).  
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Where teachers can access collaborative, inquiry-oriented professional 

learning opportunities characteristic of effective CPDL, such as LS, this may 

contribute to school cultures which promote and celebrate professional 

learning (Weston et al., 2021). Next, I consider theorisations of 

organisational learning cultures as they relate to education. 

2.3.6 Learning Cultures 

Here I consider the significance in school contexts of discernible learning 

cultures which may support teachersô individual and social learning. Walker 

defines a learning culture as: 

 óthe synergistic effects generated through the establishment 
and embedment of a set of interrelated conditions that 
promote and encourage learning as a way of professional 
lifeô  

(2010, p.180) 

Wiliam (2016) suggests that every teacher needs to improve simply because 

they can, and to facilitate this schools should create a culture of continuous 

learning and improvement. Establishing this culture requires leaders to 

provide conditions in which teachers embrace continual individual and 

collective learning (Wiliam, 2016). Schipper et alôs (2020) study indicates the 

potential inherent in LS for promoting positive professional learning cultures 

in schools, supporting my argument that paying attention to cultural aspects 

of LS leadership is a worthy focus of my inquiry.  

2.3.7 Conceptualisations of culture 

Schools, like churches, amount to nothing without their human populations. 

For this reason, I use an anthropological definition of culture as a way of 

living and being, influenced by concepts of communication and human 

interaction and by the tacit assumptions about the world, shared by a group 

of colleagues and which determine their thinking, behaviour, norms and 

values (Hodkinson et al., 2007; Schein, 2017). School culture reflects a 

group consensus about how best to solve problems and is likely to be 

resistant to change (Schein, 2017; Walker, 2010). Understanding learning 
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cultures is key to understanding the relationship between how and where 

people learn (Hodkinson, 2007). The successful leadership of teacher 

learning and development may require a culture that nurtures and sustains 

the conditions for effective teachersô professional learning (Fullan, 2015; 

Louis, 2017; Robinson et al., 2009).  

Hodkinson et al. (2007) use Bourdieuôs (1985) concept of field as a 

theoretical metaphor to define a dynamic socio-cultural system in which 

learning is complex, continuous and changeable. There may be many 

cultural learning fields in school contexts, over-lapping, interconnecting and 

influencing one another. These include middle leadership development 

groups and subject networks, or professional networks of teachers and 

leaders in small schools who shoulder more than one strategic responsibility. 

The boundaries between them are porous and imprecise, which can mean 

that learning cultures are stable and positive for extended periods of time, 

but subject to unpredictable change, creating disequilibrium at short notice. 

Learning cultures can facilitate development as members become more 

experienced and skilled and move from one nested, connected culture to 

another (Walker, 2010). Learning cultures go through a process of iterative 

evolution as they influence and are influenced by the learners within them 

(Hodkinson et al., 2007). The cultural contexts in which teachers work and 

learn may be influenced by a complex and interconnecting myriad of factors 

including the actions, attitudes and interactions of teachers and pupils, the 

place itself, the resources available, the curriculum, the social values and 

practices of the organisation and of wider society. Teachers bring cultural 

influences with them; their own cultural scripts for teaching are likely to have 

been established long before their professional training and to be largely 

unconscious (Senge, 2006). The norms and values held by school learning 

cultures are influenced by factors from within the organisation and those 

outside it, from wider society, local, regional and national cultures and 

through international, inter-cultural exchange (Hodkinson et al., 2007; 

Hofstede et al., 2010; Seleznyov et al., 2021). LS may have the potential to 

influence school culture, while at the same time being influenced by the 

culture already in place. Originating in Japan and spreading across the globe 
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over the last three decades, it is unsurprising that its norms and routines 

have adapted and changed from place to place during that time (Seleznyov, 

2018; Seleznyov et al., 2021; Xu and Pedder, 2014).  

Schein (2017) defines three levels of culture. The first relates to artefacts, 

tangible phenomena such as mission statements and policies, and including 

climate as an indication of culture. The second encompasses espoused 

beliefs and values of the members of a culture ï their ideologies and 

rationalisations. The third relates to basic underlying, unconscious 

assumptions. Culture at this level is linked to identity and self-esteem and 

explains why the idea of culture change can create anxiety. Establishing 

relational trust and psychological safety may be central to establishing the 

conditions for a culture that nurtures learning and change and which LS, 

where it is well-led and implemented, may promote (Walker, 2010). Next, I 

consider the implications for my study of research pertaining to the 

importance of trust to the leadership and development of professional 

learning cultures of improvement. 

2.3.8 Trust 

Kruse and Louis (2009) identify the presence of professional learning 

community, organisational learning and trust (óPCOLTô, p.9) as core 

characteristics of school learning cultures. The importance of relational trust 

is central to conclusions drawn from many studies of effective educational, 

organisational leadership (Bryk and Schneider, 2002; Lee and Louis, 2019; 

Robinson, 2010; Tschannen-Moran, 2006). Moreover, lack of social trust 

may be a central underlying cause of failure in school improvement policy 

initiatives at national level (Bryk and Schneider, 1996; Fink, 2016). 

Cummings and Bromiley define trust as: 

éan individualôs belief or a common belief among a group of 
individuals that another individual or group (a) makes good-
faith efforts to behave in accordance with any commitments 
both explicit or implicit, (b) is honest in whatever negotiations 
preceded such commitments, and (c) does not take 
excessive advantage of another even when the opportunity 
is available.  
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(1996, p.303) 

Leaders have a central role to play in connecting school culture to 

improvement, building capacity for learning and change by promoting trustful 

cultures and relationships and developing the school as a learning 

organisation (Louis, 2017; Louis and Murphy, 2016; Senge, 1990; 2006). 

School improvement and innovation are unlikely without attention to culture. 

Establishing cognitive trust in behavioural predictability and professional 

competence, affective trust in leadersô integrity and genuine care for the 

wellbeing and success of others may be central to this work (Mayer et al., 

1995). It seems likely that trustful relationships between adults underpin 

positive organisational behaviour and school improvement and that 

establishing such relationships may require emotionally intelligent leadership. 

Successful school cultures provide safe places in which to adapt and learn 

and in which staff reach broad agreement about what constitutes learning, 

understand individual studentsô needs and assume collective responsibility 

for whole school success. In these schools, classroom practice is 

deprivatised and staff engage in deep, collaborative dialogue about learning 

(Lee and Louis, 2019; Louis and Murphy, 2017; Tschannen-Moran, 2014). 

Caring leadership from credible leaders whose actions reflect their rhetoric is 

central to effective cultural leadership, exemplifying commitment to 

sustaining continuous learning as the central work of the school. Formal 

policies and informal social structures codifying the norms and values of a 

culture may promote predictability and develop trust which embodies 

benevolence, honesty, openness, reliability and competence (Fullan, 2011). 

Trust takes root as behaviour becomes predictable (Louis, 2017; Mayer et 

al., 1995). Robinsonôs (2010, p.36) model (Figure 3) illustrates how building 

relational trust, alongside the ability to solve complex problems and use 

leadership content knowledge (LCK) may be a core capability of effective, 

learning-centred leadership. The existence of trustful relationships may be an 

essential condition for productive and collaborative school improvement 

efforts (Bryk et al., 2004; Leithwood et al., 2019; Lencioni, 2002). 

Trustworthy, credible leadership, where leaders are willing to share their 

vulnerability with staff, lies at the heart of productive schools (Munby and 
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Bretherton, 2022; Tschannen-Moran, 2014). This suggested that I should be 

alert to evidence of visible vulnerability, trust and credibility being reflected in 

leadersô full participation in LS.  

Robinsonôs (2010, p.21) model (Figure 3) represents three capabilities of 

effective instructional leadership and illustrates the interplay between trust, 

problem-solving and knowledge generation. LS can provide a context which 

supports all three capabilities.

 

Figure 3: Three capabilities for effective instructional leadership  

(Robinson, 2010, p.36) 

Associating organisational trust with psychological safety, predictability and 

cultural familiarity, Schein (2017) describes the use of ócultural islandsô 

(p.109) to nurture trustful organisational cultures. These are psychologically 

safe contexts which suspend hierarchies and working norms so that new 

practices can be discussed, tacit assumptions and values explored and 

learning anxiety mitigated. This concept resonates with the capacity for LS to 

provide a space in which colleagues collaborate on an equal footing, 

regardless of seniority and experience, to explore new classroom practices. 

Moreover, there is evidence in professional learning literature that teacher 

engagement in professional collaboration may contribute to the efficacy of 

CPDL and to school learning cultures (Fullan, 2015; Hargreaves and 

OôConnor, 2016). Conversely, professional learning and sustained practice 

change may require a positive embedded learning culture founded on 

collaboration (Fullan, 2015; Hollingsworth et al., 2017). LS may have a role 
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to play as a space in which this cyclical, reflexive interplay between 

collaboration, trust-building and positive learning cultures can bear fruit. 

Social trust may grow from the professional dialogue taking place in 

collaborative contexts such as LS (Bryk and Schneider, 1996). Dialogue as 

purposeful, exploratory talk may be intrinsically linked with collaborative 

learning (Dudley, 2011; 2013; Mercer, 1995). Both collaboration and 

dialogue may be more productive when well-structured and facilitated, 

avoiding the perils of ócoblaborationô ï or superficial, purpose-less dialogue 

(Perkins, 2003, p.147) and ócongenialityô ï pleasant, but unproductive social 

discourse (Nelson et al., 2010, p.176), both of which may imperil trustful 

relationships. Trustful, professional collaboration may also promote collective 

responsibility, a key attribute of school learning cultures (Hargreaves and 

OôConnor, 2018; Louis, 2017).  

School leaders might wonder whether a school needs a trustful, 

collaborative, learning and inquiry culture before introducing LS, or whether 

LS could be a useful tool for contributing to the development of such a 

culture. LS may offer a professional learning context which supports the 

development of trustful, collaborative cultures for school improvement, a 

characteristic of effective CPDL identified in pertinent literature and 

professional CPDL standards (Cordingley et al., 2015; Department of 

Education, 2016; Fullan and Quinn, 2016; Schipper et al., 2020). Such a 

culture may also promote teacher engagement, motivation for learning and 

agency. 

I devote a significant section of this review to research relating to trust, 

because of its centrality in my findings to LS leadership, and to the success 

of schoolsô improvement and change efforts. Trust is a connecting thread 

between many aspects of leadership practice and all categories of LS 

support considered in this study. I discuss it in the context of my analysis in 

Chapter Four (4.3.4) and in Chapter 5 in sections 5.4.1 and 5.4.4. Next, I 

consider literature relating to teacher agency in the context of school learning 

cultures.  
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2.3.9 Teacher agency  

Emirbayer and Mische (1998) explain that the ambiguous concept of agency 

(Robb 2010) has its origins in Enlightenment debates about instrumental 

rationality and human freedom of thought and expression. Debates about 

teleological versus instrumental conceptions of action, effort and free will, 

resonating with agency, continued during the twentieth century, but scant 

attention was paid to temporal influences until Emirbayer and Mische (1998). 

They argue that agency was conceptualised instrumentally as goal-oriented 

effort, habitualised and taken for granted. They frame the concept around 

three temporal dimensions of past ï the iterational dimension, present ï the 

practical-evaluative dimension, and future ï the projective dimension. Biesta 

and Tedder (2007) built on this theorisation in their ecological view of 

agency, countering a lack of conceptual clarity and connecting teacher 

agency to teacher learning. More recent research also roots agency in a 

theory of action, sees it as situated and emerging from social relationships 

and a synthesis of individual effort, resources and context (Priestley et al., 

2015; Robb, 2010). Agency is always informed by the past, influenced by the 

future and enacted in concrete situations in the present (Biesta and Tedder, 

2007; Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Priestley et al., 2015). Biesta and 

Tedderôs (2007) ecological conception of agency recognises that agency is 

not a capability that teachers have, rather it is something they can achieve. 

Their achievement of agency is influenced by the interplay between their 

past experiences and learning - their cultural script or habitus (Bourdieu, 

1985), their vision, imagined goals and aspirations for the future and the 

present context in which they are situated, encompassing their professional 

and social relationships and ways in which leaders resource and value their 

work. The extent to which these three dimensions interact and support the 

achievement of agency influences motivation, engagement and investment in 

change initiatives at classroom, school and network level (Priestley et al., 

2015). Leaders should therefore attend to teachersô current experiences and 

learning, since they are destined to become integrated within their past 

experiences. This has implications for leaders who aim to establish 

organisational supports for the development of agentic capacity, motivation 
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and engagement in professional learning and improvement endeavours such 

as LS. In my professional practice and in relation to the theoretical 

framework for this study, it is this ecological conception of agency which is 

relevant to teachersô engagement in LS, and which may have implications for 

the contribution LS could make to their achievement of agency. Professional 

learning which prioritises capacity building and professional reflection may 

contribute to equipping teachers with evidence-informed principles, 

supporting them to act on their own judgement and help them to achieve 

agency (Priestley et al., 2015). Moreover, teachers who work in schools with 

positive social relationships such as those that LS can nurture, may achieve 

higher levels of agency and organisational performance (Leana and Pil, 

2006; Priestley et al., 2015). Teacher agency, therefore, may have an 

important role to play both in teachersô receptive learning in LS, and in the 

contribution LS might make to the schoolôs wider learning culture.  

Agency and autonomy are terms and concepts that are often used 

interchangeably. However, autonomy may not necessarily be a universally 

positive influence on school learning cultures. Autonomous teachers risk 

isolation and may repeat entrenched habits as a result of limited exposure to 

change influences (Priestley et al., 2015). Agency can also be exercised in 

opposition to leadersô improvement and change efforts, if teachers hold fast 

to deeply held values and resist change (Priestley et al., 2012; Priestley et 

al., 2015). However, the interplay between agency, social interaction and 

professional learning resonates with notions of teacher leadership (Frost, 

2012). Somekh and Zeichner (2009) contend that teachersô engagement in 

action research promotes agency, suggesting that LS, as a vehicle for CPDL 

and/or teachersô action research, may offer a productive, collaborative 

context nurturing teacher agency and building constructive social learning 

cultures (Leana, 2011; Priestley et al., 2015; Somekh and Zeichner 2009). 

Teachers exercising agency could identify with and contribute to a 

community of teacher leaders and learners, influence others towards 

improving their practice, and contribute, as teacher leaders, to a school 

learning culture (Katzenmeier and Moller, 2009).  
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Teacher agency may also be connected to teacher leadership and wider 

leadership distribution, and to ongoing educational reform (Frost and 

Durrant, 2010; Harris, 2003; Harris et al 2018). Agentic, distributed teacher 

leadership also echoes Bryk et alôs (2015) suggestion that teacher 

participation in networked professional communities with a rigorous focus on 

sustainable improvement through disciplined inquiry and evaluation leads to 

increased agency, collective efficacy and improvement. LS may offer 

experiences which promote teachersô self-efficacy and inquiry dispositions 

that impact positively on their agency (Lewis et al., 2009; Schipper et al., 

2020; Xu and Pedder, 2015).  

