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Abstract 

,Q�UHFHQW�\HDUV�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�D�µVHOI-improving school-OHG�V\VWHP¶�KDV�EHHQ�DW�WKH�KHDUW�

of the English *RYHUQPHQW¶V�HGXFDWLRQ�SROLF\��ZLWK�D�FRUH�IRFXV�RQ�µKLJK-autonomy-and-

high-DFFRXQWDELOLW\¶�ZLWKLQ� WKH� V\VWHP��:LWK�JUHDWHU� DXWRQRP\� FRPHV� WKH� H[SHFWDWion 

that schools will be the main drivers of systemic improvement to ensure effective 

outcomes. Adopting a continuous improvement (CI) approach may reduce the impact of 

the changeable nature within an open system, such as those attributed to schools. A CI 

philosophy has been demonstrated to be a critical influence for sustained performance 

within unpredictable environments in sectors outside of education. The study explores 

the applicability of a CI philosophy to support school improvement. This research is 

situated within a human activity system (HAS) based around the dynamics of school 

improvement within six schools, situated in the West Midlands, during 2016. The 

literature review demonstrated an agreement on the critical success factors (CSFs) 

required to develop a CI philosophy. These CSFs situate around leadership, people, 

process, purpose and culture. The research was positioned in a interpretivsit paradigm 

and used a Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) approach to explore the dynamics of school 

improvement within compulsory education due to the complexity of this HAS. This 

inductive process reveals a congruence of elements associated with CSFs of CI within a 

compulsory school setting. However, this study concludes that a CI philosophy would be 

unsustainable under the current educational climate in schools.  This is due to missing or 

under-represented CSFs, in particular those related to leadership and culture. If schools 

are to meet new demands associated with the external and strategic environment, it is 

essential that clarification and understanding between the implementation of CI and the 

VFKRROV¶�LPSURYHPHQW�DJHQGD�EH�H[SORUHG�IXUWKHU� 
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Chapter 1: Orientation to the Study 

 
Introduction 
 
This chapter explores the justification and purpose of the study. The research aim and 

question are presented along with the identifying methodological approach. The chapter 

ends with the thesis design to enable the reader to follow the research journey.  

 

This study's catalyst emerged in 2000 while working for a Local Authority (LA) 

supporting school improvement. I collaborated with school leaders to explore approaches 

to address school and national priorities based upon school structures, policies and 

practices. Leading and managing these approaches focused on school self-improvement 

while also concentrating on local autonomy and direct accountability.  

 

I came into education to make a difference, whether as a teacher, a school leader, a school 

improvement advisor or a school governor.  However, the social, political, economic and 

demographic contexts in which compulsory schooling operate are changing dramatically 

and continue to do so, leading to a phenomenon described as 'future shock' (Toffler, 

1970), which is the perception of "too much change in too short a time" (p.1). This 

complexity within the system may threaten the stability of an organisation due to the ever-

shorter cycles of their development. This process develops a 'systemless system' of 

education (Lawn, 2013), given the number and overlapping remits of organisations 

involved in the governance of English education (Baxter, 2016). Consequently, I have 

experienced a wide range of educational reforms that often promote reactive change (see 

Antoniou and Griaznova, 2017; Brown and Greany, 2018),  
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With greater autonomy and accountability within the school system, it is essential to 

ensure stability (Franzoni and Gennari, 2013) and safeguard the essential conditions of 

delivering high-quality and equitable education to all (OCED, 2016).   I believe schools 

need to explore alternative models to school improvement because inequalities within 

education are increasing (Britton et al., 2020). However, to gain a clearer picture of this 

research, it is essential to reflect on the fundamental principles which have driven and 

continue to drive the school system within England. This allows for the research to be 

justified within the context of the English School system. 

 

1.1 Neoliberalism and Self-improving School Systems 

Neoliberal policies have been adopted in Europe and North America since the early 1970s 

(Hursh and Martina, 2003) which installed a ³business ontology´ where everything in 

society should be run as a business, including education, (Fisher, 2009 p.16).  

Consequently, a fundamental tenet of neoliberalism is that the political-state should 

provide limited functions allowing for markets to balance supply and demand. This 

market-driven process ensures an economic-rational system of resource allocation and 

social-individual rights, responsibilities, opportunities (Harvey, 2005; Self, 2000) while 

developing innovation within the system (Olssen and Peters, 2005). 

 

A significant aspect of this neoliberal agenda and policy within education are standards, 

accountability and regulation of schools, teachers and students and an explicit linkage of 

corporate interests with educational practices and goals (Lipman, 2008), including an 

increasingly diverse array of policies to marketise (Ball, 2007, Carr, 2015) and privatise 

(Carr, 2015).  Consequently, quasi-markets becomes the central mechanism in the 

UHJXODWLRQ�RI�(QJODQG¶V�HGXFDWLRQ�V\VWHP��(\OHV�DQG�0DFKLQ��������6ODWHU��������WKURXJK�
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a combination of parental choice and school autonomy, combined with more demanding 

public accountability (Bush, 2019).  

Such a market-driven agenda can be "characterised by a tight connection between 

organisational performance and the continuing flow of resources" (Kearney and Arnold, 

1994, pg. 113).  This transforms parents and their children as consumers which is a central 

theme of neoliberalism (Clarke, 2004). Later Clarke (2007) argues that this consumer 

culture is compelling the need for change in public services because it is driving people 

to pursue their individual needs and wants and increasing an expectation that 

RUJDQLVDWLRQV� DUH� ³UHVSRQVLYH�� IOH[LEOH�� DGDSWLYH´� WKDW� ³IXOILO� WKHLU� GHVLUHV�� PHHW� WKHLU�

QHHGV�DQG�VDWLVI\�WKHLU�ZDQWV´��S��������Therefore, school choice behaviours can be seen 

as part of the marketisation of education: parents tDNH�WKH�UROH�RI�µFRQVXPHU¶ and schools 

take the role of 'providers' of education (Forsey, Davies and Walford, 2008).  

This connection between organisational performance, marketisation and increasing 

expectations drives greater school accountability, which has followed two general 

themes, mandates and sanctions and market mechanisms (Hannaway and Woodroffe, 

2003; Lugg et al., 2002). Nevertheless, accountability in schooling is a broad and 

problematic term that could be addressed in many ways. At its simplest, the term 

'accountability' describes a relationship whereby an organisation or individual has a 

responsibility to account for their performance to another (Brundrett and Rhodes, 2011; 

Figlio and Loeb, 2011), which may be evaluated against established or expected standards 

and action (Mongon and Chapman, 2012). 

 

However, research has demonstrated that accountability has been influential in 

developing unintended harms. Such harms include drawing schools into a cycle of short-

term wins, discouraging teachers from experimenting with new teaching methods 
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(Ehren et al., 2015), increasing a test-driven pedagogic culture, and narrowing the 

curriculum (Hardy 2015; Pinto 2016). Consequently, driving schools to focus on the 

mechanisms to increase examination results (Hofflinger and von Hippel 2018; Johnson 

2018) rather than long-term sustainable change. 

 

These characteristics of neoliberal systems are profoundly paradoxical; school leaders 

and teachers are simultaneously self-JRYHUQLQJ�SURIHVVLRQDOV�IUHHG�IURP�WKH�
VWDWH¶�WR�DFW�

as innovation advocates through improving educational outcomes, yet also held 

accountable to high-stakes judgements. These judgements are reached by an ongoing, 

often a complex, web of high-stakes accountability measures (Perryman, 2006), with 

schools themselves becoming accountable for ensuring that they have the support they 

need to improve (Gilbert, 2012). Therefore, schools are unwilling to change without an 

external incentive to develop desired behaviours (Ehren and Godfrey, 2017). Ultimately, 

Ehren, Paterson and Baxter, (2020) argue that such mechanisms can create a deficiency 

of trust in the system, which may cause a lack of improvement.  

 

Fundamental to these accountability approaches is a belief that the most successful means 

for improving outcomes is clearly defining results and encouraging school staff and 

leaders to achieve them (Maughan, Teeman and Wilson, 2012) by applying pressure or 

rewards to get desired results.  Therefore, in its broadest sense, accountability provides 

essential support for school improvement and is more critical than ever as we move to 

establish a self-improving system (Gilbert, 2012). 
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1.2 The Self-improving School System 

Within this context of school systems, system thinking can be defined as the relationship 

between a complex network of relevant elements, whose behaviour results from their 

interaction (Ackoff, 1994). The idea that school systems should become self-improving 

is a growing trend internationally (Hadfield and Ainscow, 2018) and is rooted in systems 

thinking processes (Greany and Higham, 2018), underpinned by neoliberal principles 

(English and Papa, 2019).  

 

To create conditions for positive and sustainable school change, it is essential to develop 

models of school improvement (Taggart and Sammons, 1999) that allow individual 

schools to change themselves.  Schools, therefore, need to analyse their environment, 

define their position, develop competitive and corporate advantages and understand 

threats to sustaining advantage in the face of challenging competitive threats (Casadesus-

Masanell and Ricart, 2010). Such processes are driven by government models of 

educational reform, which since 2010 have been viewed through the lens of a self-

improving system (Moos, Johansson and Day, 2011; Hargreaves, 2010). 

 

Such processes focus on alterable school factors (Murphy, 1992) and are concerned with 

the strategies for educational change that improve student outcomes and strengthen the 

school's capacity for managing change (Earl et al., 2003; Hopkins 1995). Hargreaves 

(2013) argues that this is not a matter for central or local government but schools 

themselves. This is reinforced by, Durlock et al., (2015), who conclude that differences 

FDXVHG�E\�VFKRROV¶�YDU\LQJ�contexts undermine any whole school reforms being imposed 

in a blanket way. Consequently, a holistic, integrated and developmental perspective on 

school reform is required to ensure school improvement (Stoll, 2015). Such processes are 

not achieved in the short term and requires organisational investment. 
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1.3  School reform: English Educational reform  

The English school system is complex and opaque (Baxter, 2016; Courtney, 2015), 

characterised by a diverse range of school structures, auditing and high stakes 

accountability measures and legal frameworks for governance, reflecting neoliberal 

developments over time (figure 1.0). 

 

Between 1979 and 1997, successive Conservative administrations gradually established 

a competitive market for 'consumers' (children and their parents) in England, including 

the 1988 Education reform act. This act introduced the national curriculum and the idea 

RI�GLYHUVLW\�DQG�D�µVFKRROV¶�PDUNHW¶���7KLV�PDUNHW�ZDV�DFKLHYHG�E\�VHWWLQJ�XS�QHZ�W\SHV�

of schools in addition to the local maintained primary or secondary comprehensive 

schools, e.g., grant-maintained schools. This process forced education providers to 

compete and facilitate system-wide improvement. 