Being alert to expressions of teacher agency in participant responses was an 

important strand of analysis which I discuss in 4.4.3. Leaders who make 

provision for the development of teacher agency, in contexts such as LS, 

may be contributing to the conditions required for organisational learning 

cultures ï explored further in the next section. 

2.3.10 Creating conditions for learning 

Hodkinson et al (2008) explore individual learning within a conceptual 

framework constructed around a socio-cultural theory of learning. Their 

analysis provides interesting possibilities for understanding conditions and 

contexts conducive to successful learning within collaborative groups such 

as LS teams. In my analysis of leadersô practices in promoting LS as a mode 

of teachersô professional learning, I was interested in whether features of 

social and cultural learning processes and contexts that promote effective 

individual learning were attended to (Hodkinson et al., 2007). The 

construction of social learning by individual teachers in a LS team is of 

particular relevance to my professional challenge. I wanted to explore 

whether leaders enact practices to develop systems to enhance teacher 

learning and development in order to impact positively on pupil learning. 

Hodkinson (2007) suggests linking learning through participation and 

learning as acquisition in a new concept of learning as becoming (Sfard 

1998). This conceptualisation supports my contention that LS may provide a 

context which promotes both initial learning of new subject knowledge or 
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PCK and the opportunity to embed new pedagogies in classroom practice 

over a series of LS cycles, Teachers might establish ways of resolving 

specific issues of pedagogy and learning through participation in LS.  

Furthermore, if learning is relational (Lave and Wenger, 1991), then the 

quality of the learning culture developed in a LS team may relate to critical 

conditions required for social and individual learning in LS contexts. The 

context and prevailing conditions in which learning takes place may have far-

reaching effects on teacher learning and professional growth, since the 

extent and pace of teacher improvement may correlate to supportive 

organisational and cultural norms, conditions, structures and practices (Kraft 

and Papay, 2014).  

To understand further the ways in which teachers might influence and be 

influenced by strong cultures of learning, I move on to explore community 

theory as it relates to learning cultures and LS.  

2.3.11 Professional learning communities and cultures 

To understand how theories relating to professional communities might 

pertain to LS, I begin with Cochran-Smith and Lytleôs (1993) and Lave and 

Wengerôs (1991) early work on communities of practice, research and 

inquiry. This leads on to Stoll and Louisôs (2007) research on teachersô 

professional learning communities (PLCs). Next, I consider Nelson et al 

(2010)ôs work on the role of dialogue in professional inquiry groups and 

finally, Levineôs (2010) theorisation of inquiry communities. 

Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) list factors influencing teacher-led learning 

and inquiry in schools which remain relevant thirty years after publication. 

Issues of time, including the significance for effective CPDL of the duration 

and quality of the time available to teachers for unhurried discussion, remain 

highly topical and resonate across national, cultural contexts: 

éteachers in the US have little time to engage in 
professional dialogue; times when teachers do come 
together are most commonly staff meetings, professional 
development events and hurried lunch breaks.  

(Nelson et al., 2010, p.175) 
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Legitimate peripheral participation relates to the induction of new learners 

who need to learn a socially and historically defined competence held by a 

community of practice and established over time (Lave and Wenger, 1991; 

Wenger 2000). A LS group in a school may contrast with more conventional 

contexts for professional learning because a group of learners are 

encouraged by protocol to come to the process as relative professional 

equals, all seeking a new and better way of teaching a problematic area of 

learning, constructing new learning collectively. Lave and Wengerôs (1991) 

theories relating to learning contexts and the idea of ósituatednessô (p.31), 

promoting learning in communities in the workplace, may explain the 

importance of teachers developing their understanding of their influence on 

their pupilsô learning in lessons. LS may support the development PLCs in 

which professional discourse that supports individual and collective learning 

can thrive (Dudley, 2011, 2013; Stoll and Louis, 2007). Stoll and Louis (2007, 

p.2) assert  óyou will know [a learning community] exists when you can see a 

group of teachers involved in sharing and critically interrogating their practice 

in an ongoing, reflective, collaborative, inclusive, learning-oriented, growth-

promoting way.ô 

Effective PLCs may promote and sustain teachersô CPDL with the aim of 

improving pupil learning, because they provide supportive contexts in which 

teachers can engage fruitfully with evidence-informed practice to expose, 

create and internalise new knowledge (Cheng, 2019; Godfrey, 2016; 2017; 

Stoll, 2017). Networked Improvement Communities (NICs) are an extension 

of PLCs informed by improvement science (Bryk et al., 2015). Moreover, 

NICs offer a social framework within which to focus participantsô attention on 

specific problems and exploit the potential for disciplined inquiry to find 

solutions to complex school improvement problems (Russell et al., 2021). 

Levine (2010) makes explicit the subtle but significant differences between 

types of learning community which have particular relevance to LS. In a 

Community of Learners, schools promote learning for adults as well as 

children. This may contribute to the situative factors essential to the effective 

and functional working of the LS group; it takes issues of time provision and 

critical conditions for learning within its scope. The existence of a learning 
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orientation (Watkins, 2010) in the school as a whole may have a significant 

impact on the LS groupôs functionality. 

In a Teacher Professional Community, shared norms, routines and beliefs 

affect teachersô work with colleagues. Issues relating to teachersô shared 

beliefs, values in their professional learning (Pedder et al., 2005) influence 

consideration of the interaction between differing cultures of learning across 

the boundaries between schools. 

In a Community of Practice, people learn from seeing, discussing and 

engaging in shared practices. This is relevant to LS, particularly in relation to 

participantsô learning how to learn together.  

Learners learn together by asking questions in a Community of Inquiry. This 

is a key feature of a LS group. A cycle often starts with a question, óHow can 

we improve pupilsô learning in (or by)..?ô Learners are involved in a joint 

endeavour to construct new knowledge about teaching and learning. 

Construing LS as a process and a form of CPDL and teacher inquiry, 

providing for learners to collaborate in a socio-cultural context to ask inquiry 

questions and co-construct answers seems to lie at the centre of my 

professional challenge. Godfrey suggests óthe most advanced research-

engaged schools have a strong organisational culture of learning; they 

encourage collaboration, collegiality, risk taking and enable existing practices 

to be challengedô (2016, p.315). 

Levineôs clear delineation of these three aspects of learning communities 

helps to clarify the singular place LS holds in the PLC landscape, providing a 

community context which promotes learning and inquiry. Where leaders 

attend to systems intended to promote distributed and collaborative 

opportunities such as LS, in which teachers can put their new learning into 

practice, research-engagement and the development of research-informed 

pedagogies may emerge. Leadersô commitment to promoting LS to enable 

teachers to learn and implement research-informed classroom practice may 

represent a practical and tangible contribution to a school culture of 

continuous improvement (Brown et al., 2020; Cain, 2019; Morris et al., 2020). 

Godfrey and Brown (2019, p.92) envisage schools as a óthird spaceô with the 
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potential for bridging the research/practice gap between academia and the 

classroom. Along with other joint practice development models such as 

teacher research communities, engagement in LS may support teachers to 

collaborate in ways that promote the development of positive learning 

cultures and professional learning communities in which they can use 

theories of action to integrate research and evidence into classroom practice 

in ways that lead to improvement in teaching and pupil learning (Godfrey and 

Brown, 2019; Schipper et al., 2020).  

2.3.12 Summary 

In 2.3, I have brought together research findings which relate to the 

conditions, cultures, processes and structures leaders may need to establish 

to promote teacher learning in LS. To further understand the task of LS 

leaders, I extended the conceptualisation of LS developed in 2.1 and 2.2 to 

consider LS as a form of teachersô professional learning and inquiry.  

I began with socio-cultural theories of learning, which explain how individual 

and social learning might take place through professional dialogue and 

inquiry in collaborative LS groups when facilitated and supported by external 

specialists. I synthesised findings from Salomon and Perkins (1998) research 

into individual and social learning, with research about individual learning 

from cognitive science literature and Chengôs (2019) work on LS as a space 

which might reflect Nonaka et alôs (1996) SECI model for organisational 

knowledge creation and management. I reviewed research about 

organisational learning cultures to understand LS as a context which might 

require a positive school learning culture to thrive, but also one which might 

contribute to school cultures of professional learning and inquiry, providing 

safe spaces in which teachers can connect theory and new learning to 

classroom practice. Research about the role of relational trust in school 

cultures suggested that successful LS might simultaneously require and 

generate trust, which might be important to LS leadership. My 

conceptualisation of LS as a form of teachersô professional learning and 

inquiry was developed from a synthesis of much research into the 

characteristics, features and mechanisms of effective CPDL and teachersô 
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action research and inquiry over the last twenty years. This section of my 

review combines theories of learning, learning cultures and professional 

learning to contribute to a conceptualisation of LS as a vehicle for teacher 

learning with the potential to contribute to organisational learning and the 

development of cultures of professional learning (Schipper et al., 2020). 

Bringing together research findings from these strands, with evidence from 

literature about LS itself, explored in 2.1 and 2.2, helps to explain the 

conditions, cultures, processes and structures leaders may need to establish 

for LS to succeed, and contributes to a broader conceptualisation of the 

phenomenon of LS leadership practice. 

The nature of my professional challenge requires a deep understanding of 

the ways in which different aspects of leadership might be reflected in my 

inquiry, for example through leadersô capabilities, motivations and practices. 

In the next section of this chapter, I explore theories of leadership with a 

particular focus on the types of educational leadership which may be 

significant in LS implementation.  

2.4 Educational Leadership 

In this section, I consider theories of leadership which contribute to my 

conceptualisation of the phenomenon of LS leadership practice, synthesised 

from my literature review and integrated into the theoretical framework used 

to inform my research design. I structure my synthesis of leadership literature 

from two standpoints. First, I consider leadership from a competency 

perspective, exploring research literature about instructional principal 

leadership and system and teacher leadership typologies. I go on to consider 

distributed leadership and how leaders might use óleadership content 

knowledgeô to configure leadership in and across schools to optimise student 

learning (Gronn, 2010; Stein and Nelson, 2003, p.1). Secondly, through the 

lens of practice, I explore research into leadersô actions as they go about 

ódoingô leadership in their daily work (Alvesson and Sveningsson, 2003a; 

2003b, p.1). These perspectives illuminate manifestations of leadership 

which may be relevant to LS leadership in individual schools and across a 

network of schools. I finish the section with an exploration of literature 
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relating to the leadership of school improvement and change and its 

relevance to the leadership of teaching and learning improvement in LS 

contexts. 

2.4.1 Leadership from a competency perspective 

The study of leadership through the lens of competency appears to have 

emerged in the 1970s from managerial research and to have dominated 

educational leadership research since (Bolden and Gosling, 2006; 

McClelland, 1973). Continuing research has led to terms emphasising 

behaviours manifested by individual leaders which characterise successful 

performance (Bolden and Gosling, 2006), and captured in leadership 

typologies such as instructional, learning-centred, charismatic, 

transformational, transactional, distributed, contingent, managerial, authentic, 

spiritual, servant and moral leadership (Bush, 2010; 2020; Bush, 2019; Bush 

and Glover, 2014; MacBeath, 2003; Robinson Hickman, 2012). Gronn (2010) 

suggests that the days of the heroic individual leader began to diminish 

towards the end of the 20th century as realisation dawned that the leadership 

task is too big for one person. Distributed leadership became the normative, 

pre-eminent model in education, but this too may be evolving towards one of 

leadership hybridity and configuration, requiring specialised, domain-specific 

knowledge to configure a wide variety of leadership tasks and practices 

collectively focused on maximising student learning. Here, I consider 

competency-oriented models of instructional, teacher, distributed and system 

leadership which may coalesce in my practice as a senior system leader 

endeavouring to establish LS across the network of eleven schools in this 

study and in the practices of headteachers and other system leaders 

endeavouring to implement and sustain effective LS in their own schools and 

across a number of schools. 
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2.4.2 School principal leadership 

Leadership is a process of influence leading to the 
achievement of desired purposes. Successful leaders 
develop a vision for their schools based on their personal 
and professional values. They articulate this vision at every 
opportunity and influence their staff and other stakeholders 
to share the vision. The philosophy, structures and activities 
of the school are geared towards the achievement of this 
shared vision. 

(Bush and Glover, 2003, p.5). 

Educational leadership literature reflects a consensus that the quality of 

leadership is central to successful efforts to improve schools in ways that 

improve pupil learning (Bush, 2010; Bush and Glover, 2014; Leithwood et al., 

2019). A moral dimension to educational leadership, enacted across 

dimensions of influence, values and vision, and requiring communities of 

committed followers who share a moral imperative is a consistent theme 

throughout the literature (Bush and Glover, 2014; Fullan, 2003; Sergiovanni, 

2007). Sustainable leadership actions are intentionally oriented towards 

learning and grounded in values linked to moral purpose (Bush and Glover, 

2014; Hargreaves and Fink, 2006). Leadership involves embedding learning 

in headteachersô work, stressing a shared mission to develop pupil learning 

and articulate core values that hinge on learning and pay public attention to 

teaching (Knapp et al., 2003). Woods et al (2018) consider the leadership of 

personalised, effective CPDL to be one of the most significant aspects of 

successful schools. There is a wealth of literature relating to typologies of 

educational leadership which focus on leadership competencies (Bush, 

2019; Bush and Glover, 2014; Hickman, 2011; MacBeath, 2003). Of these, 

instructional leadership (or leadership for learning), teacher leadership, 

distributed and system leadership seem most pertinent to the leadership of 

LS at school and system level. If improving student learning is the core 

purpose of leadership (West-Burnham, 2010) then the implementation of LS, 

expressed through leadersô competencies or practices, may communicate an 

explicit leadership message across school communities that attention is 

being paid to the development of teaching that improves learning.  
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I begin here by considering research relating to leadership competencies 

which may characterise the types of leadership that succeed in improving 

student learning.  

2.4.3 Instructional leadership  

Robinson et al (2009) found that leaders who promoted and participated in 

teachersô professional learning had the greatest impact on pupil learning 

outcomes. These findings echoed those from a substantial canon of research 

literature relating to the efficacy of instructional, learning-centred leadership 

and an acceptance that school leadership should be oriented towards to 

central goal of improving student learning by improving the quality of 

teaching (Bush, 2010; Bush and Glover, 2014; Bush, 2019; Leithwood et al., 

2019). This suggests that an instructional model of leadership, focused on 

pupil learning and research-informed approaches to teachersô professional 

learning and incorporating the key characteristics of collaboration, inquiry, 

sustainability over time, situated in practice and evaluative, might be 

particularly effective (Cordingley et al.., 2015; Jensen et al., 2016; Opfer and 

Pedder, 2011a).  

Leadership for Learning (LfL) was the basis of the international Carpe Vitam 

project (Swaffield and MacBeath, 2009). It appears to share features with 

learning-centred, principal, moral and transformational leadership and, in 

particular, instructional leadership (MacBeath and Dempster, 2009). An 

extension of instructional leadership, LfL represents a continuous focus on 

learning and attention to conditions favouring learning and shared and 

accountable leadership (Bush and Glover, 2014). Learning and leadership 

are conceived as linked activities (Swaffield and MacBeath, 2009). The 

suggestion that  

éconnecting leadership and learning will derive greatest 
value from studies which go beyond the quantitative and 
venture deeper into the hidden curriculum and the under life 
of the schoolé 

(Swaffield and MacBeath, 2009, p.37) 
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has influenced my qualitative research design. Gronn (2010) suggests the 

complex work of educational leadership is distinguished from other types of 

leadership because of its intrinsic connection to learning. Domain-specific 

óleadership content knowledgeô may be required (Stein and Nelson, 2003, 

p.1), such as the capacity to solve complex problems, build cognitive and 

affective relational trust and understand how to configure leadership roles to 

maximise student learning (Gronn, 2010; Louis, 2017). Leadership practices 

oriented towards the promotion and sustenance of LS as a form of CPDL 

may reflect instructional, learning-centred leadership within and across 

networks of schools and be enacted by leaders at a range of levels, such as 

teacher, middle and senior school leadership, as well as principal and 

system leadership. In the next three sections, I consider teacher, system and 

distributed leadership as connected forms of leadership which involve an 

extension of leadership influence beyond the individualôs sphere. I begin with 

teacher leadership as an initial tier of leadership development.  

2.4.4 Teacher Leadership 

In my system leader role, I am engaged in supporting system-level changes 

in the professional development culture in our schools that impact 

significantly on teachersô professional learning, their classroom practice and 

their pupilsô learning. I focus on improving the quality of teaching, not 

teachers, or on what teachers do, rather than on what and who they are 

(Frost 2012; Hiebert and Morris 2012). LS can provide a mechanism for 

achieving that aim. Perry and Lewis (2009) suggest that LS also provides a 

context which might support the distribution of teacher leadership and so 

sustain LS over time. Lieberman and Miller (2005) argue that teaching is 

intellectual work which incorporates leadership with the potential to make a 

positive difference to schools. Teacher leaders: 

lead within and beyond the classroom; identify with and 
contribute to a community of teacher learners and leaders; 
influence others towards improved educational practice. 

(Katzenmeier and Moller, 2009, p.6) 
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Harris (2003) broadens the definition to encompass leadership enacted by 

leaders at all levels, links teacher leadership to agency and considers it 

central to leadership distribution. Harris et al (2018) argue that by 

participating in structures that support collective action and collaboration, 

such as LS, teachers are taking the lead in educational reform.  

Cheng (2019) suggests that LS has potential as a structure and process 

which supports practical knowledge creation and promotes teacher 

leadership development, contributing to an emerging theory of innovation 

alongside culture and knowledge building. By providing the appropriate 

support, structure and organisational conditions which allow teacher-led 

innovation to flourish, LS may enable teachers to lead innovation, build 

professional knowledge, develop their leadership capacity, and influence 

colleagues and practice in and beyond their schools (Frost, 2012). 

 

I have found little explicit mention in the literature of teacher leadership that 

relates to collaborative learning developed within and across LS teams or the 

ways in which teachers exercise their agency and leadership in this context. I 

referred earlier (2.1.4) to studies which have found the presence of a 

óresource personô and/or someone perceived as an insider taking a lead to 

be useful in sustaining LS (Lim et al., 2011, p.364; Perry and Lewis, 2009). A 

study such as this one, attending to the leadership practices enacted by 

teachers in LS contexts, may illuminate their potential for distributing teacher 

leadership in ways that promote the growth of LS in schools and impact 

positively on pupil learning outcomes. Indeed, Frost and Durrantôs (2010) 

research suggests teacher leadership is central to school improvement 

efforts, to which LS may contribute. Teachersô commitment to their schools 

may be strengthened when leadership is distributed, and reflected in their 

increasing leadership influence beyond their own classrooms (Hulpia and 

Devos, 2010). This is relevant to my study because of the contribution LS 

might make to school learning cultures. Teachersô leadership beyond their 

classrooms echoes distributed, system-level leadership for learning beyond 

individual schools and may represent an initial tier in the development of 

system leadership (Bush and Glover, 2014). The role of system leader as 

external specialists or Koshi in the promotion, implementation and facilitation 
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of LS within schools and across a network of schools may represent an 

extension of teacher leadership and is explored in the following section. 

2.4.5 System Leadership 

Although there remain many individual schools that are not part of networks, 

named systems or groups of schools, collaboration in these contexts may be 

an essential characteristic of a system leadership framework emphasising 

the quality of teaching (Greany, 2017; Hopkins, 2007; Hopkins and Higham, 

2007). Hargreaves (2003) argued for the development of a lateral transfer 

system to spread disciplined innovation. He recognised system leadership as 

a distinctive feature of partnership competence (Hargreaves, 2012b). Fullan 

(2011, p.3) argues that collaboration and capacity building are óright driversô 

for change and advocates professional collaboration, unafraid of productive 

dissonance, which moves beyond congeniality to nurture professional 

dialogue leading to deep learning (Nelson et al., 2010; Marton and Booth, 

1997; Pedder and Opfer, 2012; Vermunt and Endedijk, 2011). Hargreaves 

and OôConnor (2018) extend the concept of collaboration for system 

improvement, suggesting established and mature professional collaboration 

can evolve to become collaborative professionalism: 

Collaborative professionalism is normativeé is about how 
teachers and other educators transform teaching and 
learning together to work with all students to develop fulfilling 
lives of meaning, purpose and success. It is organised in an 
evidence-informed, not data-driven way, through rigorous 
planning, deep and sometimes demanding dialogue, candid 
but constructive feedback and continuous collaborative 
inquiry. 

(Hargreaves and OôConnor, 2018 p.4) 

This type of collaboration, embedded at school and system level in contexts 

such as LS, provides opportunities for leaders and LS participants to lead on 

pedagogical and school improvement beyond their own classrooms and 

schools (Hargreaves and OôConnor, 2018). 

 

Instructional leadership (2.4.3) may be influential in improving student 

outcomes (Robinson et al., 2009). However, there appears to be a gap in the 
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literature about how system leaders ensure that the knowledge created as a 

result of instructional leadership and professional learning is shared across 

and between schools. This is a led process and I hoped that this study would 

provide insights into the practices of school leaders and system leaders that 

facilitate this knowledge mobilisation. Such insights are outlined in 4.5.3. 

Evidence in my data suggests that this complex mix of shared moral 

purpose, distributed leadership and followership, supported by and promoted 

in LS contexts, offers some validation of LS as an effective tool for system 

leaders to occasion the distribution of leadership for learning and the 

mobilisation of new knowledge across school networks. This finding is 

highlighted in 5.3. 

 

Although LS is acknowledged as an innovative research-practice model and 

a system of CPDL which might contribute to system reform (Godfrey and 

Brown, 2019; Porritt et al., 2017), there appears to be little reference in 

system leadership literature to ways in which system leaders develop 

opportunities for collaborative teacher professional learning in contexts such 

as LS. My research has presented an opportunity to illuminate the practices 

of system leaders deployed in the new roles of Research or Evidence 

Leaders and subject Specialist Leaders as a strategy to implement effective 

LS across the group of schools, contributing to growing numbers of research-

engaged schools (Godfrey and Brown, 2019). 

LS is a system of professional learning and development with the potential to 

effect positive change in teaching at school and system level, and involves a 

complex interplay of distributed teacher, school and system leadership to 

sustain it within and across schools. This distribution of leadership is the 

subject of the next section.  

2.4.6 Distributed leadership 

Leadership distribution is a feature of both teacher and system leadership. 

Sustaining effective LS within individual schools and across a network of 

schools may require leaders to establish research-informed improvement of 

teaching quality by promoting teacher learning and teacher leadership of 



79 
 

learning (Brown et al., 2020; Gorard, 2020; Timperley, 2011). This task is 

likely to be too large to be undertaken solely by individual leaders and 

aspects of it are likely to be shared and distributed across leaders at various 

levels of seniority. Inter-connected, shared leadership, united in common 

values and aims, may be a pre-condition for effective distributed leadership 

which focuses on collective rather than individual action (Bush and Glover, 

2014; Gronn, 2010; Leithwood et al., 2007). Spillane (2006) suggests that 

leadership distribution is present throughout organisations, for better or 

worse. Revisiting the efficacy of distributed leadership, Leithwood et al 

(2019) conclude that, despite some critical voices, there is clear empirical 

evidence that óleadership can have an especially positive influence on school 

and student outcomes when it is distributed.ô (Leithwood et al., 2019, p.9)  

 

Leadership of LS, distributed across individual schools and across a group of 

schools, may contribute to the development of an eco-system for research-

engaged schools by promoting research-informed practice at micro-, meso- 

and macro- levels of the educational system (Cain, 2019; Godfrey and 

Handscomb, 2019; Godfrey and Brown 2019). Hargreaves (2012b) defines 

distributed system leadership, in which school leaders take responsibility for 

leadership beyond the scope of their own school, as a significant feature of a 

mature self-improving system. The amplification of leadership influence that 

may result from the wider distribution of instructional leadership echoes the 

idea that the more leaders give away influence, the more they may acquire 

(Leithwood and Mascall, 2008; Swaffield and MacBeath, 2009). This 

expansion of leadership foundations may contribute to the cultural change 

required to achieve successful implementation of PLCs, such as LS groups 

(Dimmock, 2019). LS may have the potential to foster reciprocity, a more 

organic, distributive symbiosis, and distinguished from delegation 

(MacBeath, 2005). 

 

Discipline, developed and nurtured through shared purposes, may also be an 

essential feature of successful organisations with distributed leadership 

cultures. It involves disciplined people, (no need for hierarchy) disciplined 

thought, (no need for bureaucracy) and disciplined action (less need for 
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control) (Collins 2001). The scope of LS to support the development and 

distribution of leadership, disciplined through shared vision, purposes and 

contexts of inquiry, might contribute not only to the quality of teacher learning 

but also to the extent of leadership density in a school (Galdin-OôShea, 2015; 

Sergiovanni, 2007). It may not be enough, however, to hope for effective 

leadership to emerge without intentional action and practice.  

 

Gronn (2010) offers an extension to the concept of leadership distribution to 

encompass the ideas of leadership hybridity and configuration (p.71). He 

suggests that binary perspectives too often and unhelpfully pervade the 

leadership literature; leadership is either individual or distributed, actors are 

either leaders or followers, whereas in reality, single and shared leadership 

cohabit. In practice, leadership may be a configuration of hybrid and diverse 

modalities ï embodied in a range of networks and inter-relationships and 

requiring leaders to have specialised, domain-specific óleadership content 

knowledgeô (Stein and Nelson, 2003, p.1) to understand how to configure 

roles and responsibilities to achieve optimum student learning (Gronn, 2010). 

Designing a study which facilitates observation of leadersô actions, and the 

collection and analysis of the perspectives of participants with lived 

experience of those actions, may illuminate ways in which that knowledge 

may manifest in leadersô day-to-day adaptive practice (Chia, 2004).  

 

Understanding leadership as intentional, configured and distributed offered a 

perspective from which to understand the leadership practices of all research 

participants in my study, not just those in formal leadership roles (Gronn, 

2010; Spillane, 2006).   

 

School principals have opportunities to create and articulate a clear sense of 

policy and practice direction. Their domain-specific knowledge of classroom 

practice and teaching quality improvement and how that is networked and 

spread across and beyond the school, contributes to leadership processes. 

Headteachers and senior leaders of professional learning can bring a 

research-informed, strategic approach to this practice development, using 

their leadership content knowledge effectively to configure leadership roles 
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and responsibilities to achieve distributed and effectively-configured 

leadership which facilitates LS implementation (Gronn, 2010). I found little 

research that relates specifically to this area and therefore paid attention to it 

in my inquiry, discussed in 5.4.3.  

 

Improvement in the quality of teaching and learning in individual classrooms 

and across schools is oriented towards effecting systemic change. Next, I 

consider theories of change and improvement leadership which may be 

pertinent to the theoretical framework for my study. 

2.4.7 Leadership of change and improvement 

I understand two main ways in which the challenge of change leadership 

may be relevant to LS. First, the initial introduction of LS as a form of CPDL 

may represent a significant change in a schoolôs approach to professional 

learning. Secondly, the essence of LS is to effect and sustain pedagogical 

change in ways that enhance pupil learning and wider school improvement. 

In this section I review a range of influential theories of change which have 

influenced the educational change arena and may have relevance to both 

aspects of the change leadership challenges facing LS leaders. I begin with 

Lewin (1947), then discuss Kotter (2011; 2012) and Handy (1995), before 

moving onto Fullan (2001; 2011; 2016; 2018; 2020) and Robinson (2017) to 

concentrate my focus on education and school change. From there I pivot 

from change to improvement, considering Bryk et alôs (2015) research on 

improvement science and revisiting Lewisôs (2015) discussion of 

improvement science in the context of LS. Synthesising their findings, I 

consider ways in which LS might provide professional learning contexts in 

which leaders can put change and improvement theories into practice.  

Schein (1996) suggests planning change is better understood as managing 

learning, that cultures are changed through a positive process of 

development growth which emphasises learner involvement. He describes 

how Lewinôs (1947) influential three-step model of behavioural change has 

informed his work on organisational change. 
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A successful change includes therefore three aspects: 
unfreezing (if necessary) the present level L1, moving to the 
new level L2, and freezing group life on the new level. Since 
any level is determined by a force field, permanency implies 
that the new force field is made relatively secure against 
change.  