  

Therefore, since the 1980s, the English education system has experienced a culture of 

continuous reform, primarily constructed upon neoliberal principles. Chitty and Dunford 

(1999) perceived a programme of reform broader than the 1988 Act, designed to augment 

the powers of the Secretary of State, to reduce the powers of the LAs and apply pressure 

to schools by emphasising parental choice, pupil-based funding and published 

performance information, including examination results and inspection reports. Levacic 

and Woods (2002) describe how the 'quasi-market reforms were progressively buttressed 

by strengthening performance regulation. Such measures have a high impact on the 

schools' landscape in England and their need to reform to modernise their systems to face 

the challenges while offering higher returns of their investment (Earl et al., 2003, Earl, 

Watson and Katz, 2003). 
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Such movement is compounded by an increasingly significant number of 'actors' with a 

broader range of economic and political agendas (Bell and Stevenson, 2006; Day and 

Sammons, 2016), fragmentation of oversight and control (Greany and Higham, 2018) and 

potential source of external influence (Dougherty and Natow, 2019). For example, the 

introduction of the academies programme in England from 2002 has allowed for the 

emergence of a range of governance features and structures of enormous variation and 

complexity between maintained schools and academies and between academies, 

Figure 1.0 Examples of school accountability and autonomy (1979-2016) 



   

 

 

 

16 

depending, in part on the timing and circumstances of their creation with no consideration 

of their present needs (West and Wolfe, 2018).  

 

The control of such behaviours in the English education system is applied through policy 

regulation, pupil targets, published in league tables, Office for Standards in Education, 

Children's Services and Skills (Ofsted1) inspection, introduced in 1992 and direct 

intervention of underperforming organisations. This process expects schools to generate 

and deliver value while creating a sustainable environment (PSR, 2006). This shifts 

ultimate accountability onto schools. Consequently, allowing the government to absolve 

itself of 'fault' while surreptitiously remaining in control (Apple, 2013).   

 

Therefore, educational provision consists of different types of reforms, the pattern 

reflecting historical circumstances characterised by a unique set of features regarding its 

autonomy, accountability and governance (Baxter, 2016; Courtney, 2015). Moreover, 

since 2010, there has been a rapid and unprecedented change in school autonomy and 

accountability; for example, all maintained primary, secondary and special schools have 

been encouraged to apply to academise through the Academies Act. Such processes seek 

to make schools even more accountable (Bush, 2019; Ehren, Paterson and Baxter, 2019). 

In 2014, to cater for the rapid change in the educational sector and to support regional 

oversight and promote academisation, eight Regional Schools Commissioners were 

appointed. They have since expanded their roles and powers to tackle underperformance 

in LA maintained schools (West and Wolfe, 2018), increasing the high stakes 

                                                 
 
 
1 Ofsted is a non-ministerial department that ensures that organisations providing 
education, training, and care services in England do so to a defined standard. 
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accountability within the school system.  Consequently, the educational reform 

movement in England is placing intense pressure on schools to engage in systemic change 

to increase educational expectations and raise overall student achievement and attainment 

levels.  

This engagement influences the decisions schools make (Ainscow and Sandill, 2010).  

Such reforms are built on the premise that school systems learn best from one another 

and should control their professional and institutional development. This agenda is 

centred on the continuous drive for improvements RU� WKH� µpursuit RI� H[FHOOHQFH¶ and 

reflects the ideological stances of consecutive governments.  This emphasis on excellence 

appears to be motivated by a belief amongst policymakers that previous reforms had not 

been adequately enabling school improvement (MacAllister, MacLeod and Pirrie, 2013). 

The challenge is how to design a system that supports improvement efforts. 

1.4 Research Justification 

Within a self-improving system school improvement needs to be a systematic and 

sustained effort of accomplishing educational goals (Van Velzen et al., 1985). Such a 

school system "is marked by a change in focus from inputs to the system to the outcomes 

and accountability of the system" (Boyd, 2003, p.7) and demands an approach to 

education that is different to that which has served well in the past (Bolden, 2007).  

 

Smylie (2010) argues that schools are not prepared for the future and are built for 

purposes and contexts that are disappearing or no longer exist. Moreover, England's 

standards-driven reform agenda places intense pressure on schools to engage in systemic 

change to increase educational expectations and raise overall student achievement and 

attainment levels (Ainscow and Sandill, 2010).  Therefore, any system-led approach must 

support a cohesive, integrative and continuously improving focus (Barber, Mourshed and 
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Chijioke, 2010; Hargreaves, 2013), ensuring a high-quality education, improve equitable 

practices and have the means to identify and correct problems that may occur (Darling-

Hammond and Snyder, 2015).  

 

Therefore, this cycle of "redisorganisation" (Pollitt, 2007, p.226) goes round and round, 

diverting resources and affecting the ability for educational leaders to deal with old and 

new challenges (Glatter, 2017). Consequently, such practices perpetually strive towards 

developing organisational improvements and gains in competitive markets and social 

arrangements (Savage, 2017). Such a process is likely to have a profound impact on 

professional activity, leadership identity and development in education (Cousin, 2018).  

 

Such reforms, furthermore, have implications for professional accountability. Earley and 

Weindling (2004) identified that beyond market accountability (neo-liberal processes), a 

notable implication for education and leadership identity was professional accountability. 

Gilbert (2012) further recognised that leverage to create a self-improving system comes 

from greater moral and professional accountabilities. Building on this work, Greany and 

Waterhouse (2016) argued that the system was cyclic because developing a self-

improving school system was a critical mechanism for achieving professional 

accountability. Consequently, the school-led system is characterised by an accountability-

rich culture based on professional accountability and a commitment to school 

improvement (Bryant et al., 2016).  

 

In response to these challenges, resulting from increased accountability and higher 

expectations from neoliberal policy encased in a self-improving school-led system, the 

English school system has to look for alternative approaches to school improvement 

(Fullan, 2011; Stoll, 2015). Consequently, as long ago as 2005, Fullan recognised that the 
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educational system must transform in response to changing situations and requirements. 

He further defined such sustainability as "the capacity of a system to engage in the 

complexities of continuous improvement consistent with the deep values of human 

purpose" (p. ix).  

 

Hargreaves and Fink (2006) took this further, arguing that continuous improvement (CI) 

should go beyond developing new systems but should develop the capacity to ensure 

�GHHS�OHDUQLQJ�IRU�DOO�WKDW�VSUHDGV�DQG�ODVWV��LQ�ZD\V�WKDW�>«@�FUHDWH�SRVLWLYH�EHQHILW�IRU�

others around us, now and in the future" (p.17). The adoption of a CI philosophy is 

supported by the substantial and rapid development of school improvement models that 

look more broadly at their roots of origin (King and Stevenson, 2017).  

 

Therefore, one such solution to drive this transformational change is developing a CI 

philosophy in schools and school systems (Flumerfelt and Green, 2013). Such "powerful 

discourses" (Keddie and Mills, 2019, p.1) shape school governance, leadership, 

accountability mechanisms, competition and networks between schools, with the key 

driver of developing a self-improving school-led system. This study proposes that 

adopting a CI philosophy is an alternative to the reductionist and piecemeal models often 

attributed to the school improvement process (Bhengu, Mchunu and Bayeni, 2020).  

 

1.5 Research Aim  

The research gaps in knowledge and the understanding of CI (chapter 2) identified the 

concept of critical success factors (CSFs) of CI that needed to be explored within a school 

environment to determine how improvement efforts could be facilitated. The study aims 

to examine the applicability of adopting a CI philosophy to support school improvement. 
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This is achieved by examining the school environment's current situation and developing 

conceptual models of CI philosophy for school improvement. Within this approach, the 

school is to be considered a complex human activity system with different stakeholders, 

bearing a certain influence on the school issues. Therefore, this research aims to identify 

if schools can cultivate a CI philosophy within the context of the English education 

system in 2016. To allow this focus to be explored, the research addresses a fundamental 

question drawn from the literature: 

 

RQ: Can a continuous improvement philosophy be applied to a school environment? 

 

To allow this research question to be examined, it is crucial to use an approach that would 

support schools in reflecting on a sustained approach to school improvement. Notably, 

this investigation focuses on a HAS that exists amid increasing bureaucratic practices and 

collaboration, partnership and learning communities that are highly politically charged 

and a national auditing body that oversees a high-stakes accountability measurement 

system. 

 

The purpose of the research is to understand the experiences, values and perceptions of 

leaders of schools and their staff in exploring the applicability of CI in schools. This will 

allow insights into the research phenomena (Klein and Myers, 1999) which is common 

in studies of cultural and political domains (Jackson, 2003). The research's principal terms 

were identified and include the concepts of CI, CSFs and the complexity of school reform 

while dealing with the constraints within the system. 

 

Such elements imply that the school system in England is highly atomised, fragmented 

and complicated. Consequently, it is essential to reflect on the process of adaptation 
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occurring within a complex organisational context. To achieve this, the research explores 

CSFs of CI as construed and enacted by the headteacher and the senior leadership team. 

It also involves the perspectives of staff members, therefore allowing greater insight into 

the school system. However, despite the intuitive logic of CI and the growing interest in 

the field of education to this approach, there appears to be a limited adoption of this 

philosophy to schools within England. 

 
1.6 Research Strategy 
 
My initial thought processes, assumptions and views of human nature impacted my 

approach to questions, the types of problems and how they will be answered.  Therefore, 

selecting the most appropriate research approach for this study, I had to go beyond my 

µcomfort zone¶. Coming from a natural science background, I accepted that the world was 

objective. I am accustomed to seeking to explain situations through such paradigms. I 

consider my apparent 'scuffle' between natural and social science approaches to be an 

advantage and, therefore, my instinct would be to favour using different strategies for 

different circumstances. 

 

Despite my scientific background and understanding of the values within social science 

research, I believe that other paradigms are of equal value. Ultimately, this study is based 

on the belief that knowledge is influenced by relationships within society (Cohen et al., 

2011) and socially constructed (Lincoln and Guba, 2013). However, I am primarily a 

doubter who maintains a highly sceptical attitude towards any form of data. Therefore, I 

was keen to find an approach that allowed for gathering trustworthy and valuable 

information about this complex system ± furthermore, an approach that explored data in 

a way that seeks to structure complex problems, to explore the current situation, rather 

than just a problem-solving strategy (Yeoman, McMahon-Beattie and Wheatley, 2016).  