(Lewin, 1947 p.35) 

This initial unfreezing phase might be represented in a LS context, as a 

period of unlearning embedded, tacit behavioural habits and encountering 

and incorporating new data, ideas and practice change until they become 

internalised, or re-frozen in newly habitual practice (Burnes, 2020). Schein 

(1996 p.62) suggests that the primary challenge faced by leaders at the 

unfreezing or ómotivated to changeô stage is to create sufficient psychological 

safety to counter learning anxiety ï a predictable and defensive response 

from change participants attempting to maintain equilibrium by resisting 

disruption. In the initial phases of implementing LS for the first time, leaders 

may need to commit significant resource to helping participants to unlearn 

old approaches to professional learning and to understand the rationale for 

and the processes supporting the new one. Once established, LS leaders 

enact practices which secure LS as a safe space in which participants can 

encounter and implement new, research-informed pedagogical content 

knowledge as part of planned professional learning and in situ practice 

change. Schein (2017) sees crises (such as adverse school inspections) as 

particularly pertinent to the creation and transmission of organisational 

cultures because of the impact they can have on the depth of learning and 

the motivation to learn and change. He discusses the importance of leaders 

creating temporary ócultural islandsô (Schein, 2017 p.111) of psychological 

safety in which members of a culture can suspend hierarchies and come 

together to generate change. On the island they can leave their pre-existing 

cultural assumptions behind, and engage in a facilitated dialogue, echoing 

ancient cultures where decisions were made around a campfire. Differences 

and new ways of working can be explored, theories of change and rationales 

for action unpicked and understood. Construing LS as a cultural island where 

leaders and teachers can collaborate and engage in dialogue about 
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challenging topics regarding pedagogical improvement and practice change, 

sees LS contributing to cultural and change leadership, 

 

Kotterôs (2011; 2012) twelve-step organisational change model could support 

leaders planning to introduce LS. Confronting difficult realities about pupil 

learning outcomes in a school in difficulties, following an adverse inspection 

result for example, could provide the urgency required to motivate teachers 

to engage in LS as a new form of CPDL. Leaders might also find the other 

steps useful scaffolds to inform their implementation plans and manage the 

process: distributing and configuring LS leadership effectively to build a 

guiding coalition; creating and over-communicating their vision and rationale 

for change; empowering participants to engage in practical and motivational 

ways; planning for short-term evidence of success; building on and 

consolidating those successes and finally embedding the sustainable 

implementation of LS into the professional learning culture of the school.  

 

Handy (1995, p.51) uses the sigmoid curve (Figure 4) to illustrate 

organisational growth and decline, suggesting that proactive, pre-emptive 

improvement action can start a new growth curve before the previous one 

begins to decline. 

 

 

Figure 4: The Sigmoid Curve  

(adapted from Handy, 1995, p.51) 
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He suggests the best time to intervene to effect change is at point A, when 

improvement remains on an upward trajectory, capacity for implementing 

change is strong, outlook is optimistic, and the chances of success are high. 

Trying to implement change once an organisation has reached point B is 

likely to be much more challenging; skilled staff have already abandoned 

ship, morale is low, the risk of failure is high. The leadership of change 

oriented towards improvement may involve iterative and complex processes 

of evaluation, analysis and strategic action which are intrinsically connected. 

Frost (2012) suggests teacher leadership in contexts of CPDL may have 

potential to contribute both to school improvement through innovation and to 

system change. Embedding LS as part of a strategic approach to CPDL and 

pedagogical improvement may represent pre-emptive, sustained intervention 

at point A on Handyôs sigmoid curve, contributing to a culture of continuous 

learning and improvement that may help to prevent deterioration at Point B. 

Next, I consider other implications for LS leadership practice of school 

improvement research.  

2.4.8 Leadership of school improvement 

Fullan (2001; 2016) and Fullan and Quinn (2016) argue that to create 

coherence from the complexity of change, leaders need to understand 

change leadership and should integrate essential theoretical elements of it 

into their practice. Fullan (2011, p.11) suggests the óright driversô for positive 

change (improvement) include capacity building, collaboration, pedagogy 

and systemness.  

 

Systems thinking may be a key characteristic of learning organisations 

engaged in improvement leadership (Senge, 2006). Authentic school 

improvement is likely to involve practices that effect positive changes to pupil 

learning outcomes and educational experiences. Fullan and Quinn (2016) 

suggest that a coherent approach to school improvement should involve the 

setting of clear goals, building of collaborative cultures, an emphasis on 

deepening learning and internal accountability. Setting these goals in LS 

might be undertaken by teacher participants or leaders, or collectively 
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between them ï chiming with research about teacher, system and distributed 

leadership discussed in 2.4.4, 2.4.5 and 2.4.6. Where leaders bring these 

understandings to their implementation strategies, LS may contribute to the 

coherent leadership of pedagogical change. 

 

If a key aim of teachersô professional learning is to enhance pedagogy and 

effect change in classroom practice which improves pupil learning, then 

school leaders who lead and facilitate this process are engaged in the 

leadership of change, improvement and implementation (Bryk et al., 2015; 

Fullan, 2016; Robinson, 2017; Seleznyov et al., 2021). These purposes may 

be enhanced by securing disciplined professional collaboration and inquiry, 

building capacity, focusing on pedagogy and developing sustainable systems 

which promote distributed leadership at all levels of the organisation (Bryk et 

al., 2015; Fullan, 2016). LS may provide an inquiry context and mode of 

collaboration among teachers that is conducive to their learning and 

continuing development (Dudley, 2013; Lewis et al., 2006; Lewis et al., 2012; 

Lim et al., 2011; Porritt et al., 2017). When well-led in ways which 

incorporate sufficient mechanisms to secure characteristics of effective 

CPDL, LS may have the potential to build capacity and facilitate teacher 

engagement with educational research, specialist support, evaluative inquiry 

and criticality in relation to childrenôs learning and achievement (Fullan, 2016; 

Greany, 2017; Porritt et al., 2017; Sims et al., 2021; Timperley, 2011; 

Weston and Clay, 2018). This may improve teachersô classroom practices, 

pedagogical and subject knowledge. Moreover, LSôs potential to nurture 

professional dialogue, teacher inquiry and agency may promote mutual 

understanding of individual LS participantsô theories of action and the co-

construction of positive and sustainable change, or re-freezing, through 

professional collaboration (Hargreaves and OôConnor, 2018; Lewin, 1947; 

Robinson, 2017). The aim of all school-based professional learning activity, 

including LS, is to effect positive changes in the pedagogy and practice of 

teachers in order to improve the quality of pupil learning. In this context, LS 

may be a vehicle for school improvement (Lewis, 2015; Stigler and Hiebert, 

2016). Securing its integration within organisational professional 

development, learning and improvement systems could allow leaders to 
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leverage collaborative cultures to build capacity, support pedagogical 

development and drive change (Fullan, 2016; 2020). Next, I explore literature 

which suggests that LS reflects features of improvement science. 

2.4.9 LS as improvement science 

If there is one piece of advice we might offer to those 
wishing to study and improve lesson study it would be to 
develop more connections to the broader world of quality 
improvement and improvement science. Lesson study is a 
good example of improvement science, as noted by Huang, 
Gong, and Hané[2016] But it seems to us that it could 
benefit even more from applying the principles of 
improvement science that have developed across numerous 
industries, health care, as well as work in education that has 
developed independently of the lesson study tradition. 

(Stigler and Hiebert, 2016 p.578) 

Stigler and Hiebert (2016) recognise, like Lewis (2015), that LS may 

exemplify six core principles used across the broader terrain of improvement 

science (illustrated in Figure 5) to describe and scaffold the work of Network 

Improvement Communities (NLCs) (Le Mahieu et al., 2017; Bryk, 2018; 

Lewis, 2015; Stigler and Hiebert, 2016). Bryk (2018) suggests that a core 

principle of school improvement science is to ground improvement work in 

empirical methods, to óbe problem-specificô (p.2). In LS, teachers can 

problematize their work in ways specific to their practice, their pupils and 

their LS inquiry focus. A second principle is to óattend to variabilityô (p.2). In 

their data analysis as part of inquiry and action research in LS, teachers may 

pay attention to sources of variability in pupil learning. Reflecting the third 

principle, ósee the systemô (p.2), LS participants may attend to systems 

associated with the LS inquiry focus. The fourth principle, óembrace 

measurementô (p.2) is reflected in LS in the evaluation of practice changes 

participants intend to make at the research lesson planning stage of the LS 

cycle. Implementation of inquiry protocols in a systematic and disciplined 

way is an integral part of LS and reflects the fifth principle of improvement 

science, ólearn through disciplined inquiryô (p.2). Finally, LS requires 

professional collaboration, deprivatisation of classroom practice and 

knowledge sharing within individual LS groups and across networked 
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communities within and across schools, echoing the sixth principle, óorganise 

as networks (social learning)ô (Bryk et al., 2015; Bryk, 2018 p.2).  

 

Figure 5: Six Core Principles of Improvement  

(Bryk 2018, p.2; original in colour) 

In this study, I frame school improvement as the achievement of successful 

change in the complex work of schools. A key aim of school improvement 

work should be to develop the knowledge required to implement well-

founded reform ideas and disseminate effective new strategies widely and 

rapidly in collaborative, networked contexts. In this studyôs networked 

context, improvement is formally construed at policy level as the problem of 

improving teaching and learning with the aim of improving pupil learning 

outcomes across the full gamut of the primary curriculum. With careful 

refinement of a problem specific to the work of LS participants, facilitated by 

LS facilitators and/or Koshi, this approach reflects characteristics of 

disciplined inquiry associated with NICs. Leaders and LS participants pose 

inquiry questions relating precisely to the pedagogical or curriculum 

improvement they want to achieve. They study guidance and research during 

Kyouzai Kenkyuu to establish a well-founded theory of action before deciding 

what change they will trial in a research lesson. Finally, evaluation of the 

extent to which the change they make represents pedagogical improvement 

should conclude the LS cycle. In this context, LS may contribute to a 
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complex ócausal cascadeô (Bryk, 2009, p.598; Bryk et al., 2015, p.15), where 

LS participants work on a very specific problem which is relevant to their 

classroom practice but which may be a small aspect of a larger improvement 

priority, identified by leaders with the aim of achieving even broader whole 

school or system improvement goals over the longer term (Bryk et al., 2015). 

Whether leadership is viewed as individual or collective, distributed or 

configured, transformational, heroic or instructional ï the models and 

theories discussed here view leadership through the lens of competency. 

However, understanding what one needs to be able to do or to achieve, does 

not necessarily translate directly into the actions leaders carry out in their 

routine, day to day work. Important to my thesis is how leaders enact their 

leadership to secure successful outcomes for pupils and colleagues, not 

necessarily their competencies. This is also a strong resonance here 

between the perspective of LS to focus not on the teacher but the teaching ï 

the doing - and its impact on pupil learning.  

I conclude 2.4 by shifting my perspective on leadership from competency to 

practice. 

2.4.10 Leadership from a practice perspective 

Typologies of leadership discussed so far represent a competency-framed 

approach to understanding and analysing educational leadership. 

Weaknesses in the competency-based approach may include genericism 

and an assumption of consistency and applicability across domains, that 

those who excel in the same role behave in the same way, and that the 

behaviours advocated can be learned (Bolden and Gosling, 2006). Lack of a 

leadership competency does not necessarily equate to poor performance, 

but leaders may need a metacognitive and theoretical understanding to be 

intentional about their leadership actions (Bush and Glover, 2014). School 

leadership is necessary to promote learning and involves building 

collaborative cultures, capacity and capability (Fullan, 2016; Fullan Quinn, 

2016; Swaffield and MacBeath, 2009). Connections may need to be 

strengthened to show the particular leadership practices that create the 

conditions which enable teachers to influence student learning in a positive 
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direction (Robinson et al., 2009; Robinson et al., 2008). There is less 

research that focuses on leadersô actions and practices ï what leaders do in 

their enactment of their leadership values, responsibilities and tasks (Carroll 

et al., 2008; Denis et al., 2010). A study of the leadership practices enacted 

to implement effective LS may reveal indirect connections to pupil learning 

through an emphasis on teacher learning. Leaders who can synthesise and 

apply features of selected leadership theories such as distribution and 

configuration, flexibly in their leadership practices at the right time and in 

appropriate situations, may harness teachersô best efforts and enhance 

school improvement (Bush and Glover, 2014; Gronn, 2010).  

 

Denis et al (2010) explore educational leadership as a dynamic, situated, 

collective and dialectical phenomenon and from a praxis perspective, 

focussing on organisational leadersô sometimes mundane but significant 

actions and practices as they enact the tacit, everyday practical reality of 

strategic leadership (Alvesson and Sveningsson, 2003a; Carroll et al., 2008; 

Chia, 2004; Chia and MacKay, 2007). They argue that, viewed through a 

dynamic phenomenological lens, even the most micro-level practices may 

lead recursively to consequences which can be substantive, symbolic or 

political in nature, and may lead to tangible, structural change, the 

emergence of new stakeholder understandings or change among the leaders 

themselves. Practices are embodied in individual actions which lead to 

events, situations and outcomes, and may be revealed only over the long 

term, such are the difficulties of linking individual actions to macro-outcomes 

(Chia and MacKay, 2007). Seen as a collective phenomenon, leadership 

may be untenable without an aligned coalition (for example between teacher, 

school and system leaders), coordinating actions, making the most of 

individual specialisms, sharing out the work and contributing collective 

resource. As a situated phenomenon, leadership is practically enacted within 

place and time (Salaman, 2004), with tacit, micro-practices which may be 

best understood in relation to Bourdieuôs (1985) concept of habitus, (the 

internalised, tacit actions intrinsic to automatic mastery, exhibited in 

schemata of action or the proficient performance of a task) and from 

observation of leadersô actions in situ (Chia, 2004). As a dialectic 
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phenomenon, study of leadership practice may also reveal the interplay 

between opposing ideas and forces, such as control and resistance, consent 

and dissent. Praxis, practice and practitioner form three strands of practice 

theory which span the complex inter-relationships between the micro, 

ósituated doings of human beingsô (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007 p.7) and macro, 

socially-normative practices. Strategy-as-practice research illuminates the 

tacit micro-routines, procedures and situated activities enacted by leaders 

and managers as they go about their daily, mundane work. Chia and Mackay 

(2007) argue that while strategy is sometimes planned in advance, more 

often than not it happens unconsciously and in the moment, requiring skilful, 

improvised and situated leadership and management ócopingô (Chia and Holt, 

2006 p.635). This emergence of strategy from reflexive consideration of my 

own LS leadership practices and those of teacher, school and system 

leaders is evident in the ethnographic field notes I recorded as participant 

researcher and in my narrative writing in my crystallised research design, 

outlined in Chapter Three.  

2.4.11 Summary 

In this section I have synthesised theories of leadership which might help to 

explain the phenomenon of LS leadership practice rather than competency 

and contribute to the theoretical framework for my research design. I have 

considered leadership through the two lenses of competency and practice. 