   

 

 

 

22 

 

Moreover, any methodological approach investigating a HAS must engage the identified 

participants. Consequently, this research was based on a Soft Systems Methodology 

(SSM) (chapter 3) approach because it allows for system complexity to be explored. SSM 

supports research with and for people and revolves around the analysis of complex 

situations. Furthermore, it is a methodological approach that explores the system 

requirements of a HAS. SSM "questions what operations the system should perform and, 

more importantly, why" (Gasson, 1994, p.1) while dealing with divergent views and 

attempts "to subjectively understand the point of view and the intentions of the human 

beings who construct social systems" (Jackson, 2003, p.142). As such, it allows for the 

designing of "new systems in cultures that are characterised by pluralistic views and 

values" (Molineux and Haslett, 2007, p.477).  

 
1.7  Contribution to Knowledge 
 
This study explores whether English schools within the West Midlands can adopt CI at a 

strategic level. Even though there have been instances of successful and innovative 

educational organisations that understand and embrace the idea of CI, the overall transfer 

of quality and systems thinking from the private sector to education has been slow 

(OECD, 2017). This study will further support our knowledge of this transfer by 

examining the applicability of CI in a self-improving school-led system. Moreover, the 

prevailing critical factors for effective implementation of CI in the education sector will 

be enriched through this study. 

 

This study may support similar environments to schools, such as Further Education 

colleges and Higher Education, for which appropriate strategies for implementing CI 

might be conducive for sustained improvement. The findings of this study support 
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conducting future studies on CI. Additionally, the application of SSM to explore schools' 

perceptions of their current situation further develops the application of SSM in 

education. 

 
1.8 Parameters of the Study 
 
This research did not set out to investigate the practical use or impact of CI tools or 

techniques within schools nor to ascertain a causal relationship between CI and the direct 

RXWFRPHV� RI� SXSLOV¶� DWWDLQPHQW�SURJUHVV�� RU� DFWXDO� RXWFRPHV� RI� VFKRROV¶� SUHYLRXV�

LPSURYHPHQW� ZRUN� LQ� WHUPV� RI� EHLQJ� DQ� µRXWVWDQGLQJ¶� RU� µUHTXLUHV� LPSURYHPHQW¶�� DV�

defined by the national auditing processes. As such, direct causation has not, so far, been 

hypothetically or empirically established and any such link is liable to a wide variety of 

intervening contextual components: 

 
x The assessment of whether school improvement had achieved the desired 

outcome would require complex data-gathering from a wide range of sources 

before an assessment could be made.  

x The final judgement about the success of an improvement is likely to be highly 

subjective and consequently, any judgement would be depending on different 

perspectives.  

x Given the full range of stakeholder perspectives and the various measurement 

tools to be considered, assessing the impact of improvement work is multifaceted 

and there was no scope within this study to include it. 

x Many peripheral factors also apply in determining the extent to which school 

LPSURYHPHQW� ZDV� GHHPHG� µVXFFHVVIXO¶� RU� QRW and from whose perspective. It 

would arguably be unrealistic to control for these wide-ranging factors in 

organisational research and were it possible, it would certainly be outside the 

scope of this study. 
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1.9 Thesis Design 
 
This study is represented as sequential processes; however, it is essential to note that 

although this study's structure is described as a linear process, SSM can be flexible and 

'looped', getting to a position of clarity, the approach, however, can appear disordered.  

Therefore, exploring this research process linearly does not necessarily represent events 

as they occurred. A model was developed to clarify the study's structure and help the 

reader follow the research story (see figure 1.1) (Leshem and Trafford, 2007).  

 

It also highlights the SSM phases and key activities and their alignment with the chapters' 

structure. The study is divided into five chapters, which provide findings and address the 

research question through a sequence of approaches to achieve the research aims and 

objectives. 

 
1.9 Summary 
 
This chapter gave a brief introduction to the rationale of the study, which is the foundation 

of this thesis. This is supported by reflecting on the catalyst for the study in a 

contemporary, neoliberal context associated with marketisation and high stakes 

accountability within compulsory education. Consequently, this drives the search for 

sustaining and improving performance, while having identifiable short- and long-term 

constraints to the educational system. This allowed for the justification of the research to 

be explored. The research aim was established along with the fundamental question. The 

methodology adopted for this study was shared, followed by an outline of the thesis. 
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Figure 1. 1 Thesis layout and its relationship to the methodological approach 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review: Adopting a Continuous 

Improvement Philosophy 
 
2.0 Introduction 

This chapter develops a foundation for the research and a context for the research 

findings. Subsequently, the focus is narrowed to key considerations and implications for 

adopting a CI philosophy to support educational reform. This tapering allows for the 

exploration of CSFs for implementing CI and the associated problems. Such reflections 

position the study in relation to previous relevant research and identify trends and themes 

in the literature to "integrate and summarise what is known in an area" and "show a path 

of current research" (Neuman, 2014, p.111). 

 

A review of the literature is undertaken of CI and its application to the research context 

and the extent of the gap in the evidence in the field is highlighted, thus, µGUDZLQJ�RXW¶�

the research question for this study (Darling-Hammond et al., 2019). This allows for a 

conceptual framework to be developed.  

 

2.1 Continuous Improvement 

µ&RQWLQXRXV� ,PSURYHPHQW¶� LV� D� SKLORVRSK\� EDVHG� RQ� WKH� EHOLHI� WKDW� FRQWLQXRXV��

incremental improvement adds to substantial change over time and is formed by the 

-DSDQHVH�ZRUG�µ.DL]HQ¶��PHDQLQJ�NDL- µFKDQJH¶�DQG�]Hn- µJRRG¶��WDNHQ�OLWHUDOO\���LW�PHDQV�

improvement (Imai, 1986). Nevertheless, CI �VRPHWLPHV� UHIHUUHG� WR� DV� µFRQWLQXRXV�

TXDOLW\�LPSURYHPHQW¶�RU�µTXDOLW\�LPSURYHPHQW¶�� LV�D�EURDG�DQG�FRQWHVWHG�FRQFHSW��VHH�

Elias and Davis, 2018; Greenhalgh and Papoutsi, 2019).   
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Bessant and Caffyn (1999) described CI as the process that builds upon high levels of 

LQYROYHPHQW� LQ� ³DQ� RUJDQLVDWLRQ-wide process of focused and sustained incremental 

LQQRYDWLRQ´��S������7KH�DXWKRUV�UHFRJQLVHG�WKDW�&,�LQQRYDWLRQ�ZDV�QRW�D�SURFHVV�RI the 

µTXLFN� ZLQ¶� YDULHW\�� EXW� UDWKHU� RQH� RI� LQFUHPHQWDO� FKDQJH�� 7KHUHIRUH�� Lt is a way of 

thinking that encourages and empowers everyone to identify where and how even small 

changes can benefit the organisation, their team, or their individual performance 

(Chiarini, Claudio and Vittorio, 2018).  

 

&RQVHTXHQWO\��%HVVDQW�DQG�)UDQFLV��������GHILQHG�&,�DV�D�³G\QDPLF�FDSDELOLW\´��S�����RI�

³DQ�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�EXLOW�XS�RYHU�WLPH´��S��������ZKLFK�SURYLGHV�D�IRXQGDWLRQ�IRU�DWWDLQLQJ�

and maintaining a competitive edge in an often rapidly changing and ambiguous 

environment. This process involves the ongoing repositioning and reshaping of elements 

of the organisation and requires the continuous rethinking of the patterns that connect and 

create different elements of the organisation, designed to achieve positive and continuous 

change. Therefore, it is important to embed purposeful and explicit set of principles 

within an organisation (Lillrank, Shani and Lindberg, 2001). 

 

Bhuiyan and Baghel (2005) traced the history of CI and reviewed a range of definitions 

from the literature. This led them to define CI as a ³culture of sustained improvement 

targeting the elimination of waste in all systems and processes of an organisation. It 

involves everyone working together to make improvements´ (p.761).  While, the 

Chartered Quality Institute (2009) focuses on efficiency and effectiveness and defines CI 

as a gradual never-ending change that is ³focused on increasing the effectiveness and/or 

efficiency of an organisation to fulfil its policy and objectives´��)DFWVKHHW�1R����.  
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Hamel (2001) and Kofoed, Gertsen and Jørgensen (2002) judged that CI can be achieved 

through the evolution of improvement (i.e., incremental) and revolutionary innovation 

(radical) and that both are vital in the growth and development of an organisation.  

Evolutionary innovations lead to incremental improvement but require continuity e.g., a 

new teaching approach (see Baeder, 2010).  While more radical innovation creates drastic 

changes to the competitive environment, e.g., organisational reform (see Serdyukov, 

2017). The American Society for Quality (2018) concurred with this and stated that 

³FRQWLQXRXV�LPSURYHPHQW�LV�DQ�RQJRLQJ�HIIRUW�WR�LPSURYH�SURGXFts, services or processes. 

7KHVH� HIIRUWV� FDQ� VHHN� µLQFUHPHQWDO¶� LPSURYHPHQW� RYHU� WLPH� RU� µEUHDNWKURXJK¶�

LPSURYHPHQW�DOO�DW�RQFH´� 

 

Boer et al. (2000) emphasise the ongoing characteristics of CI as being a strategic and 

phased programme, which modify the ways of working to improve the performance of 

the whole organisation (Martichenko, 2004). Consequently, proponents use a range of 

terms to label CI. These include improvement science (Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching), quality improvement (the Institute of Healthcare 

Improvement), learning organisations (Senge, 2006) and democratic experimentalism 

(Liebman and Cruikshank, 2017). 

While all these terms are chosen strategically, they can, however, vary according to 

different perspectives such as organisation, product and service characteristics 

(Feigenbaum, 1991; Feigenbaum and Feigenbaum, 2005) and the nature of the 

VWDNHKROGHUV¶�H[SHFWDWLRQV�DQG�VDWLVIDFWLRQ��%HOLDV�et al., 2017). Nevertheless, CI happens 

when all members of the system work together to improve processes and reduce variation 

to improve performance for the stakeholder.  
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When CI programmes develop in organisations, operational changes occur, e.g., working 

with suppliers and customers, mistakes are viewed as improvement opportunities. 

Consequently, there is a structured problem-solving ethos until the organisation can be 

GHILQHG�DV�D�µOHDUQLQJ�RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶��%HVVDQW��&DII\Q�DQG�*DOODJKHU���������6SHDUV��������

highlights a common theme from the literature: the need to deveORS�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V�

ability to identify and solve problems to build and transfer knowledge, so it is useful 

throughout the organisation. 

 

Ultimately, CI is more than applying specific tools and techniques (Coulson-Thomas, 

1997).  CI is substantively a vision of leadership and the development of methodologies 

to improve outcomes (Blumenthal and Kilo, 1998). It is the pursuit of perfection by 

SURYLGLQJ�³JXLGHOLQHV� IRU� WKH�SHUVRQ¶V� WKRXJKWV� DQG�EHKDYLRXUV� DQG� UHIOHFWV� KRZ� they 

visualises the external world and the internal (i.e., inner��VHOI´� �&KXQJ, 1999, p.36) to 

SUHYHQW�³RUJDQLVDWLRQDO�RVVLILFDWLRQ´��&ROH��������S����� 

 

Within Western culture, the philosophy was adapted and applied through a variety of 

approaches and frameworks within organisations, for example:  

x Lean (Toyota Production System) (see Womack and Jones, 1996; Ramaswamy, 

2007) 

x Six Sigma, (see Pande and Holpp, 2002; Antony et al., 2007) 

x Total Quality Management (TQM) (see Iles and Sutherland 2001; Hackman and 

Wageman, 1995) 

x Business Process Re-engineering (BPR) (see Hammer and Champy, 1993; 

McNulty and Ferlie, 2002) 

x Agile (see Lin, Ying and Chen, 2004; Christian et al., 2001) 

x Theory of Constraints (TOC) (see Goldratt, 1990 ; Talib and Rahman, 2010)   

x Quick Response Manufacturing (QRM) (see Pyrek, 2010; Suri, 1998) 
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x ISO 9001 (see Sampaio, Saraiva and Guimarães-Rodrigues, 2009; Tart, Molina-

Azortn and  Ixaki, 2012) 

x Baldrige National Quality Program, (see Prybutok, Zhang and Peak 2011; Winn, 

B. and Cameron, 1998)  

x European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM) (see Carlos et al., 2009; 

Rusjan, 2005) 
  
Due to these differing approaches, D�µEOHQGLQJ�UHFLSH¶�RI�&,�LQLWLDWLYHV�KDV�RFFXUUHG�LQ�

practice (George, 2002; Dahlgaard and Park-Dahlgaard, 2005). Such combinations can 

allow for the development of an epicentre framework, where some elements of CI 

programmes have applicability outside their core focus, demonstrating a large overlap 

between many of the CI concepts (figure 2.0).  The epicentre describes the point where 

the improvement concepts are likely to have the most impact.  There will always be 

elements of these approaches which can be applied RXWVLGH�RI�WKHLU�µFRUH¶� 

 

These blended approaches are said to maximise value by offering the fastest rate of 

improvement (Berwick, 1989; Shortell, Levin and Hughes, 1995). This wide variety of 

overlap has enabled the foundation of the more widespread uptake of CI, from 

manufacturing into other sectors including, for example, banking (e.g., Sunder, 2016) and 

healthcare (e.g. Øvretveit, 2010). 

 
)RU�WKH�SXUSRVHV�RI�WKLV�VWXG\��WKH�EURDGHU�WHUP�RI�µFRQWLQXRXV�LPSURYHPHQW¶�ZLOO�EH�XVHG�

to embody characteristics that are typically described in the literature, such as quality 

improvement and therefore CI is defined as: an organisational-wide philosophy of 

focused and continuous innovation to achieve desired goals. This definition suggests the 

involvement of a critical mass in making changes, which are directed towards 

organisational goals on an ongoing basis.  



   

 

 

 

31 

 

(adapted from Hayes and Wheelwright, 1984) 

 
 
2.1.1 Distinguishing continuous improvement from other approaches to school 
improvement 
 
Identification and selection of improvement initiatives are rarely guided by evidence 

(Hopkins et al., 2011) but from external research studies and is most often driven by 

instinct, anecdote, ideology and politics (Coyne, 2018).  Over the last 20 years, the 

foundation for reform and national policies in England have introduced various initiatives 

to promote school improvement.   

 

Typically such reforms have focused on challenging academic content standards, 

performance standards for all students, a compatible assessment system and a system that 

Figure 2.0 The relationship between improvement programmes 
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punishes and rewards schools for their results, for example, the 'National Strategies' 

(DfEE, 1997), Excellence and Enjoyment: A Strategy for Primary Schools (DfES, 2003), 

Five Year Strategy for Children and Learners (DfES, 2004a), Removing Barriers to 

Achievement (DfES, 2004b), 'National Challenge Programme' (DCSF, 2006), and 

Assessment for Learning Strategy (DCSF, 2008) or the focus on 'Coasting Schools' (DfE, 

2016).  

 

All these initiatives have increased the shift from individual school improvement 

initiatives to system-wide (i.e., national) change (Harris and Chrispeels, 2008; Hopkins 

et al., 2011) to enhance accountability and performance within education. More recent 

work from Grunow et al., (2018) identified assumptions that differentiate CI from other 

strategies for supporting school improvement (see table 2.0). The table represents a set of 

beliefs on which a CI approach can be predicated. CI must move from being a slogan or 

aspiration to a distinct theory of action. 

 

Ultimately, with moral purpose at the heart of successful school and system improvement, 

educators will not be able to realise this purpose without powerful and increasingly 

specified strategies to allow them to deal with the challenges presented by the 

increasingly complex communities they serve. Therefore, there needs to be two key 

approaches; the first is a performance or productivity model that emphasises 

accountability (Elliott et al., 1981). The second is an improvement or process model that 

emphasises school evaluation (Gilbert, 2012). 
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(Taken from Grunow et al., 2018, p.12) 

 
 
 
Furthermore, research has identified that the introduction of broader accountability 

measures supports school improvement, innovation (Lubienski, 2009) and positive 

student outcomes (OECD, 2010, 2011) and reflects a global movement of educational 

reform (Sahlberg, 2011; 2016). However, systems dominated by neoliberal principles are 

complex and adaptive (Jopling and Hadfield, 2015), by which schools, leaders and 

teachers are held accountable to the government and the public for the quality of their 

provision (Bush, 2019; Lingard et al., 2016).  

 

Similar to accountability and evaluation approaches, a CI philosophy places a premium 

on identified outcomes. However, Dibler et al., (2005) argue that the system's design is 

the principal cause of low performance, not the staff per se. CI strategies are effective 

Assumption Description  

Systems produce 
outcomes.  

CI assumes that it is the system and not individuals that 
produces current outcomes and accordingly focuses 
attention on system design and operation.  

Efforts focus on key 
processes.  

Improvement efforts focus on the processes that produce 
the outcomes as opposed to focusing exclusive attention on 
the outcomes themselves.  

Progress requires 
collective learning and 
discovery.  

Improvement efforts are structured to encourage workers 
throughout the organisation to engage in collective learning 
about their practice. Data and problem-solving 
methodologies are used to make assumptions about cause 
and effect explicit, and to test ideas in practice.  

Front-line workers are 
uniquely situated to 
learn how to get ideas 
to work.  

Those directly responsible for implementation of a practice 
(e.g. classroom teachers) are actively involved in learning 
how to get that practice to work in context. Their unique 
knowledge of the day-to-day work is a form of expertise 
necessary for effective improvement.  

As effective practices 
are discovered they are 
spread throughout the 
organisation.  

As effective practices are discovered they are spread and 
become standard work for the organisation. These practices 
are continually updated and adapted to context through 
local experimentation.  

 

Table 2. 0 Distinguishing features of a continuous improvement approach 
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because they engage staff to identify and improve the critical problems (Sadikoglu and 

Olcay, 2014), which may be further up from the 'chalk face'.  

 

Within a CI philosophy, a focus on the specific processes, combined with staff being 

actively engaged in experimentation, is used to improve the process (Poister and Harris, 

1996). Therefore, CI organises people to uncover effective solutions and integrate them 

into the overall design process. This contrasts with performance management approaches, 

which often rely on leaders' ability and motivation to support subsequent impact on staff 

outcomes (Plowright and Barr, 2012). 

 

Furthermore, educational reforms aim to improve professional learning, which has 

become a significant focus of concern in recent years, as evidenced by the development 

of teaching standards, CPD standards, headteachers' standards and the Early Career 

Framework. These approaches, including the proliferation of practice and professional 

learning communities, are intended to focus on empowering and engaging teaching 

professionals to work with peers collaboratively (Harris and Jones, 2012).  

 

Fundamental to this approach is the sense that professional inquiry will develop better 

pedagogical content knowledge. Like reforms promoting professional learning, CI also 

approaches practitioner inquiry as a critical resource for performance and outcomes. As 

Imai (1986) describes, CI presumes a "profound faith in the worker" (p.178) and 

presumes "that those closest to the work are in the best position to learn about the work" 

(Grunow et al., 2018, p.11).  

 

Therefore, CI intends to enable greater precision of understanding and action, i.e., 

µV\VWHPV�OHDUQLQJ¶���To fully adopt a CI approach requires adopting this underlying theory 
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of action and successfully embedding the critical success factors required to engage with 

a CI philosophy (Radnor et al., 2006). This engagement allows CI to evolve a relatively 

narrow focus on school improvement (Fullan, 2007) into a broader conception of system 

improvement that encompasses all system levels (Fryer, Antony and Douglas, 2007). 

 

2.1.2 Application of Continuous Improvement in Education 
 
The application of CI has been reported in both academic and practitioner literature from 

manufacturing and aerospace to service, public, central and local government and 

healthcare (see Belias et al., 2017; Jurburg et al., 2019; Radnor 2010a; 2010b).  

 

A few studies associated with manufacturing and IT identified and analysed the factors 

that lead to successful CI implementation (see Krumwiede and Roth, 1997; Waeytens and 

Buggeman, 1994) and concluded that lack of engagement with the CSFs limited long-

term impact.  Consequently, there is often an argument that school systems fail to improve 

because educators and policymakers reflect their own experiences (Duggin, 2004) and 

focus on working harder at the things that have produced limited success. 

 

Nevertheless, the migration and integration of CI have varied, with studies demonstrating 

positive correlations between CI implementation and organisational performance 

(Kumar, Kee and Manshor, 2009; Vijande and Gonzalez, 2009). The relationships 

demonstrated certain traits and practices in various contexts, including the differences 

between sectors, i.e., the public, private and manufacturing, while others were case 

studies conducted in a CI environment.  

 

CI models have progressed from their roots in business to educational systems (Deming, 

1986) and all kinds of justifications have been used to explain the increasing interest in 
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the application of CI to the education sector (Temponi, 2005; Ngware, Wamukuru and 

Odebero, 2006). For example, having reviewed the use of quality criteria in education, 

Middlewood (2010) concluded that they were essential for raising educational standards. 