From a competency perspective, leaders intent on implementing LS as a 

form of inquiry-oriented CPDL may require competencies in instructional 

leadership and an understanding of the importance of connecting leadership 

to learning. A recognition that the improvement leadership task is too big for 

one person eschews a binary view of leadership and brings distributed, 

hybrid and configured models into scope, encompassing teacher leadership 

beyond teachersô own classrooms and system leadership beyond individual 

schools and across school networks. LS may promote teacher leadership of 

pedagogical improvement at grassroots level, and LS may encapsulate 

essential characteristics of improvement science, supporting the leadership 

of educational change and contributing to wider school improvement.  
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Gronn (2010) recommends more ethnographically-framed research into the 

practice of leadership, mapping practice through longitudinal data-gathering 

to capture leadersô improvisations, assess their effectiveness and understand 

better how leadership is configured in schools to promote student learning 

(Chia, 2004). This focus on practice rather than competency is a central 

feature of my research. Walker (2010) calls for greater understanding of the 

connections between research about learning, organisational conditions 

which promote it and leadership practice. Investigating the phenomenon of 

LS leadership from a practice perspective allows me to capitalise on 

opportunities to study the ósituated doingsô of LS leaders in the context of 

their work (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007, p.7). A qualitative, crystallised research 

design incorporating ethnographic elements, allowed me to explore over an 

extended period of time what leaders actually do as they go about their 

efforts to introduce and sustain implementation of effective LS. This informed 

my research design and is explained in detail in 3.2.2. Other key ideas 

examined in this section that have informed my data analysis include being 

alert to indicators of teacher agency and/or autonomy, to any evidence of the 

application of principles of improvement science, the leadership of 

improvement and change and to leadership practices as they might be 

framed by leadership competencies and typologies. 

 

A research emphasis on leadersô tacit and nuanced micro-practices and how 

they are understood by research participants through multiple interactions in 

multiple contexts over an extended period of time requires an appreciation of 

theories of complexity and an understanding of its influence on my research 

arena. This emphasis reflects a complexity perspective. I therefore turn now 

to a brief discussion of complexity science research as it pertains to 

education and the theoretical framework for this inquiry. 
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2.5 Complexity 

Human relationships, played out across interconnected and overlapping 

social and professional fields of action, are complex and unpredictable. 

Education, school learning cultures and their leadership are therefore 

similarly complex and challenging topics for discussion and suitable subjects 

for consideration from the perspective of complexity science (Davis, 2008). 

Davis and Sumara (2008) make a case for complexity as an authentic 

educational theory, unlike theories they see as borrowed from other domains 

and disciplines. For leaders of LS, questions of culture contribute to 

challenges they face in navigating a coherent path through a complex maze 

of conditions, cultures, processes and structures required to achieve 

sustainable and effective implementation. LS may require the 

synchronisation of established cultures of systematic teacher inquiry, 

research-informed CPDL and collaborative lesson planning routines (Hervas 

and Medina, 2020) . For these reasons in the following section, I include a 

short review of literature about complexity theory to explain how ideas of 

complexity have contributed to a theoretical framework for my inquiry (Byrne, 

2005).  

Byrne (2005) suggests that while some may understand complexity to be 

more metaphor than theory, it is central to explanations of phenomenological 

emergence in complex, non-linear environments such as human, social 

systems. Complexity is an ontological concept ï it explains how things are 

and come to be. Although there are dangers inherent in over-simplification 

(Byrne 2005), the essence of simple complexity may focus on what new 

phenomena can emerge from a collection of relatively simple components, 

simple elements of a system interacting in simple ways may lead to rich 

variety of realistic outcomes. A generalised interpretation of complexity sees 

complex systems encompassing extensive and uncontrolled elemental 

networks and agents, leading to complex, collective actions and outcomes 

from multiple but still essentially simple individual and different interactions 

(Johnson, 2007; Mason, 2008; Mitchell, 2009). Human individuals embody 

complex systems, so the infinite variety of nested and overlapping situations 

schools present, in which complex individuals interact, may lead to the 
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complex emergence of an infinite number of possible and unpredictable, 

collectively-constructed phenomena over the immediate, short, medium and 

long term and along the temporal continuum in between (Byrne and 

Callaghan, 2014; Mason, 2008).  

Byrne (2005) advocates generalised complexity as a framework for social 

science research and Mason (2008) explores the relevance of a complexity 

frame of reference specific to school improvement contexts. Mason (2008; 

2009) suggests attention to apparently small, outwardly trivial factors, such 

as the nuanced minutiae of leadersô tacit daily practices, since these 

apparently insignificant interactions could contribute to the emergence of 

something significant later in the chain. He argues that understanding school 

improvement from a complexity standpoint encourages leaders to approach 

it from as many different angles and levels as possible and at the same time. 

Understanding the work of improvement leaders from a complexity 

perspective in this way resonates with a crystallisation research 

methodology, allowing exploration and analysis of a range of evidence from 

multiple perspectives and in multiple ways. On the one hand complexity 

suggests unpredictability; on the other leaders can use well-founded 

research and evidence and attention to conditions of emergence (Davis and 

Sumara, 2006) to mitigate the unpredictability of complex emergence and 

manipulate it towards more predictable and desirable outcomes. These 

conditions include:  

¶ óinternal diversityô (p.138) of the systemic factors ï this resonates with 

the nuanced adaptations that take place in approaches to LS from 

cycle to cycle, school to school, network to network and culture to 

culture; 

¶ internal redundancy (p.139), allowing new agents to take over as 

others relinquish activity or fail ï exemplified in the impact on LS of 

staff turnover and the need for iterative training in the process for new 

participants; 

¶ neighbour interactions (p 142) of ideas through dialogue and 

collaboration ï exemplified in LS in its collaborative characteristics, 

especially when LS groups include teachers from different schools;  
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¶ decentralisation of control (p.144), through leadership distribution ï 

and in LS contexts demonstrated through teacher, school and system 

leadership, the role of the Koshi and the LS facilitator;  

¶ randomness (p.147) or unexpected disruption ï as this pertains to LS 

in the reality of school life ï the arrival of a global pandemic, for 

example;  

¶ depth of systemic coherence (p.147) ï for LS, the extent to which 

procedures are systemised in policy across the school or group of 

schools; 

¶ systemic control through negative and positive feedback loops (p.151) 

ï the impact on LS participants motivation and engagement of their 

perceptions of the success of their LS inquiries; 

¶ means to preserve information (p.151) through recording and 

codification ï this resonates in the context of LS in the multiple ways 

in which LS outcomes are shared; 

¶ stability under perturbations (p.151), reproductive instability (p.151) or 

equilibrium and disequilibrium - a certain amount of which may be a 

precursor to creativity and innovation (Pascale et al., 2001) ï this has 

been evident in responses to the Covid-19 pandemic (March 2020 - 

June 2021) as LS leaders and participants developed new, digital and 

virtual approaches to LS. 

The transdisciplinary features of educational practice, and the extent and 

depth of connectivity, through discourse in professional networks and 

communities and the scale of the system, may also contribute to complex 

emergence (Davis and Sumara, 2008; Mason, 2008; 2009). 

Cilliers (2005) urges the embrace of complexityôs uncertainty, and 

acceptance that knowledge is unlikely to be complete or unambiguous. He 

argues that researchers can make testable predictions, but should remain 

cautious and modest in their claims and open-minded in their expectations. 

This uncertainty is reflected in the iterative and continuous inquiry aspects of 

LS ï new knowledge is always incomplete, simply a contribution to an 

iterative process of reflexive knowledge-generation.  
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Godfrey et al (2018) acknowledged the implications of complexity in their 

application of Pattonôs (2011) developmental approach to LS evaluation 

(2.2). Developmental evaluation, as distinct from formative and summative 

evaluation, recognises complexity in contexts of innovation and change, such 

as LS. LS reflects characteristics of a complex system. It takes a non-linear 

approach to pedagogical improvement. Outcomes are uncertain; they 

emerge from adaptations arising from self-organising interactions between 

participants, pupils, leaders and the environment, and feedback from 

evaluative processes is intrinsically connected and contributes to ongoing 

changes and adaptations (Patton, 2011).  

Bringing a complexity perspective to my conceptual framework provided a 

helpful lens through which to synthesise the wide range of factors suggested 

by research literature to influence leadersô practices (Byrne and Callaghan, 

2014). Developing a holistic research design, underpinned by a methodology 

such as crystallisation, which resonated with complexity and developmental 

evaluation perspectives, illuminated such a synthesis. It also directed 

attention to influences I exerted as researcher on the field of my inquiry and 

was a useful methodological direction to pursue (Davis, 2008). On that note, 

I move on here to weave together the strands and themes of my literature 

review into one theoretical framework with which to conceptualise LS 

leadership practice and inform my research design. 

2.6 Theoretical framework to research design 

I conclude this chapter by reflecting on how the themes explored in my 

literature review combine in my inquiryôs theoretical framework. I illustrate 

this in Figure 6. This diagram aims to show how leadersô practices might 

influence LS supports and, with features suggested in the LS, learning and 

leadership literature, might combine in complex, interconnected and difficult-

to-predict ways, contributing to the complex emergence of effective LS. The 

concentric rectangles illustrate the nested-ness of research fields: research 

participants; their practices; the LS supports towards which their practices 

are directed; the possible and desired outcomes of their practices, namely 

teachersô professional learning, pedagogical change and improvement, 
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organisational cultures of learning and leadership and the filter of complexity 

through which all these influence must pass in order to engender the 

emergence of successful LS. I have used perforations to illustrate the porous 

boundaries between these fields, in order to show how interactions, 

connections and research actors might overlap and interconnect one with 

another, spanning these boundaries and further contributing to complexity 

(Williams, 2002). My study aims to illuminate leadersô practices, connecting 

teachers, school and system leaders to the LS supports they aim to 

establish. 
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Figure 6: Theoretical framework for this inquiry 

 

(Leadership practices yet to be defined through data analysis; original in colour)
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Facilitating teacher learning that has an impact on pupil learning to bring 

about authentic school improvement is central to my professional work. 

Conducting this review of literature for my research study provided an 

opportunity to develop a theory of action for an inquiry into my professional 

problem ï to understand more about the practices enacted by leaders in their 

efforts to implement and sustain successful LS. Reflecting principles of 

development evaluation (Patton, 2011), leaders have adapted the model 

implemented within and across the schools in this study as a result of a 

reflexive and interactive research process. Systems for knowledge 

mobilisation and sharing outcomes in the schools in this study have become 

more disciplined and refined and continue to develop. School leaders in the 

schools studied are increasingly aware of the importance of devoting more 

time at the beginning of a cycle to research engagement and study or 

Kyouzai Kenkyuu. This reflects the iterative and reflexive nature of this 

inquiry ï the study has influenced professional practice, which has influenced 

the study, and so on. This development and maturation of LS leadership 

practice and its impact on the enactment of LS is evident in research 

participantsô responses and researcher reflections, outlined in detail in 

Chapter 4 and discussed in Chapter 5.  

 

In the context of my study, leadership practice may lie in the eyes of the 

beholder. What seems a rational leadership practice to one participant may 

be an annoying imposition and barrier to agency and self-efficacy to another. 

Teacher-leaders may assume perspectives which differ from those in formal 

leadership roles. Understanding the nature of their interactions in LS 

contexts may be vital to understanding contingent leadership practices (Bush 

and Glover, 2014; Gronn, 2010; Spillane et al., 2004). My aim has been to 

explore the interpretations and construals of school and system leadership 

practice from the perspective of the leaders and followers at teacher, senior 

leader and system leader level.  

Interactions take place in the relationships between leaders and followers, in 

formal and informal roles and in planned and unplanned situations. They 

may differ between participants depending on the subject area or the focus 
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of the leadership practice. They may be evidenced in the dialogue and in the 

nuanced, tacit interactions that take place between participants, but it is also 

feasible that they may not be; people do not always say what they think or do 

what they say (Scribner et al., 2007). It has been important to distinguish 

carefully between leaders and followers, since the roles taken by 

participants, or the roles which participants construe others as taking, may 

be fluid and inter-changeable according to the direction and intention of the 

leadership practice, the situation or the group in which it takes place. 

Understanding this lay behind my decision to choose the Pictor interview 

technique, which I explain in detail in 3.2.4 and 3.2.5. There may be fine 

nuances of inter-changeability in this regard which an insider role helped me 

to observe and interpret (Gronn, 2000; 2008; Spillane, 2006). Moreover, 

since a distributed perspective does not necessarily favour leadership which 

exerts a positive influence on outcomes desired by leaders, it would be 

essential to remain alert to leadership practices which might undermine 

implementation efforts or LS efficacy, intentionally or not (Hargreaves and 

Fink, 2006; Harris, 2008). 

Practice may be enacted in the context of a range of supports for LS, such 

as conditions, processes, routines, structures, contexts, events, groups and 

organisational activities. Viewing LS through a complexity lens may reveal 

situations emerging from the interactions between leaders and followers 

which then become new contexts for the enactment of leadership practice 

(Spillane, 2006). Alternatively, leadership practices may be intentionally 

directed towards subjects (King and Horrocks, 2010), oriented towards 

developing pedagogy within a LS research lesson or towards the expansion 

of LS as a process across a network of schools.  

My synthesis of the literature included in this review has helped to 

conceptualise my research problem and to crystallise my argument that 

since LS may provide a structure that supports teacher learning within 

collaborative, professional inquiry communities, it seems feasible that 

leaders seeking to effect school improvement may find the implementation of 

LS beneficial to teacher learning and so to pupil learning. Synthesis of 

research about LS and theories of learning and leadership, led me to 
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conclude that in order to study how leaders influence the promotion and 

embedding of LS across my network of primary schools, my research design 

should acknowledge the complex synthesis of a range of contributory factors 

and allow me to explore leadership practices related to LS and found in the 

interactions between people and in the situations in which they interact. To 

this end, I formulated the following research questions: 

In a network of eleven English primary schools: 

¶ how do leaders influence the implementation of effective and 

sustainable Lesson Study? 

¶ what kinds of leadership practices do teachers and leaders perceive 

to promote organisational conditions, cultures, processes and 

structures which establish and sustain effective LS within and across 

schools? 

In the following chapter, I address the research philosophy and 

methodological rationale underpinning my study. I explain my research 

design, explain how I addressed ethical considerations and outline my 

approach to the analysis of a varied dataset which reflects the complexity of 

the inquiry arena. 

 

 



101 
 

3 Methodology 

In this chapter, I re-visit my research problem and re-state the purpose of my 

study. I detail aspects of the methodological literature that have influenced 

my inquiry and a summary of my research design. Acknowledging the 

philosophical and theoretical underpinnings of my inquiry, I explain how I 

arrived at a crystallisation methodology with ethnographic, phenomenological 

and narrative influences and I discuss the risks and affordances of this 

approach. I outline how a theoretical perspective influenced by complexity 

and phenomenology is reflected in my investigation of the phenomenon of 

LS leadership and how this informed my decision to utilise an approach to 

semi-structured interviewing known as the Pictor technique, adapted from 

health research (King and Bravington et al., 2013; King and Horrocks, 2010). 