However, Antony et al., (2012) discussed the challenges for successful implementation 

of Lean and Six Sigma in higher education institutions, e.g., too much focus on tools and 

techniques rather than long term change.  Moreover, the focus of CI within education has 

been mainly on TQM, Six Sigma and Lean in higher education (for example, Belias et 

al., 2017; Rodriguez, Valenzuela and Ayuyao, 2018).  

 

This increase in documentation and the initial integration of CI in some educational 

sectors further legitimise its use in the field; for example, Antony et al., (2012) studied 

higher education institutions using Lean and Six Sigma as CI approaches. They stated 

that "in spite of the argument that Lean and Six Sigma are only applicable to the 

manufacturing sector, these methodologies can play a significant role in improving 

performance of higher education institutions and other public sector organisations" 

(p.943). Therefore, calls for CI have become central to conversations on education reform 

in both the USA and the UK (see Bryk et al., 2015; Panero, 2019). 

 

Since 1994 literature has demonstrated the role of CI in other education areas, for 

example, serving as Quality Coordinator at George Westinghouse Vocational and 

Technical High School in Brooklyn, NY, Schargel (1994) stated, "If Total Quality 

Management could be successfully used in an inner-city school like Westinghouse, then 

it can be used in schools" (p.136). Other examples have focused on specific areas such 

as, student retention (Huger, 2002), curriculum development (Edgeman and Bigio, 2002), 

program evaluation (Lalovic, 2002), continuing education for adult learners (Man, 2002; 

Wilkerson, 2008) and certification and student preparation for the workplace (Shafer, 
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2005). Although more limited, there is evidence that schools and their local governance, 

mainly in the USA, have started to adopt CI as a management strategy to transform their 

organisations (see Grunow et al., 2018).  

 

Furthermore, there has been increased interest in school inquiry models, such as Senge's 

(2006) work on learning organisations and Fullan and Quinn's (2015) coherence 

framework, both of which are aligned with a CI philosophy. Moreover, the inclusion of 

CI language in English policy documents (see Greany, 2015; Stoll, 2015) and large-scale 

investments in the USA by the Gates Foundation, have stimulated an even greater uptake 

of this approach.  

 

The predominant literature associated with quality and CI in school education considers 

some different frameworks, including TQM, EFQM and the Malcolm Baldrige National 

Quality Award. The most frequently cited approaches align with TQM and the Baldrige 

National Quality Program (Stringham, 2004).  Approaches, such as Lean or TQM, are 

predicated on the principle that the public sector can learn from the private sector, that 

choice between providers is inherently beneficial to the consumer of the service either in 

terms of the quality of that service, that services should focus upon responsiveness to 

consumer need rather than being producer-led (Ghobadian, Viney and Redwood, 2009).   

 

Blankstein (1992), for example, claims that a CI philosophy can provide the necessary 

framework to bring about positive changes in education. Rhodes (1992) concluded that 

"applying a quality lens to schooling allows us to see management as the common work 

of the school practitioner and of the administrator" (p.78). However, when CI models 

have been applied to schools, they have yielded only moderate success; for example, in 

1999, the Malcolm Baldrige business award was extended to educational institutions 
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based mainly on TQM standards. Of the 142 school districts that attempted to earn the 

award, only five were successful (Johnson and Sommer, 2009). This number is low, 

considering there are over 15,000 school districts in the USA (Gerstner, 2008).  

 

Schenkat, Battaglini and Rosen (1985) concluded that educators have difficulty applying 

CI principles and this was not because of the theories that guided their actions; instead, 

they are preconditioned to look for quick 'wins' and within the educational context, this 

is often being driven by neoliberal principles (Giroux, 2009), i.e., high stakes 

accountability and competition between schools. Therefore, identifying strategies to 

improve and ensure impact within education is a priority, as education lays the foundation 

for the development of society.   

 

Johnson (1993) and then Barney and Kirby (2004) contended that CI models have not 

blossomed in schools primarily due to a shortage of collaboration, flexibility, openness 

and independence, while only 7% of some educational establishments think that EFQM 

has brought about a significant improvement in the effectiveness of leadership practices 

(Osseo-Asare, Longbottom and Murphy, 2005). Nevertheless, education is a diverse and 

complex environment that is subjective and value-laden; leading to multiple perspectives 

on how 'quality' should be defined (Moss, 2007).  In other words, while CI is regarded as 

a popular management strategy, findings indicate that CI yields mixed results among 

different sectors (Fryer, Anthony and Douglas, 2007). 

 

A comparative study by Yoshida (1994) of the practices of CI in Japanese and US schools 

demonstrated that Japanese schools were not individually competitive but had in fact a 

greater focus on collaboration and cooperation.  According to the research, such 

characteristics lead Japanese students to a more equal academic level owing to the staff 
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emphasising group dynamics (i.e., collaboration and cooperation) at the expense of 

personal creativity. The implementation of a commitment to cooperation and 

collaboration is in line with a CI philosophy (Wójcik, 2017). 

 

Yoshida (1994) further determined that schools in the US were more competitive due to 

ability grouping and encouraging individualism. The greater emphasis on individuality in 

the US schools did promote greater creativity. However, he demonstrated that after 

implementing CI and reducing individual differences within the US schools, educational 

standards rose and the achievement gap reduced.  

 

Lagrosen (1999) researched CI in education in four schools in Stockholm, Sweden. The 

study observed and interviewed senior leaders, teachers and parents over three years and 

found the CI intervention programmes improved communication, offered greater 

participation and enabled effective assessments and sustained outcomes. Further studies 

by Algozzine et al. (2005) and Brown, Smith and Steele (2013) identified the benefits of 

CI in transforming classroom culture. These studies established that adopting CI 

processes improved student behaviour and raised academic achievement.  

 

A mixed-method study by Diaz and Martinez-Mediano (2017) found that when 

comparing 26 Spanish primary and secondary schools, those that implemented a CI 

philosophy had better educational outcomes and improved stakeholder satisfaction levels 

than schools that had not adopted a CI approach. They concluded that there was a 

³UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�WKH�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ´�RI�&,�LQ�VFKRROV�DQG�³LPSURYHPHQW�RI�VFKRRO�

RUJDQL]DWLRQDO�SURFHVVHV�DQG�RXWFRPHV´��SJ������However, the implementation of CI in 

the education arena is not as extensive in the English school system. 
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Much of the criticism of the integration of CI approaches (see Desjardins and Obara, 

1993; Schafer, 1996) revolves around the concern that reform agendas look for universal 

solutions grounded in market regulation (Painter, 2006). Another possible reason for the 

lack of adoption of CI in education could be attributed to the criticism that the application 

of CI principles to education is inappropriate due to the translation of business concepts 

and terminologies to education. For example, schools are responsible for delivering to the 

public, but they also respond to political imperatives and cultural and social philosophies. 

This raises questions about the ability of educational organisations to react to rapid 

changes in the environment (Berrish, 2016).  

 

Education is expected to confront change strategically and proactively (Fullan, 2005). 

Schools and universities should learn how to change from the inside rather than wait for 

compulsion from external agencies (Ackoff and Greenberg, 2008) or react to short-term 

problems (Goodwin, 2011). Therefore, educational organisations need to learn how to 

change continuously instead of regressing into a cycle of long periods of stability 

interrupted by short bursts of crisis management and change, which has become the norm. 

Consequently, as educational organisations become more central to knowledge-

dependent societies, they need to make significant ground in their ability to learn and 

change (Downes, 2016). 

 

Schools are not unique, those schools that are failing in achieving their purpose due to 

ineffective leadership are in no way different from failing companies (Sarason and 

Sarason, 1997).  However, education as a provider of services and outcomes is a challenge 

due to the need to support social justice (Thrupp and Tomlinson, 2005). DeBruyn (2005) 

argues that engagement is fundamental to a student's (and staffs') development in the 

implementation of a CI philosophy. If CI is about meeting and exceeding customer needs 
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and wants, it is essential to identify whose needs and wishes should be satisfied (Sallis, 

2005).  However, historically students (and customers) needs and preferences have been 

overlooked (Fullan, 2011), seeing school students/their parents as customers are further 

skewed by the fact that education or training is compulsory, in England, to age 18 and 

therefore may be failing to serve their needs. 

Kaufman and Hirumi (1992) comment that CI models in education collect and use student 

data to share this information with key stakeholders to identify gaps and follow the 

information for potential issues. This is further supported using data to identify issues and 

explore variation with a focus on educational equity conversations (Freeston 1992).  

Often, it is precisely the lack of information and analysis, which has been identified for 

the failure of past school reforms.  The result has been the continual failure of schools to 

learn from previous errors purposefully and analytically, build on their successes 

(Schmoker and Wilson, 1993) and therefore continually improve. Nevertheless, Kohn 

(1993) criticises the use of data and the focus on performance outcomes within the 

neoliberal agenda. 

Weick (1982) suggests that schools are not like other organisations and must be managed 

differently, because "much of their uniqueness derives from the fact that they are joined 

more loosely than is true for other organisations" (p.6). Furthermore, this study 

demonstrated that what is missing in such systems that are more loosely coupled is either 

consensus on policies and procedures or inspection that is frequent enough to detect 

significant process deviations. As Meyer (2002, p.518) points out, "loosely coupled 

organisations [«@�PLJKW�EH� WRR�XQZLHOG\� WR� UHVSRQG�HIIHFWLYHO\´�� �7KHUHIRUH�� Irom an 

educational perspective the fact that government-funded schools are unable to control the 

quality or consistency of system inputs, for example student intake and funding 

allocation, have been reasons why educators believe improvement practices that are both 
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commonplace and successful in the private sector cannot work in education (Park et al., 

2013).   

 

It can be argued that education cannot be mass-produced; it must use student-centred 

processes (Kohn, 1993; Sztajn, 1992). Together with the failure to recognise that 

processes in industry differ from those in education. The commercial jargon attributed to 

CI can also be seen as a source of irritation for individuals in education. According to 

Kohn (1993), a lack of familiarity with the language results in ambiguity and hinders CI 

implementation in educational institutions.  Notwithstanding that the challenging nature 

of business-to-education definitions, the final 'product' is also not as tangible as it may 

typically be found in business.  

 

Thalner (2005) emphasised that a focus on CI requires data and appropriate decisions 

based on this data. As such, critics fear that schools may focus exclusively on visible and 

measurable outcomes. These outcomes might include attainment data, students' 

completions, absence and recruitment numbers. These accountability measures are likely 

to inhibit creativity (Hutchings, 2015). While factors such as a passion for learning, the 

enhancement of curiosity (Holt, 1994) and preparation for society, including democratic 

(Smith, 2001) and economic (Grant, 2017) agency could be considered more appropriate 

educational outcomes but are less quantifiable. 

 

Critics of the use of CI also argue that these approaches require "excessive training costs, 

consumes inordinate amounts of management time, increases paperwork and formality, 

demands unrealistic employee commitment levels and emphasises process over results" 

(Powell, 1995, p.16). Moreover, a study on TQM at a US university revealed that the 

implementation process moved at a "glacial pace" (Powell, 1995, p.41) in comparison to 



   

 

 

 

43 

its implementation in the corporate world. Despite this viewpoint, researchers concluded 

that the TQM model was a worthy investment.  Once integrated, CI is an essential part of 

the educational culture, with problems perceived as more controllable, with students 

taking more responsibility for their learning (Köksal, 2011).  

 

According to Kondo (1993), "Quality control truly begins and ends with education" 

(p.124). Weller (1995) recognises educational change and reorganisation using TQM 

demonstrated "successful results in schools across America" (p.20). This is because the 

CI process is a learning process at three levels (Ahmed and Loh and Zairi, 1999; Zairi, 

2005): 

� Individual- creating novel solutions 

� Group- highly participative structures to ensure high performance 

� Organisation- development of an agile and experimental culture 

 
Previous work of Dinklocker, (1992) and Hixson and Lovelace (1992), CI is based on 

"research and practice" (p.25). As school leaders seek to maximise resources to improve 

student outcomes, the use of various leadership models has attempted to reject traditional 

bureaucracy (Powell, 1995; Wohlstetter and Mohrman, 1993). CI models can be adapted 

to all human activity systems (HAS) (Brandt, 1992; Crawford and Shutler, 1999) and are 

distinct from other forms of school improvement approaches. Therefore, due to the rapid 

nature of contemporary change in schools, implementing CI requires a process applied to 

the entire organisation (Singh and Singh, 2015). 

 

2.2 Critical Success Factors 

Research on the notion of CSFs dates from 1961 (Daniel, 1961) and the concept was 

further developed by Anthony, Dearden and Vancil (1972), who identified the need to 

adapt CSFs to both an organisation's strategic vision and aims. Rockart (1979) defines 
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CSFs as "the limited numbers of areas in which results if they are satisfactory, will ensure 

competitive performance for the organisation" (p.85) and are relevant for any 

organisation (Chen and Huang, 2011). 

 

Kaye and Dyason (1995) demonstrated that it is unlikely for an organisation, which has 

adopted CI to be a high-performing organisation without the critical components of the 

philosophy being embedded. To develop CI in schools, it is necessary to analyse in 

advance these CSFs. CI is a systematic approach to explore and apply different ways of 

working and actively and repeatedly consider opportunities for improvements (Anand et 

al., 2009). In any implementation process, therefore, there will be several critical factors 

to its success and these factors need to be addressed (Shroff, 2019).  

 

Boynton and Zmud (1987, p.17) state that CSFs are "those few things that must go well 

to ensure success". Similarly, Saraph, Benson and Schroeder (1989, p.811) defined CSFs 

for CI as "critical areas of managerial planning and action that must be practised achieving 

effective quality management in a business unit". They pointed out that exploring CSFs 

could clarify quality systems in organisations and help to analyse CI aspects and relations. 

This is supported by Brotherton and Shaw (1996) and Butler and Fitzgerald (1999), who 

define CSFs as critical for the organisation to develop, grow and sustain improvements.  

 

These can also be described as hard and soft factors, although it can often be difficult to 

distinguish between them (Black and Porter, 1995). This emphasises that CSFs are not 

aims but rather activities and approaches that leaders can control and influence to achieve 

their goals. These tangible and intangible aspects are essential to achieving desired 

outcomes for all stakeholders (Lenka, Suar and Mohapatra, 2010). Furthermore, they state 

that CSFs are fluid and depend on the organisational journey while accounting for its 
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current situation.  Therefore, when these factors are adequately sustained and managed, 

they can have an important influence on the organisation's achievement (Tübke, 2010).  

 

Consequently, CSFs can be defined as the critical elements that organisations must realise 

to ensure their goals by analysing and categorising their impact (Guynes and Vanecek, 

1996; Fryer, Antony and Douglas 2007) at a point in time. More recent studies exploring 

CI highlight the importance of identifying the CSFs of CI implementation, for example, 

healthcare, transportation, media, finance and automotive (see Brandrud et al., 2011; 

Takeda-Tinker, 2018). According to Nguyen and Watanabe (2017), CSFs can be explored 

by integrating the technical and social elements.  This demonstrates that exploring CSFs 

will clarify CI systems in organisations and help to explore different relational aspects. 

Therefore, a vital element of this study is defining, sorting and classifying CSFs that 

fosters a CI philosophy in the school sector.  

 

An explicit barrier for the implementation of CI in the public sector, including education, 

is inadequate or insufficient knowledge and understanding of CI (Huang and Lin, 2002; 

Huq, 2005; Safakli and San, 2007). Therefore, if CSFs are essential inputs, any analysis 

would demonstrate their presence, absence, or laced integration. This is consistent with 

Ling et al., (2012), who demonstrated that the barriers and CSFs are intra- and 

interdependent. In other words, they can function as both mediating and moderating 

factors: two sides of the same coin.  

 

A review of the CI literature led to identifying the most common indicators or factors 

associated with a successful CI implementation, i.e., 'CSFs'. Seven criteria were explored 

(Table 2.1). This allowed the searching process to focus on studies that explored, defined 

and H[DPLQHG�WKH�&6)V�RI�&,��7KH�WZR�WHUPV��µ&,¶�DQG�µ&6)V¶�ZHUH�LQWHJUDWHG�WR�GHILQH�



   

 

 

 

46 

the scope of the literature search. Relevant databases were used in the searching process, 

for example, Google Scholar, Emerald, EBSCOhost, SAGE-Wiley, Science Direct, 

JSTOR-SAGE, Springer, ProQuest and Taylor and Francis.  

 

Table 2. 1 Literature Review: Search Criteria 

 
 
 

The key terms applied were based on Boolean Operators' OR/AND', which allowed for 

any link between the research themes and to speed up the searching process. Moreover, 

the searching process was focused on peer-reviewed journals and grey literature studies 

published between 2000 and 2016 to ensure currency. 

 

From the literature search (Appendix A), five broad dimensions that represent CSFs were 

LGHQWLILHG� WKDW� VXSSRUWHG� WKH� DSSOLFDWLRQ� DQG� VXVWDLQHG� VXFFHVV� RI� &,�� µ/HDGHUVKLS¶��
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µ3XUSRVH¶�� µ&XOWXUH�� µ3HRSOH¶� DQG� µ3URFHVV¶�� $Q� LGHQWLILDEOH� VXLWH� RI� PXOWL-faceted 

characteristics within these domains was grouped for this study. Domains or 

characteristics found to be similar or strongly related were consolidated and renamed to 

reflect the domains/characteristics of success factors. In several cases, the factors cited 

were very specific and isolated to a particular source. These factors were placed in the 

category of best fit. In the following section of CSFs, each of the domains is critically 

explored based on current thinking. 

 

2.2.1 Leadership 

Leadership can be recognised as a process that influences others to achieve common 

objectives (Yukl, 2006). Furthermore, research from business and industry uniformly 

stresses the importance of leadership for the successful adoption of a CI philosophy (for 

example, Aij, Visse and Widdershoven, 2015; Laureani and Antony, 2017, 2018). 

7KHUHIRUH��OHDGHUVKLS�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�DV�WKH�OLQFKSLQ�WKDW�µWLHV�WRJHWKHU¶�WKH�RWKHU�GLPHQVLRQV�

(Smyle and Eckert, 2018) (i.e., people, process, purpose and culture) into a support 

system. 

 

As a result, this process is determined by the leader's attitudes and attributes, such as 

beliefs, values, ethics, character, knowledge and skills (Drouillard, Grobler and Kleiner, 

1996), it also incorporates technical aspects such as management of facts, analysis and 

adhering to standards (Spear and Bowen, 1999). However, the leadership associated with 

a CI philosophy can appear to be paradoxical (Lewis, Andriopoulos and Smith, 2014). 

Applying a CI philosophy simultaneously requires the leader to act and manage 

consistently, stand back and empower employees to facilitate creativity. These actions 

and behaviours of CI is both practice- and performance-focused. Consequently, within 

the organisation's context, attitudes and attributes influence the nature of leadership and 
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its manifestation. Frequently cited leadership styles within the CI literature are those 

around transformational and transactional leadership (for example, Khattak, Zolin, 

and Muhammad, 2020; Murray, 2014; van Assen, 2018). 

 

Bass (1985) posits that transformational and transactional leadership can be important in 

understanding leadership in organisations and is conducive to organisational 

effectiveness (Avolio, Bass and Jung, 1999; Bass, 1985). This implies that transactional 

and transformational leadership are not mutually exclusive (e.g., Aldoory and Toth, 2004; 

Yukl, 2012).  A successful CI leader must achieve a shared understanding of their purpose 

while being both developmental/empowering (transformational leadership) and task-

driven (transactional leadership) (Murray, 2014). Effective leaders should be able to 

switch between varying forms of leadership depending upon the situation (Hough et 

al., 2017; Northouse, 2015). 

 

Previous leadership scholars have identified transactional leaders clarifying roles and task 

expectations, providing contingent rewards on the fulfilment of obligations, because it 

³FDSWXUHV� WKH� H[FKDQJH� QRWLRQ� IXQGDPHQWDO� WR� WUDQVDFWLRQDO� OHDGHU� EHKDYLRXU´�

(Podsakoff et al., 1990, p.113). Therefore, transactional leadership is an exchange 

process that is a matter of contingent reinforcement of employees based on performances. 

It holds that employees are motivated by fiscal transactions. Transactional leaders 

generally use policy, power and authority to sustain control; this leadership style is 

occasionally referred to as authoritative (Bennett, 2009).  