I reflect on the impact of changes in my professional role on the scope of the 

study and outline the phases of my investigation. 

I move on to explain how I paid conscientious attention to the ethical issues 

relevant to my inquiry, carefully considering my role in data collection, 

specifically my position as a figure of power and authority in my professional 

role and my collection of data through audio recording of my field-notes and 

Pictor interviews (King and Horrocks, 2010). I explain the ways in which my 

research design evolved to embrace aspects of participant observation 

(Spradley, 1980), phenomenology and narrative research (Cresswell 2009; 

Clandinin, 2013; Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). I describe the development 

of my field notes, the reasoning which informed my choice of the Pictor semi-

structured interviewing strategy and my decision to adopt crystallisation as 

an over-arching methodology which reflects the complexity of my researcher 

role, my research arena and varied dataset (Ellingson, 2009; 2014; 

Richardson, 2000). 

3.1 Inquiry context 

My professional problem lay in finding ways to establish LS as a mode of 

teacher professional learning, at first in my own school and, over time, 

across an integrated network of eleven English primary schools. An 

assumption that informs this research and my leadership practice is that 
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collaborative, research-informed professional learning and development, 

such as LS, in classroom contexts, can provide an effective means to 

improve the quality of classroom practice in ways that enhance learning for 

both teachers and pupils (Opfer and Pedder, 2011a). LS is characterised by 

each of these features of professional learning and so there are reasonable 

grounds for promoting it with a degree of optimism. Although LS is a simple 

enough idea, its practical adaptation in specific school and classroom 

contexts raises significant challenges for teachers and leaders, and therefore 

places considerable demands on their expertise. As discussed in the 

previous chapter, the practices of leaders involved in the implementation of 

LS within and across UK primary schools are an important but neglected 

area of research and are the main focus of my study. 

3.1.1 Aim of the study and delimitations 

My research aimed to analyse and understand the kinds of practices enacted 

by leaders at teacher, school and system level as they work to implement LS 

within and across schools. Leadership practices encompass strategic 

decisions, actions and behaviours ï the ósituated doingsô (Jarzabkowski et 

al., 2007, p.7) enacted by leaders which, when revealed and made explicit 

through inquiry, can facilitate understanding of their implications for the 

success of LS and the perceptions of those they lead (Pring, 2015).  

A key element of my research design was an empirical focus and disciplined 

reflection on my own leadership aspirations, strategies, intentions, actions, 

decisions, practices, beliefs, dispositions and perspectives alongside those 

of other teachers and leaders with responsibility for promoting and 

participating in LS within their own school or across other schools in the 

network.  

My researcher role was intimately entwined with my leadership role and my 

intentions as a senior organisational and system leader. This professional 

stance brought an obligation to be transparent about my own inherent biases 

and the impact that these may have had, not only on my own interpretations, 

but on the interpretations, actions and interactions of my research 

participants. My interest and motivation lies in a desire to implement and 
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sustain effective LS in the schools in this study. It would be important to 

remain alert and receptive to leadership practices which participants perceive 

to undermine this intent, as well as those which support it. This study relies 

on describing and interpreting the ways in which the phenomenon of LS 

leadership is practised, constructed and construed by actors in the research 

field, including myself. While I have taken rigorous steps throughout the 

investigation to ensure its integrity, authenticity and validity, explained in 3.6, 

it is a qualitative study, founded upon interpretivist assumptions and human 

idiosyncrasies and interested in the constructions and construals of 

participants. Its findings may be useful to others interested in LS leadership 

in similar, UK educational contexts. The inferences I draw in my conclusions 

may resonate in other similar contexts and suggest commonalities and 

patterns of practice which may support other leaders interested in this area 

of leadership. However, since this study is focused on a human, social 

phenomenon, findings are unlikely to be directly replicable or generalisable in 

a scientific, positivist sense (Thomas, 2017). 

3.1.2 Research questions 

In a network of eleven English primary schools: 

¶ how do leaders influence the implementation of effective and 

sustainable Lesson Study? 

¶ what kinds of leadership practices do teachers (including teacher 

leaders) school and system leaders perceive to promote 

organisational conditions, cultures, processes and structures which 

establish and sustain effective LS within and across schools? 

The main influence on the shaping and development of the study were 

considerations about what kinds of data would best help me to address my 

questions and what methodological approaches and methods of data 

collection and analysis would be most helpful in collecting them. A pilot study 

carried out between December 2014 and July 2015 and my reading of 

conceptual, methodological and research literature also influenced my 

research design. 
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3.2 Research design 

My aim has been to develop detailed and richly contextualised 

understandings of the leadership practices associated with the 

implementation of LS in a network of eleven primary schools in central 

England, with particular emphasis on the practices and perspectives of those 

directly involved. I sought to evaluate how my research participants 

understood and interpreted the practices and actions of leaders oriented 

intentionally and unconsciously towards LS leadership which they construed 

as influential. I wanted to understand which practices and actions LS leaders 

and participants perceived to be oriented towards leadership goals and 

likewise how they might have constructed meanings related to leadership 

which could influence their enactment of and participation in productive LS. I 

also needed to consider my own position as a serving leader and the 

importance of attending to my own personal and professional understandings 

and interpretations of leadership, my beliefs and values and my leadership 

practices and actions in different contexts of LS promotion.  

I worked both as a school leader involved closely and directly in the 

leadership of and participation in LS with both school leaders and teacher 

participants. These roles provided an opportunity for me to understand 

leadership and learning practices from their particular perspectives and 

contexts of practice, to understand how teachers and leaders construct 

meanings related to leadership and influence in LS contexts. Reflected here 

is a set of interpretivist and phenomenological perspectives. Leadership 

practices reflected in distributed and instructional leadership frameworks are 

inherently interactive. Paying research attention to the interactions between 

colleagues which may be affected by the practices of leaders situated both 

within and outside the group, reflects social constructionist assumptions. In 

short, my research interest lay in understanding the phenomenon of 

leadership practice as it pertains to the implementation of LS within individual 

and across a group of primary schools. An interpretive inquiry with a 

phenomenological but pragmatic theoretical perspective suggested a 

research design that would facilitate the collection of a range of qualitative 

data which may contribute to addressing my research problem (Biesta, 2020; 
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Bryman, 2012; Cresswell, 2009; Crotty,1998, Denscombe, 2010; Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2005; Pring, 2015; Thomas, 2017).                                                         

As my inquiry developed, so did my professional and leadership role. This 

had a significant impact on my role as a researcher in my field of study and 

the nature of my participation in my research field. I made changes to my 

research design and data collection methods as a result. I began in 2014 as 

a researcher completely immersed in direct participation in LS in my own 

individual school, with some influence as a system leader over the 

development of LS across a local network. As my leadership role developed, 

I moved away from direct leadership and complete participation as a 

substantive headteacher, to senior organisational and system leadership 

over a number of schools. I was no longer participating directly in LS, but 

working with school leaders and system leaders to influence the 

development of LS at system level across our network of eleven primary 

schools. 

This is a research context underpinned by an ontological world view which 

sees knowledge and meaning as constructed and construed according to 

human, cultural interpretation. This suggests an inquiry grounded in an 

interpretivist paradigm and a social constructionist epistemological stance. It 

incorporates a phenomenological and pragmatic theoretical perspective 

(Biesta, 2020; Crotty,1998) and indicates an interpretivist, open-ended and 

exploratory inquiry, which draws upon multiple data sources, across several 

contexts and over time (Cresswell, 2009; Crotty,1998; Pring, 2015; Thomas, 

2017; Tracy, 2020). It is a world view compatible with a pragmatic 

philosophical perspective supporting inter-related qualitative methodologies.  

At the beginning of my investigation, I worked ethnographically as a 

participant observer immersed in the field, participating directly in LS 

alongside teachers and middle leaders in my own school. This is explained in 

detail in 3.4. As my inquiry progressed and my own leadership activity 

became orientated more towards the level of system rather than school, my 

researcher perspective became increasingly phenomenological, as my focus 

shifted to the leadership practices, actions, intentions and interactions of 

school and system leaders. My research design therefore developed in 
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response to my changing professional role. I needed an open-ended and 

exploratory design which would enable me to combine multiple sources of 

qualitative data collected from my professional setting. I also needed to keep 

a focus on participantsô meanings and to include my own interpretation as a 

participant researcher, while suspending my own pre-conceived, cultural 

assumptions (Crotty,1998). By combining a pragmatic, phenomenological 

theoretical perspective with ethnographic and narrative, autobiographical 

characteristics, I could make meaning from two key phases of my inquiry 

with an autobiographical and narrative account of my own story as a leader, 

practitioner and researcher. A crystallisation methodology (Ellingson, 2009; 

2014; Richardson, 2000; Tracy, 2020) would enable me to use my own 

narrative writing as an analytical and presentational tool with which to weave 

together strands of evidence from four main qualitative datasets: 

¶ recorded field notes; 

¶ narrative writing generated through ethnographic participant 

observation; 

¶ Semi-structured, phenomenological and narrative Pictor interviews; 

¶ Meeting notes, documents and artefacts relating to LS leadership 

practice, collected in the field throughout the inquiry. 

What follows is a summary of my research design. I move on now to explain 

my adoption of a crystallisation methodology, combining ethnographic, 

phenomenological, autobiographical narrative influences to provide a flexible 

and open-ended design frame for my research, reflective of a complex 

research arena. 

3.2.1 A complexity-thinking perspective 

A review of literature relating to Complexity Theory and its relevance to this 

study is summarised in 2.5. Viewing my research field through a complexity-

thinking lens suggested a methodology which would reveal complex, non-

linear interactions influencing LS participants and the nested nature of 

teacher learning and leadership (Opfer and Pedder, 2011a).  
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The methodological challenge from a complexity thinking 
perspective is to sustain a holistic interest in complex 
systems. Research designs need to illuminate multiple 
causalities, multiple perspectives, and multiple effects that 
constitute complex activity within and between complex 
systems and subsystems from the perspectives of 
interacting agents.  

(Opfer and Pedder, 2011a p396).  

 

There may also be synergies between qualitative research in a complex 

environment and developmental evaluation which are pertinent to my study. 

Developmental evaluation acknowledges complexity, and features of 

complex, dynamic systems and contexts reflected in LS, such as non-

linearity, hyper-sensitivity to small changes, emergence from ongoing 

adaptation, uncertainty, self-organisation and co-construction (Patton, 2011). 

Understanding LS and my study in this way led me to consider crystallisation 

as a methodology which would resonate with complexity thinking and a 

developmental evaluation perspective. Crystallisation would afford reflexive 

opportunities to incorporate multiple datasets and participant voices which 

could reveal the situated micro- and macro-practices of leaders at all levels 

as they undertake to implement and sustain effective LS. 
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Table 1: Summary of Research Design 



109 
 

Given the centrality of my leadership role in promoting and embedding LS in 

my own school and across my network, I needed to develop ways of working 

as close to LS developments as possible, especially with regard to the 

promotion and gradual embedding and scaling up of LS within and across 

different schools under my leadership. Teasing out key moments and critical 

incidents in relation to this endeavour is a key research challenge, requiring 

a flexible and responsive research design and approach. As my change in 

role removed me from direct participation in LS and largely involved 

leadership of LS at system level, I recognised that my research design was 

increasingly phenomenological, focused on the ways in which I and other 

people interpret the leadership practices and actions enacted by school and 

other system leaders. Phenomenology is interested in the ways in which 

agents construct and interpret social life and create order and in how they 

share their understandings with others. It acknowledges multiple realities and 

accepts that human interpretation and subjective construction of meaning 

can mean that things are understood in different ways by different people at 

different times and in different circumstances (Bryman, 2012; Denscombe, 

2010; Pring, 2015; Thomas, 2017; Tracy, 2020). Since my role entailed 

leading LS and researching its leadership, and the evolution of my access to 

data and the changing and varied nature of the data I could collect, I 

recognised that a crystallisation methodology which could combine my early 

ethnographic approach, with a phenomenological interviewing strategy and 

my own narrative writing could enhance the validity of my research by 

enabling me to present a more rounded perspective of my research field 

(Ellingson, 2009; 2014; Richardson, 2000). A design for a credible research 

study developed reflexively which allowed me to explore my research 

question in contexts of LS at school and system level, while: 

¶ acknowledging transparently my professional stance in the study; 

¶ reflecting on my interpretations of the effects of my own and othersô 

leadership practices and perspectives; 

¶ revealing the constructions, interpretations and construals of my 

research participants; 
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¶ drawing on multiple sources of data to generate a woven crystallised 

narrative account which might provide some dependable and 

confirmable information which may be useful to others interested in 

this field (Lincoln and Guba,1985). 

¶ illustrating the ways in which reflexivity and developmental evaluation 

in my dual role of leader and researcher, as it is affected by local and 

national policy and practice contexts, influence my professional policy 

and practice and in turn, my inquiry;  

¶ using theory to conceptualise my research problem in a pragmatic 

way to inform the understandings I construed from my data analysis. 

 

As my researcher role changed alongside the changes in my professional 

role, I collected four main datasets: 

¶ field notes recorded following observations;  

¶ narrative writing generated from ethnographic participant observation 

and iterative reflection and analysis; 

¶ artefacts and documents relating to the leadership and 

implementation of LS throughout my inquiry; 

¶ Pictor interviews undertaken to access the perspectives of research 

participants. (Examples of Pictor interview charts and interview 

transcripts are included in the appendices.) 

 

These sources of data provided a multi-layered bricolage from which I could 

weave together perspectives and inferences to develop crystallised 

understandings of my research problem (Kincheloe, 2001; 2005; Lincoln, 

2001). Each facet of this bricolage emerged as my research context and 

observational stance developed and changed throughout the study, as I 

adapted my approach to accommodate the prevailing circumstances.  

In the following section, I outline the principles and rationale of a 

crystallization methodology and explain my decision to adopt this 

methodological approach in my inquiry. 
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3.2.2 Crystallisation 

Crystallisation as a qualitative research methodology was introduced by 

Richardson (2000) in Denzin and Lincoln (2005). She suggests that in 

ethnographies that are produced through creative analytical practices, 

including narrative writing ï there are more than three sides from which to 

approach understanding the world. Rather than attempt to triangulate 

findings in such inquiries, researchers should instead crystallise. She uses 

the metaphor of the crystal to illustrate the many perspectives from which to 

consider research data and suggests that crystallisation can offer óa 

deepened, complex and thoroughly partial understanding of the topicô 

(Richardson, 2000, p.963).  

Ellingson (2009; 2014) expounds crystallisation in detail. She suggests that 

crystallisation offers a pragmatic and responsive methodology with which to 

integrate a range of qualitative methods and provides a context for 

presenting research texts which span a range of genres. It is consistent with 

a social constructionist epistemology and can be adapted to the objectives of 

a wide range of practices, methods and views. Crystallisation offers a flexible 

way for qualitative researchers to explore connections across the continuum 

of methods from interpretivist, through the social constructionist centre 

ground to realist and positivist positions, and between systematic analyses 

and creative genres of representation (Ellingson 2009; 2014). Crystallisation 

seeks to generate understandings through a deepened and complex 

interpretation, providing a wide-angled view of a phenomenon and reflecting 

several contrasting ways of knowing. Crystallised texts can offer thick 

descriptions (Geertz,1973; Ponterotto, 2006) and interpretations of meanings 

about a phenomenon. They can utilise more than one genre of data, (for 

example, narrative and report) and include reflexive attention to the 

researcherôs self and their roles in research design, data collection and 

representation. Crystallisation acknowledges complexity and is compatible 

with reflexive, developmental evaluation (Patton, 2011), discussed in 2.5. It 

views knowledge as partial, situated, constructed and intrinsically entwined in 

power relations and is a methodology with which I could present, analyse, 

evaluate and respond to my data with an open acknowledgement of my role 
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as a network authority figure in my inquiry, maintain my researcher integrity 

and, through reflexivity, see subjectivity as an opportunity for dialogue rather 

than a threat to validity (Finlay, 2002). 

 

Ellingson (2009) presents two forms of crystallisation ï integrated and 

dendritic. Integrated crystallisation can be either woven or patched. A woven, 

integrated crystallised text is one in which small pieces of two or more 

genres are layered together in a complex mix, whereas in a patched text, 

larger sections are juxtaposed in series. Dendritic crystallisation results in 

separate texts. I planned to use my own reflexive, autobiographical narrative 

inter-woven with data derived from ethnographic participant observation and 

from phenomenological, narrative Pictor interviews to produce a woven, 

integrated crystallised research text (presented in Chapter 4). 

 

3.2.2.1 Affordances of crystallisation 

Through the integration of different genres and types of data, crystallisation 

offers a framework to study complex social worlds of participants and stories, 

showing the same experience from different perspectives and in so doing 

create ethical and less naïve representations (Neves et al., 2021). It enables 

researchers to engage with participant narratives across several dimensions 

while retaining systematic research methods. It allows more freedom to 

revisit events, practices and construals, and to demonstrate that no one 

genre offers absolute truth (Ellingson, 2009; Neves et al., 2021). In my case, 

crystallisation offers a framework for presenting and analysing data from 

three main datasets collected during an open-ended, exploratory and 

extended inquiry, while at the same time maintaining my participant 

researcher voice and telling my story in one coherent text (Denzin, 2012).  

 

3.2.2.2 Risks of crystallisation 

Manipulating several research genres requires research skill. Crystallisation 

can involve abundant data which can create additional complexity for the 

qualitative researcher already immersed in a complex research arena (Neves 

et a.l, 2021). Analysis can be superficial as researchers juggle narrative 

writing, philosophical criticism and qualitative analyses. (Ellingson, 2009). 
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This presented challenges for me not envisaged at the outset of my inquiry. I 

needed to consider carefully how my autobiographical narrative writing might 

contribute to synthesis of findings from my analyses of all the forms of data I 

collected. Crystallisation can involve a conflict between depth and breadth - I 

needed to maintain a tight focus on my topic to retain textual coherence. 

Finally, crystallisation may lack universal recognition as a viable 

methodological framework. It would be essential to be well-prepared to 

address questions of legitimacy of research practices and analytical rigour 

(Ellingson, 2009). 

3.2.2.3 Research validation in crystallisation 

Concepts such as credibility or authenticity may be more appropriate and 

meaningful than validity for demonstrating the plausibility of the 

interpretations and inferences associated with qualitative research (Coe, 

2021). Tracy (2010; 2020, p.268) asserts óthe key is to be truthful with 

ourselves and our readersô and suggests óeight big tents of qualitative 

qualityô, which I revisit in detail specifically in connection with this study in 

3.6. Unlike conventional methods of demonstrating research validity such as 

triangulation, crystallisation offers a broader conceptualisation of research 

validation, drawing on multiple, rather than just three, perspectives. It 

recognises that there are only multiple and partial truths, co-constructed by 

researchers, offering them a methodology through which to celebrate 

multiple perspectives on a phenomenon across a methodological continuum 

(Denzin, 2012; Ellingson, 2014; Richardson, 2000; Tracy, 2010; 2020). In my 

varied and shifting research context, using crystallisation as a 

methodological frame allowed me to combine ethnographic participant 

observation, phenomenological, narrative Pictor interviews (charts and 

transcripts), documents and artefacts and my own leadership story to 

illuminate understandings and make plausible interpretations about the 

phenomenon of leadership practice as it pertains to LS in my research 

context (Coe, 2021). This synthesis is discussed in Chapter 5.                                                      

Crystallisation resonated with the complexity of my research arena and 

enabled me to synthesise findings from a varied data bricolage (Kincheloe, 

2001; 2005; Yardley, 2008). This included phenomenological semi-structured 

interviews as well as ethnographic participant observation and 
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autobiographical narrative writing based on a reflexive account of my own 

experiences as a research participant.  

Next, I outline the three main qualitative methodologies I have combined 

within an overarching framework of crystallisation. First, I discuss the 

ethnographic and auto-ethnographic aspects of my research design, both of 

which were emphasised in the early phase of my inquiry. 

3.2.3 Ethnographic participant observation 

The epistemological and theoretical foundations of my inquiry in its initial 

stages suggested that a naturalistic research methodology such as 

ethnography (Guba and Lincoln, 1982), would allow me to observe, describe 

and interpret the practices of leaders, including myself, in specific LS 

contexts intricately associated with the core purpose of my professional 

work. I could combine direct empirical inquiry with theoretical analysis of the 

socio-cultural organisation of my school and its professional network 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). As an ethnographer, I could immerse 

myself in my research as a participant and observe leadership while 

positioned professionally in the field of my inquiry. I could gather data from a 

range of sources, using participant observation and semi-structured 

interviews and informal conversations. The categories for interpreting what 

people say and do would be generated inductively through data analysis. 

However, as my research study developed, I had to acknowledge and 

account in my research design for a series of changes in my relationship to 

my research field and the impact this had on my data collection.  

During Phase One of this study, from a practical standpoint, I was involved 

in: 

¶ observing teachersô engagement in LS in response to my own 

leadership practices during the course of my day to day LS leadership 

work;  

¶ reflecting on, evaluating developmentally (Patton, 2011) and recording 

my reflections on my own leadership practices and their influence on 

LS in my own school and in partner schools in the network; 
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¶ observing, examining and writing about the actions and interactions of 

other school leaders in response to my leadership practices in relation 

to LS in their schools; 

¶ acknowledging and accounting for the influence of my professional 

position of power in relation to my research participants in my own 

school. I also needed to pay attention to this in relation to my 

interactions with teachers and leaders in the other school involved in 

Phase One, but to a more limited extent, since my relationship with 

them was not one of formal leadership or authority; 

¶ investigating other school leadersô practices relating to LS in their own 

schools; 

¶ evaluating my and other system leadersô practices as they promoted 

LS across our network of schools; 

¶ hearing teachers, school and system leaders discuss their 

experiences of participation in and leadership of LS. 

 

3.2.3.1 Affordances and risks of ethnographic participant observation 

Participant observation from an ethnographic stance supports: 

¶ an iterative and reflexive process of data collection, reflection, 

evaluation, inquiry and analysis as the observational narrative 

progresses; 

¶ ethnographic strangeness ï taking time to stand aside from the field to 

reflect on my notes and to consider my observations of both my 

setting and myself supports useful and detached analysis of my own 

and othersô leadership practices and their effects; 

¶ the generation of thick description as a result of involvement in the 

field of my inquiry over an extended period of time; this could reveal 

patterns of practice and effect (Dey,1993; Geertz, 1973; Rubin and 

Rubin, 2005) 

¶ an intensive focus on a particular strand of leadership from an 

insiderôs perspective; 

¶ opportunities to be explicit about my researcher reflections in the data; 

¶ engagement in dialogue with other informants. 
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Because of my intense involvement in the research arena and its 

unequivocal connection with my professional role and priorities, I needed to 

acknowledge the risks of: 

¶ creeping researcher bias. I wanted, and still want LS to succeed ï it 

would be important to remain receptive and responsive to negative 

feedback and critical research literature; 

¶ researcher influence, particularly with regard to an imbalance of 

power, because of my position of authority in relation to all participants 

in Phase Two, following the change in my professional role at the end 

of Phase One; 

¶ self-indulgence and self-absorption; 

¶ the effects of such an intense research focus on leadership practice ï 

the act of researching increases the intensity of the reflection on those 

practices which is likely to affect the practices themselves (Anderson, 

2006). 

Continuous vigilant acknowledgement of these risks, entailed in 

conscientious transparency about my role in my field notes and narrative, 

coupled with attention to the need to bring an ethnographic strangeness to 

my reflexive account would help to mitigate the risks of an ethnographic 

methodology. However, to ensure that I formalised my engagement with 

other informants (Anderson, 2006), I needed a coherent interviewing strategy 

which would be consistent with this approach and would enable me, 

genuinely and with integrity, to record, understand and present the authentic 

perspectives and interpretations of my research participants, minimising as 

far as possible the potential for me, in my position of power and authority 

with a well-known position on LS, to influence their responses. I sought an 

approach to interviewing consistent with maintaining ethnographic 

strangeness, to balance the intensity of my own perspectives in the research 

field and to reflect the complexity of LS leadership and participation. This 

would also provide another data source consistent with a crystallisation 

methodology. I explain my rationale for this interviewing strategy in the next 

section. 
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3.2.4 Phenomenological interviewing strategy 

My crystallised research design hinged on four main sources of data: 

¶ ethnographic field notes generated from observations and reflections 

as a participant observer; 

¶ interviews to access the perspectives of research participants; 

¶ documents and artefacts relevant to my inquiry; 

¶ my own iterative and reflexive narrative writing conducted throughout 

the inquiry. 

I wanted to find an interview method which would allow informants 

independently to reconstruct, recall and reflect on interactions they had had 

with leaders and other LS participants and on practices that they either 

experienced or enacted, consciously or otherwise during LS engagement. 

Interviews should generate accounts of LS leadership which I could 

synthesise with records of observable facets of LS leadership from my own 

observations. These stories would contribute to a crystallised account and 

provide access to perspectives on leadership practices broader than and 

different to my own. Well-designed interviews could support the development 

of useful data to address my research questions and, through crystallisation, 

contribute to the studyôs validity. Before deciding on a specific approach I 

explored a range of interview options.  

 

The structure of the interviews would be dictated by the nature of the data I 

needed to collect to address my research questions, my professional and 

researcher role and my relationship to my research participants, the 

theoretical framework of my study and the epistemological and ethical basis 

of my research design (Biesta, 2020; Bryman, 2012; Denscombe, 2010; King 

and Horrocks, 2010, Powney and Watts,1987; Thomas, 2017). 

 

At one end of the spectrum, a structured interview appeared to offer a neat 

method of data collection (Thomas, 2017). However, it might be too easy to 

pre-empt responses and the data produced may not be credible. My choice 

of interview technique should be dictated by issues of fitness for purpose 

(Gibson, 2010; Hobson and Townend, 2010). My research purpose required 



118 
 

me to explore the perceptions and beliefs of research participants, 

acknowledging the risks and affordances of my position. For most of my 

research participants, I was in a position of direct authority, a senior figure 

with power and influence in this network of schools. Among colleague head 

teachers, my commitment to LS was well known. In order to protect the 

integrity of my data, I tried to ensure as far as possible that I was supporting 

informants to develop authentic accounts of their personal, professional and 

leadership perspectives as opposed to a set of plausible or espoused 

theories of practice they might think I wanted to hear. I needed an interview 

strategy which would allow my informantsô complex perspectives to emerge, 

for them to inform me of their perspectives and interpretations of leadership 

practice in LS contexts rather than respond to questions that I had framed 

(King and Horrocks, 2010; Powney and Watts, 1987; Tracy, 2020).  

 

Having considered the benefits and drawbacks of respondent and informant 

interviews, the latter seemed to offer my colleagues the scope to reveal their 

perspectives unhindered by the pre-determined, potentially restrictive 

questions of a respondent-style interview approach (Powney and Watts, 

1987; Tracy, 2020). However, some structure was needed to generate 

information relevant to my area of study, and to prevent informantsô 

responses from meandering too far off course. I wanted to create a dynamic 

within the interview situation which was open to an informantôs frame of 

reference, would allow them to tell their stories unfettered, yet provided 

clarity about the focus of the interview (Tomlinson, 1989).  

 

I dismissed the possibility of tightly structured, respondent interviews and 

weighed up the pros and cons of any structure at all. I thought that fully 

unstructured interviews may simply be unfeasible and of little use to my 

study given my specific focus of investigation on LS leadership. My dilemma 

lay in finding an optimal balance between sufficient structure to allow 

participants to understand what I wanted them to think and talk about, and 

not constraining scope within the interview for colleagues to tell their full 

stories on their own terms, in their own words and from their own 

perspectives. This was important to safeguard the integrity of informantsô 
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accounts. The strategy of hierarchical focussing seemed to offer a way of 

enjoying the best of both worlds (Tomlinson, 1989; Hobson and Townend, 

2010). Hierarchical focussing provides a systematic framework within which 

to think through the design of a semi-structured interview schedule. The 

principle underpinning the approach hinges on the interviewerôs support for 

colleagues to articulate their construals with a minimum of framing. However, 

I was aware that over-preparation of such an agenda in advance of the 

interviews risked inhibiting researcher reflexivity during the interview itself 

and may exert too much control over interview direction. Starting with a 

single question also seemed unlikely to capture data about leadership 

practice occurring within the interactions between several participants 

working in a complex, collaborative context. To create a forum for my 

informant to consider the complex web of interactions between leaders and 

followers in LS contexts, I needed a technique that would enable me to be 

very clear about the focus of my interest in the interviews, yet still allow my 

colleagues freedom to talk about their own experiences, construals and 

perspectives. 

 

The aim of my research was to illuminate and understand leadership 

practices enacted in LS contexts. I was keen to understand these practices 

from my participantsô perspectives. Phenomenology pursues an 

understanding of the research arena from a participant perspective and asks 

the researcher to suspend or bracket her own interpretations and 

understandings (Bryman, 2012; Butt, 2008; Crotty, 1998; King and Horrocks, 

2010). A flexible, informant-style and phenomenological interview format, to 

which I may also be able to bring my insight as a participant researcher, 

seemed to offer scope for me to probe for more detail and further relevant 

information from my informants and to be consistent with a crystallised, 

qualitative research design. 