 

In comparison, transformational leaders focus on participative decision-making and 

sharing of power (Aldoory and Toth, 2004). Jin (2010) suggested that transformational 

OHDGHUVKLS� LQWHJUDWHV� WKH� HOHPHQWV� RI� ³HPSDWK\�� FRPSDVVLRQ�� VHQVLWLYLW\�� UHODWLRQVKLS�
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EXLOGLQJ�DQG�LQQRYDWLRQ´��S��������6XFK�D�OHDGHUVKLS�SURFHVV�DSSHDOV�WR�HPSOR\HHV¶�LGHDOV�

and moral values to motivate them by creating and representing an inspiring vision of the 

IXWXUH��<XNO���������7KLV�IRVWHUV�D�FOLPDWH�RI�WUXVW��QXUWXUHV�HPSOR\HHV¶�VHOI-efficacy and 

empowerment. Allameh, Heydari and Davoodi (2012) demonstrated a significant 

relationship between transformational leadership and greater employee empowerment. In 

addition, noted that transformational leadership includes participative decision-making 

and sharing of power. 

 

0LQW]EHUJ� ������� GHILQHV� SRZHU� DV� ³WKH� FDSDFLW\� WR� HIIHFW� �RU� DIIHFW�� RUJDQLVDWLRQDO�

RXWFRPHV´��S�����VLPLODUO\, Simpson and colleagues (2015), define power as the ability of 

an individual to exert influence on another person to obtain specific outcomes in a given 

situation. In essence, each of these definitions is concerned with how power is exercised 

within the organisation to deal with conflicting interests and pressures from individual 

actors or coalitions.  

 

Power is such a fundamental element of social structure that Clegg, Courpasson and 

3KLOOLSV��������S����DUJXHG�WKDW�³SRZHU�LV�WR�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�DV�R[\JHQ�LV�WR�EUHDWKLQJ´���

Several well-known theoretical frameworks have been offered to describe systems of 

power and politics in organisations (Gomes and Gomes, 2007). Formal organisations 

represent social and political systems explicitly established to achieve specific goals. 

Bureaucratic expectations set by the organisation as formal commitments define roles that 

drive the development of the organisational structure (Simpson et al., 2015).  

 

Such conflicting interests are translated into organisational decisions and actions to 

achieve strategic goals and objectives and as such necessitate that the leadership 

LQWHJUDWHV�ERWK�µKDUG¶�DQG�µVRIW¶�V\VWHP�DVSHFWV��L�H���D�FOHDU�IRFXV�RQ�SHRSOH��SXUSRVH��
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process and cultural development) to demonstrate commitment (Ramus, 2001). This 

requiUHV� OHDGHUV� WR�SURPRWH� WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V�FRUH�YDOXHV�DQG� LGHQWLW\�DQG�FUHDWH�DQG�

maintain an organisational culture that supports CI (Armstrong and Stephens, 2009), 

VHWWLQJ�JRDOV��SULRULWLHV�DQG�H[SHFWDWLRQV�IRU�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V�JHQHUDO�RSHUDWLRQV�DQG�&I 

(Rui, Emerson and Luis, 2010). These bureaucratic roles are consolidated into various 

positions and groups and arranged into a formal authoritative power and status hierarchy. 

Rules and regulations are established to guide decision-making and labour is typically 

divided based on task specialisation (Hoy and Miskel, 2012).  

 

The literature offers substantial support to the importance of leadership commitment in 

creating a CI philosophy through collaboration between key stakeholders (Savolainen, 

1999).  According to Spear and Bowen (1999), CI requires leaders to empower others in 

developing and testing ideas. Therefore, developmental and empowering leadership 

enables individuals and organisations to progress further (Huang, Rode and Schroeder, 

2011; Kumar and Sharma, 2018).   

 

2.2.2 People 
 
Schools can be seen as social-technical systems, with people as a critical resource (Baxter 

and Sommerville, 2011) and within a CI organisation, people play the central role in its 

implementation maintenance and development (Sachdev and Agrawal, 2017). 

&RQVHTXHQWO\�� WKHUH� LV� D�GRPLQDQW� WKHPH�RI� µUHVSHFW
�ZLWKLQ�D�&,�SKLORVRSK\� �$OHIDUL��

Salonitis and Xu, 2017). 

 

Liker (2004) states that applying CI plays a pivotal role by creating an inclusive 

environment in which internal and external stakeholders are expectations are being met 

(Sallis, 2005). Consequently, people can be regarded as a valuable resource within an 
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organisatLRQ� �(PLOLDQL�� ������� 2¶0DKRQ\� DQG� *DUDYDQ� �������� .UXJHU�� ������� DQG�

Parumasur and Govender (2013) demonstrated that CI offered a wide-ranging impact, 

strategically (i.e., strategic planning and decision making) when stakeholders are fully 

engaged with a CI process.  

 

Therefore, ensuring staff participation in CI activities supports their decision-making 

processes (Pun, Chin and Gill, 2001). This means that the behaviour exhibited by internal 

and external stakeholders and their competence and capabilities are key to successful CI 

deployment and implementation (Emiliani and Stec, 2005). This is further supported by 

Mann (2014,), who states "Focus on the people and the results will follow, focus on the 

results and you will have the same troubles as everyone eOVH´� �S������� LQFOXGLQJ� QR�

ownership of improvements and diminishing productivity. 

 

Shortell and colleagues (1995) argue that a CI philosophy's commitment to and 

sustainability requires a high level of individual investment. This supports Sallis (2005) 

argument that staff development is an essential tool for building the awareness and 

knowledge of CI. Indeed, the degree to which CI implementation succeeds is related to 

staff members' understanding of the process and the organisation's vision as a whole 

(Bayraktar, Tatoglu and Zaim, 2008). Therefore, people can be a strategic change agent 

(Gesme and Wiseman, 2010) in developing a quality culture and the quicker you establish 

a CI culture, the more sustainable the processes become (Lesmeister, Limbach and 

Goergen 2019).  

 

Choi (1995) is unequivocal about the importance of human capital to CI because it "relies 

RQ�WKH�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�LGHDV�RI�SHRSOH�LQ�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�>«@�ZKR�DUH�PRVW�IDPLOLDU�ZLWK�

the operation and who are going to stay at the job" (p.614). Consequently, adopting a CI 
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philosophy requires empowerment and respect, teamwork, care and management rooted 

in human capital (Boyer, 1996). Developing human capital is an essential component 

(Bessant, Caffyn and Gallagher, 2001; Fryer, Antony and Douglas, 2007), because it is 

essential to maintain stakeholder fulfilment. Therefore, a focus on 'people' has to be CSFs 

of CI programmes (Ahmad, Francis and Zairi, 2007; Holden, 2011). This demonstrates 

that people are a "key factor in the sustainability of CI and [are] part of the improvement 

process" (Garcia-Sabater and Marin-Garcia, 2011, p.36) which can be achieved only 

through long-term planning characterised by a commitment to providing quality services 

(Health Foundation, 2013).  

 

Moreover, Berger (1997, p.112) stated that CI "is an employee-oriented concept and it 

should involve employees at all organisational levels". Consequently, the main reasons 

for unsuccessful CI implementation are that the workforce lacks the appropriate 

knowledge, training and human capital to embrace CI (Talib and Rahman, 2010). 

Ultimately, CI success depends on a workforce willing to undertake incremental yet 

constant change rather than an emotionally charged workforce growing disheartened by 

continuous change (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012).  

 

Employees need to be capable and qualified to deliver results (Lillrank, Shani and 

Lindberg, 2001; Mathieu, Gilson and Ruddy, 2006). Doing so avoids frustration and 

anxiety where school staff feel overstretched while being pushed to achieve more 

(Hines et al., 2008). Therefore, there is little argument that empowering employees plays 

an integral role in implementing CI (Barraza, Smith and Dahlgaard-Park, 2009; Dubey 

and Bansal, 2012). Such implementation requires the complete involvement and 

commitment of staff (Garcia-Sabater and Marin-Garcia, 2011).  
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Short and Rinehart (1992) identified six dimensions of empowerment within education; 

decision-making, autonomy, professional growth, impact, status and self-efficacy. 

Decision-making refers to the participation of employees in important decisions that 

directly affect their work lives. Autonomy refers to staff belief that they have control over 

certain aspects of their working life; autonomy is directly related to decision-making. 

Professional growth refers to the staff's perception that the organisation provides them 

with opportunities to grow, develop, continue learning and expand their skills during their 

work in school. Impact refers to the employee's need to influence specific processes. 

Status refers to professional respect; it is when peers acknowledge their expertise. Finally, 

self-efficacy refers to staff believing they have the knowledge and skills to perform the 

role and are competent in doing their role.  

 

Further work by Bogler and Somech (2004) demonstrated that these dimensions were 

significant predictors of positive organisational outcomes. Therefore, empowerment can 

be viewed as promoting collegiality, providing quality professional development and 

acknowledging the impact that employees have on organisational achievement (Zembylas 

and Papanastasiou, 2006). Smith (2011) argues that improvement of organisational 

outcomes results from individual efforts made through empowerment and participation 

and improved processes and the result of effective collaborative team performance. 

Therefore, critical in the sense of empowerment is the belief in developing mastery in 

knowledge and practice, which results in accomplishing desired outcomes (Veisi, 

Azizifar, Gowhary and Jamalinesari, 2015). Ultimately, how people interact with the 

system determines the success or failure of the various processes that CI seeks to improve 

(Omotayo, 2015).  
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2.2.3 Process 
 
Processes are prearranged activities focused on creating value to attain specific outcomes 

(Liker, 2004; Staats, Brunner and Upton, 2011). Therefore, to achieve these outcomes, 

schools are generally focused on delivering knowledge and skills to students to ensure 

successful outcomes. This involves appropriate pedagogy, effective teaching and 

communication with students (Chen, 2012). This is developed through organisational 

design and is established to focus on people (Chivaka, 2018; Jones et al., 2017). 

 

Morgan and Murgatroyd (1994) argue that tools and techniques associated with CI should 

be used for organisational feedback on its achievements while planning for ongoing 

improvement. Suggesting that such processes are not for measurement (a hard aspect) per 

se, but to make evidence-informed decisions (invoking a softer aspect). Such 

configurations distinguished more successful from less successful organisations and are 

what %URZQ� DQG� (LVHQKDUGW� ������� ������ UHIHUUHG� WR� DV� G\QDPLF� µVHPL-VWUXFWXUHV¶�

including structured flexibility, intradependence, interdependence, communication, 

learning, joint problem-solving, experimentation and change (Delbridge and Barton, 

2002).  However, the implementation process of CI will effect and different tasks and 

techniques are configured (Burgess, 2012). 

 

Semi-structures make formal work roles flexible and fluid. Instead of being standardised 

or prescribed, the process is loosely articulated and there are few rules governing practice. 