 

I turned my attention to phenomenology to integrate with ethnography and 

narrative within a crystallised study. Phenomenology pursues an 

understanding of the research focus from a participant perspective and 

requires the suspension of the researcherôs interpretations and 
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understandings (Bryman, 2012; Crotty, 1998; Tracy, 2020). It requires close 

scrutiny of specific phenomena and human perception and experience of it 

before theorisation (Tracy, 2020). Tracy (2020) emphasises the importance 

of critical self-reflexivity for researchers using phenomenology. A 

phenomenological interviewing technique would therefore be compatible with 

a reflexive, iterative, narrative inquiry.  

 

A phenomenological approach to interviewing could illuminate my research 

participantsô perspectives and, within a crystallised study, help to validate 

interpretations by revealing hidden dissonance and facilitating authentic 

dialogue with participants (Maggs-Rapport, 2000). It could provide access to 

the understandings of the leaders and followers involved in a complex matrix 

of interactions relating to LS leadership practices. After exploring the 

strengths and limitations of structured, semi-structured and unstructured 

interviews, I selected semi-structured Pictor interviews (King et al., 2013; 

King and Horrocks, 2010). Pictor offered a technique to elicit my participantsô 

perspectives about their own and othersô leadership practices in my complex 

research field. A flexible, phenomenological, informant-style and semi-

structured interview format, to which I could contribute my insight as a 

participant observer, the Pictor technique offered scope for my research 

participants to narrate their experiences, reflect on complex, collaborative 

contexts and interactions, and present their perceptions and interpretations. 

Such an interviewing strategy, generating narrative accounts of LS 

participation and leadership practices combined with my own narrative, 

ethnographic observations of LS leadership, helped me to juxtapose and 

synthesise different ways of knowing through the use of crystallisation 

(Ellingson, 2009).  

 

Although I was aware that I should try to bracket my own interpretations and 

prejudices during the interview process, transparency about my perspectives 

allowed me to probe for additional insights and to prompt my interviewees to 

communicate further relevant and useful data. My insider knowledge of 

situations would prove invaluable to analysis of data produced in this way. 
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However, it was important to guard against any tendency to look only for 

evidence to support my own subjective assumptions (Tracy, 2020).  

Pictor was also compatible with a complexity research lens and a narrative 

and ethnographic research design. I explain the technique in detail in the 

next section. 

3.2.5 Pictor interviews 

Since much of the research on school leadership may have been dominated 

by a small number of research instruments, such as questionnaires and 

interviews, a more descriptive account of leadership practice may emerge 

from a technique borrowed from another field (Spillane and Healey, 

2010).The Pictor technique is one of a range of methods which may facilitate 

a phenomenological interview approach (Hargreaves,1979; King and 

Horrocks, 2010; King et al., 2013; Ross, 2005; Ross et al., 2005).  

 

Pictor has been used in health and social research as a method for exploring 

informantsô experiences of professional collaborative working (King and 

Horrocks, 2010; King et al., 2013; Ross, 2005; Ross et al., 2005). Originating 

in Kellyôs (1955) Personal Construct Theory, its use was pioneered by 

Hargreaves (1979) in psychological research investigating inter-personal 

constructs in social networks (Butt, 2001; 2008; Butt and Parton, 2005; 

Hargreaves, 1979). Derived from a constructivist viewpoint, Personal 

Construct Theory suggests that individual human beings make meaning and 

formulate hypotheses or constructs to explain their world. Construing 

happens through the personôs actions and interactions in and with the world 

(Butt, 2001; 2008; Butt and Parton, 2005; King and Horrocks, 2010). 

Compatible with a interpretivist paradigm (Biesta and Burbules, 2003; 

Bryman, 2012), this visual method is used to create representations of the 

complex relationships and interactions that take place in a specific and 

collaborative situation, providing a visual scaffold for the informant to talk 

about them. This is particularly relevant to LS contexts. Pictor helps the 

informant reflect on how these relationships and interactions relate to his/her 

experience (King and Horrocks, 2010; King et al., 2013).  
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Three key elements of the Pictor technique facilitate a full discussion of a 

collaborative situation such as a LS cycle or event which may involve the 

enactment of practices perceived by participants to be oriented towards 

leadership: 

 

¶ Pictor is case-specific ï the researcher asks informants to think about 

a specific case, context or situation, maintaining a tight focus to the 

interview; 

¶ Pictor is inter-relational ï the informant is asked to reflect on the 

relationships involved in the specific context of collaborative working; 

¶ Pictor is complex ï the technique facilitates an accessible, visual 

representation of complex interactions and relationships (King et al., 

2013). 

  

Pictor requires the informant to choose a context of collaborative working in 

which he or she is, or has been involved, for example a LS cycle. The 

informant is provided with a set of arrow-shaped cards or adhesive notes and 

asked to arrange them on a large (A3) sheet of paper in a manner that helps 

them tell the story of their case, with the arrows representing people, 

organisations or situations involved. The arrows can be positioned in any 

way that is meaningful to the informant; an arrow pointing away from the 

situation might infer a negative influence, towards might infer the opposite, 

for example. The informant then uses the completed chart to narrate their 

experience, and the interviewer uses it to probe the informant on his or her 

experiences during the ensuing in-depth discussion (King et al., 2013; King 

and Horrocks, 2010). Figure 7 shows an example of a Pictor chart, 

transcribed to protect participant confidentiality. Examples of Pictor charts 

completed by a system leader, a school leader, a teacher leader and a 

teacher participant are shown in Appendices 1 - 4. An example of a Pictor 

interview transcript is included in Appendix 5. 
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Figure 7: An example of a Pictor interview chart 

(Original in colour; size A3; identifiers removed) 

My pilot study in 2015 provided me with an opportunity to trial the integration 

of this phenomenological approach to interviewing within an ethnographic 

methodology. It allowed participants to narrate their experiences and 

generated useful data to synthesise with my field notes, researcher narrative, 

documents and artefacts. This synthesis facilitated engagement with 

crystallisation as a method of analysis and presentation and to evidence the 

trustworthiness and validity of my inquiry that avoided the formality of 

triangulation (Ellingson, 2009; Tracy, 2010; 2020).  

I move on now to outline my rationale for including narrative inquiry in my 

crystallised research design. 

3.2.6 Narrative Inquiry 

One of the advantages of employing crystallisation was its potential for 

achieving a holistic and complex account of the central phenomenon under 

investigation. In the case of my inquiry, the phenomenon was leadership 

practice as it pertains to LS implementation in individual primary schools and 

across a network of schools. To contribute to a crystallised picture emerging 

from the perspectives of my participants via observational field notes and 

Pictor interviews, I could add my own perspectives from the autobiographical 
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narrative derived from my reflective journal, my field notes, and my 

continuous and iterative writing and re-drafting throughout an extended 

period of data collection, analysis and thesis development.  

 

Cresswell (2009) suggests that narrative inquiry is one of the five main 

qualitative research methods, alongside ethnography, phenomenology, 

grounded theory and case study. It involves developing a cohesive story 

from a range of qualitative data such as interview transcripts, documents and 

field notes. In narrative research the researcher studies the lives of 

individuals and invites participants to tell their stories to determine how they 

have experienced the phenomenon at the centre of the inquiry. The 

researcher then re-stories the information into a narrative chronology. This 

was reflected in aspects of my research design as my participants told their 

stories and experiences of leadership in LS contexts through the Pictor 

interviewing technique and I reflected on those stories in my own narrative 

reflections; examples of both are shared throughout Chapter 4. 

 

Clandinin (2013) distinguishes narrative inquiry from narrative research and 

narrative analysis. Narrative inquiry is defined as deriving from a Dewey-

inspired, pragmatic epistemology and representing collaboration over time 

between the researcher and participants with the aim of understanding 

experience. The researcher enters the research field to explore the stories 

participants live and tell, to live and tell research stories with the participants, 

going on to re-live and re-tell those stories in the research text. The resulting 

collaborative narrative text combines the views of the participants with those 

of the researcher (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). Narrative analysis, as 

distinct from narrative research and inquiry, uses a narrative genre of writing 

both to develop analyses and to develop a research text which weaves 

together the analysis of a range of qualitative data (Clandinin, 2013). 

 

As part of a crystallised research methodology, I utilised all three facets of 

narrative research as defined here. To present my research findings in 

Chapter Five, I used my own autobiographical narrative to weave together 

analyses of interview charts and transcripts, field notes, documents and 
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artefacts to synthesise a woven, integrated and crystallised story of LS 

leadership experienced and enacted by teachers, school and system leaders 

over the course of my inquiry (Denzin, 2012; Ellingson, 2009; 2014; Tracy, 

2010; 2020). 

I move on now to explain how I have secured the ethical foundations of my 

study. 

3.3 Ethics 

In this section I begin by explaining how I have taken serious account of the 

ethical issues relating to my study. Linked to that, I discuss the significance 

of my professional role in the collection of my data and how I address issues 

of imbalance in power and authority between my research participants and 

me. I detail the phases of data collection during participant observation and 

recount how my field notes developed during this phase. I explain how I 

incorporated ethical considerations into my interviewing strategy and in the 

presentation of my research text.  

While there is no risk of physical harm to any of the participants through 

participation in my study, I considered seriously the risks to teacher 

participants and to myself as a result of my research. 

3.3.1 Foreseeable risks 

¶ Honest observations made from the standpoint of someone committed 

to the development of LS could infer criticism of participantsô actions 

and/or interactions.  

¶ Identification of participants perceived to be the subject of inferred 

criticism could potentially harm their standing in the professional 

community. 

¶ By drawing attention to differences of approach in schools in my 

network there is a risk of potential harm to relationships within the 

network community. 

¶ My stance as a keen advocate for LS was understood by research 

participants. Observing as a participant, conducting interviews and 

recording informal conversations in a research journal could pose a 
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risk that my presence in a LS team might cause anxiety, that 

interviewees might not feel they could be completely honest, and that 

participants who hold different views to my own might feel 

uncomfortable about being included in my research. 

¶ I hold a position of the most senior leadership in the network of 

schools in this study. This reflects a position of professional power 

and authority over all employees ï all research participants. There 

was therefore a risk that my research may induce psychological 

stress, anxiety or embarrassment. It might also exert pressure on 

participants, consciously or unconsciously to tell me what they thought 

I might want to hear and represent a risk to the validity of my 

research.  

3.3.2 Mitigation of foreseeable risks 

¶ I made sure that my observations avoided value judgements and 

remained observational, detached and objective in tone. 

¶ I have protected the identities of all participants by ensuring that no 

real names or gendered pronouns, either of people or of the schools 

involved are used in my narrative. 

¶ I have confined my observations explicitly to the focus of my inquiry 

and research questions in order to avoid identifying participants 

through descriptions of character or other personal information. 

¶ I have selected an approach to interviewing (Pictor) which is designed 

to support interviewees to consider independently and dispassionately 

their recollections and understandings of LS experiences.  

¶ I have been transparent about my dual researcher/professional roles 

and emphasised to participants that a key aspect of my research is to 

be receptive and open to all views and perspectives on LS, both 

positive and negative. 

¶ I have been rigorous about ensuring the security of my research data 

through encryption and computer security protocols. 

¶ I have followed both the University of Leicester (in Phase One) and 

the University of Brighton (in Phase Two) ethics codes of practice, 
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policies and guidance regarding issues in research ethics throughout 

the study. 

3.3.3 Securing informed consent 

¶ Prior to Phase One, I presented my research proposal to teachers in 

my own school at a staff meeting and outlined the risks and my plans 

for mitigating those risks.  

¶ Prior to Phase Two, I presented my research proposal to the head 

teachers of the schools in my network in order to seek their 

permission to approach teachers in their schools to participate in my 

research.  

¶ All participants were provided with a written research study 

information sheet and consent forms for participants and/or 

gatekeepers (see appendices 7, 8 and 9).  

 

For all Pictor interviewees: 

¶ I provided explicit written information (Appendix 7) about the research 

study and about the principles of research ethics, via links to the 

University of Leicester Research Ethics Code of Practice or University 

of Brighton Research Ethics Policy and British Educational Research 

Association (BERA 2018) Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research 

¶ I made it clear that participation was completely voluntary, with the 

freedom to withdraw at any point. (Appendix 8) 

 

The tensions of an ethnographic orientation necessitate a particular analytic 

mentality, a mode of looking, listening and thinking about social phenomena. 

Qualitative research utilising ethnography involves a commitment not to jump 

to hasty conclusions; to pay attention to appearances but not to take them at 

face value; to seek understanding of other perspectives without judgment of 

their truth or falsehood; to examine peoplesô actions including both what they 

are, and are not, aware of (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007; Wolcott 2010). I 

have followed this ethnographerôs code in my consideration of the ethical 

aspects of my study, with explicit acknowledgement that this is especially 

important in an ethnographic study. 
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3.3.4 Ethical Approval 

This study has been undertaken in two phases. The first phase ï up to the 

point of thesis proposal, was undertaken at University of Leicester. After a 

break from studies of one year in 2016-17, to allow for a significant change in 

my professional role, I transferred to University of Brighton to complete the 

study. 

¶ I gained approval from the Research Ethics Committee in the School 

of Education at the University of Leicester during the Summer Term 

2015. 

¶ The process of seeking permission from potential participants began 

once I had received ethical clearance from the University of Leicester 

Research Ethics Committee. 

¶ The University of Brightonôs Ethics Committee provided consent for 

the study as part of acceptance of my application to transfer my 

doctoral study to Brighton in October 2017. 

3.3.5 Ethical significance of my researcher role in data collection 

In my professional role, I have a responsibility to promote and participate in 

teacher learning and development, linked to whole school improvement 

priorities emerging from self-evaluation activities. In my professional context 

this emphasises participation in LS. In the first phase of my study, the 

challenges of small school leadership added to the complexity of my 

researcher role. I was simultaneously headteacher, English Subject Leader, 

Research and CPDL Lead and Assessment Co-ordinator. Later, as leader of 

the school network, I was responsible for policies and systems relating to the 

whole gamut of school and network development. This implies considerable 

complexity in my contribution as a participant and in the ethics of my 

research situation. Not only was I leading the development of LS for the 

purposes of facilitating teacher professional learning which might embody 

many of the features of effective CPDL, I was a knowledgeable other (Koshi) 

in relation to subject knowledge, teacher engagement, access to research 

literature, information about research methods and potentially fruitful ways of 

participating in LS. In my school, and subsequently as an organisational and 




































































































































































































































































