Implementation is infused with a substantial amount of autonomy and there is the 

expectation and opportunity for the exercise of discretion and improvisation in practice 

(Lipsky, 1980). Such practices emphasise that CI is a value-driven process (Huang and 

Lin, 2002; Huq, 2005); consequently, all members should be encouraged to participate in 

the improvement process (Omotayo, 2015).  
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Therefore, what provides direction, coherence and accountability is articulating 

responsibilities that need to be performed and linked to clear organisational values, 

priorities and expectations performance via leadership and reinforced by extensive 

systems of interaction communication (CIPD, 2014).  Furthermore, CI should be an 

organisation-wide initiative to create opportunities for active participation (Chattergoon 

and Klassen, 2014) to remove any negative attitude to implementing CI (Omotayo, 2015). 

 

$FFRUGLQJ� WR� 'HPLQJ� ������� FLWHG� E\� 6PLWK�� ������ S������ ³RUJDQLVDWLRQ� ZRUNSODFH�

processes, the system and the owner of the system are responsible for 94% of problems 

LQ�DQ�RUJDQLVDWLRQ´��3URFHVV�LPSURYHPHQW�LV�GHVLJQHG�IURP�WKH�FXVWRPHU¶V�SHUVSHFWLYH��

benchmarking, ongoing improvement, breakthrough improvement and quality of 

information (Lee and Dale, 1998). Therefore, another aspect of structuring work that 

Brown and Eisenhardt (1997) found in successful organisations was the ability to link 

SUHVHQW�DQG�IXWXUH�ZRUN�WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�³UK\WKPLF��WLPH-SDFHG�WUDQVLWLRQ�SURFHVVHV´��S�����

These transition processes focused on the organisations' purpose and people. In contrast, 

less successful organisations lacked well-defined priorities and overprescribed processes 

constraining flexibility and experimentation (Smylie and Eckert, 2018).  

 

Research on CI in schools considered that the knowledge and skills of leadership to 

effectively engage in decision-making and individual and organisational learning 

(Ferreira and Diniz, 2005) and individual teachers (Matthews, 2009). This implies that 

when there is a significant increase in organisational improvement, it is not just down to 

the outcomes of individual performances but also the result of improved processes and 

team performance. These elements ultimately point to the superiority of network-oriented 

commuQLFDWLRQ�VWUXFWXUHV�RYHU�KLHUDUFKLFDOO\�RULHQWDWHG�µVLOR¶�VWUXFWXUHV�LQ�GLIIHUHQW�SDUWV�



   

 

 

 

56 

of the organisation that are largely disconnected from each other (Kerber and Buono, 

2005).Such capacity is a key feature of CI process models. Consequently, communication 

channels and opportunities for interaction are additional essential structural elements 

LGHQWLILHG�DV� FRQGXFLYH� WR�&,� �'¶2UWHQ]LR�������� As such, a clear understanding of a 

process-oriented rationale needs to be developed since processes must be improved 

before improved results can be achieved (Abubakar et al., 2017). 

 
2.2.4 Purpose 
 
For any CI implementation to be successful and sustainable, its outcome must satisfy the 

stakeholders, with people within the system 'seeing' CI as a continuous way of doing 

things better (Womak and Jones, 2003). This should be clearly defined by what the 

organisation 'does', i.e., its purpose (Seetharaman, Sreenivasan and Boon, 2006). 

Consequently, this influences the culture within the organisation. 

 

According to Kinnie, Hutchinson and Purcell, (1996), organisations become structurally 

flexible as their resources are fully optimised to satisfy customers. Therefore, CI has a 

clear purpose of becoming an effective decision and implementation system (Cochrane, 

2007). This supports the customer to specifies the value (Rother and Shook, 2009; 

Womack and Jones, 2003), so the outcome to be met must first satisfy the customer 

because they have a deciding factor in the success or failure of any organisation.   

 

The degree to which the purpose of the organisation addresses the needs or requirements 

of its stakeholders is its level of reliability (Deming, 1986; Juran and Gryna, 1993), fitness 

for purpose (Juran and Gryna, 1993; Harvey and Green, 1993) and fulfilling requirements 

(Crosby, 1995). Thus, quality undoubtedly stands out as a purpose of CI philosophy 

(Liker, 2004) including internal stakeholders' satisfaction (customer and staff) and 
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improved market share and outcomes (Upadhye, Deshmukh and Garg, 2010). Therefore, 

continuous measurement and evaluation of the system performance and improvement 

initiatives are required to fulfil the organisation's purpose (Albliwi et al., 2014; Goldstein, 

2001). Such processes will ensure successful CI implementation in public and private 

sectors (Antony et al., 2007) because this reduces errors and ensures that customers' 

expectations in terms of standards are met.  

 

According to Bourne et al., (2003), performance measurement "quantifies the efficiency 

and effectiveness of an action" (p.3). Such a definition builds on the work of Amaratunga 

and Baldry (2002) who considered performance measurement to be a process for 

identifying whether the organisation's activities enhance and achieve its purpose. 

Philosophically, according to Huq (2005), CI imSOHPHQWDWLRQ� VXSSRUWV� D� V\VWHP¶V�

efficiency and effectiveness, which are essential outcomes of any process. Schools need 

to demonstrate that they can create consistency of purpose (Jenkins, Karjian and 

Niederkorn, 2011) to implement CI successfully.  Therefore, before measuring and 

evaluating any performance, there is an initial key stage of agreeing on performance 

measures. External and internal stakeholders drive such measures, which adds to the 

complexity of CI implementation (Lande, Shrivastava and Seth, 2016). 

 

Meeting the needs of stakeholders (i.e., purpose) will mean the system is more efficient 

and effective (Ghobadian and Ashworth, 1994; Bessant and Francis, 1999).  King's 

(2002) research on school-wide inquiry processes found that regular monitoring and 

maintenance of performance measurements, including accountability, for these processes 

was essential to their success, including the associated feedback and facilitation that 

followed from it were necessary and were culture dependent.  
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2.2.5 Culture 
 
&DPHURQ� DQG� 6LQH� ������� UHSRUWHG� HYLGHQFH� WKDW� VXFFHVVIXO� &,� ³LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ�ZDV�

GHSHQGHQW�RQ�TXDOLW\�EHLQJ�HPEHGGHG�LQ�DQG�UHIOHFWHG�E\�WKH�FXOWXUH�RI�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ´�

�S�����7KLV�LPSOLHV�WKDW�XQOHVV�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V�FXOWXUH�LV�FRQJUXHQW�ZLWK�&,�SKLlosophy, 

positive outcomes are impeded and the organisation is not in a state of readiness to 

HPEUDFH� SRVLWLYH� FKDQJH� �2¶'RQQHOO� DQG� %R\OH�� ������ Therefore, understanding 

organisational culture is important for implementing a CI philosophy (e.g., Antony et 

al., 2012; Laureani and Antony, 2012). 

 

Many studies have examined the relationship between organisational design and CI 

emphasises the importance of organisational values and culture to guide CI (see 

Kleijnen et al., 2014; Pepper and Spedding, 2010), which Kilman (2004, p.49) called the 

³LQYLVLEOH�TXDOLW\´�RI�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ��7KLV�LQWDQJLEOH�HOHPHQW�LV�GXH�WR�WKH�VRIW�QDWXUH�RI�

FXOWXUH��ZKLFK�LV�PXOWLIDFHWHG�DQG�FDQ�HLWKHU�VXSSRUW�RU�KLQGHU�DQ�RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V�DELOLW\�

to develop and truly focus on a CI philosophy (Liker, 2008).  

 

Therefore, culture represents a belief system within the organisation (Sathe, 1985) and 

IRU�&,�WR�EH�VXFFHVVIXO�³there must be a culture which includes norms for change and 

creativity rather than for stability and rigid conformaQFH´� �Choi, 1995 p.613). This 

represents shared values, attitudes, institutions and behaviour patterns (Sewell, 1997; 

Woods, 1997). This supports Daft's (2001) view on organisation culture, which "is the set 

of values, guiding beliefs, understandings and ways of thinking shared by members of an 

organisation and taught to new members as correct" (p. 146) which develops norms 

within the organisation.  Within a CI philosophy context, norms can be defined as the 

µVRFLDO�HQHUJ\¶��,UHODQG�DQG�+LWW��������of behaviours and internal motivations that are 

socially enforced (Bicchieri, 2006).  
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March (1981) highlighted the importance of playfulness, foolishness, experimentation 

and risk-taking as norms. He argued that these elements might be hard to justify but 

crucial to promoting entrepreneurship which drives creativity and innovation. Choi 

(1995) argues that a continuously improving organisation culture is a process culture and 

not results-oriented. Such a process is required for an organisation to adapt to its 

environment continuously. Burgelman (2002) also made a case for experimentation and 

creativity in successful continuous organisational change. Such approaches influences 

performance, ethics and behaviour in the workplace (Liff and Posey, 2007; Man, 2014). 

Furthermore, a study by Lackeus (2015) defined the concept of entrepreneurship as a 

IRFXV� RQ� ³SHUVRQDO� GHYHORSPHQW�� PLQGVHW�� VNLOOV� DQG� DELOLWLHV´� HQVXULQJ� D� ³FUHDWLYH��

opportunity oriented��SURDFWLYH�DQG�LQQRYDWLYH´��S�7) formed over many years.  

 

However, individual entrepreneurship nor organisational strategic intent is sufficient for 

ongoing organisational change and survival and WKDW�³ERWK�DUH�QHHGHG�VLPXOWDQHRXVO\´�

(Burgelman 2002, p.356) this was because both themes lacked (individually) the ability 

for organisations to engage in strategic change, either promoted by broader 

organisational-level intent and decision-making or unguided and ungrounded individual 

initiatives. Therefore, an organisation may use individual-level foolishness, playfulness 

and experimentation to enhance organisational-level adaptation and survival, but they 

need to align with its intent. 

 

Research on CI in schools similarly emphasises such norms, values and cultures. For 

example, Rosenholtz (1991) found substantial differences between the norms, values and 

FXOWXUHV�RI�VFKRROV�FRQVLGHUHG�WR�EH�µOHDUQLQJ�HQULFKHG¶��IRU�WHDFKHUV�ZKR�SURPRWHG�&,�

in instruction and achieved high student performance) and the norms, values and cultures 
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RI�VFKRROV�FRQVLGHUHG�WR�EH�µOHDUQLQJ�LPSRYHULVKHG¶��IRU�WHDFKHUV�WKDW�GLG�QRW�SURPRWH�RU�

achieve these goals). The former was characterised by strong norms for continuous 

teacher learning, instructional improvement and high expectations for student learning. 

These schools were defined by the norms of sharing, joint problem-solving and 

collaboration. Norms manifest themselves as structural variables that operationalise 

routines, actions and rewards (Schneider and Rentsch, 1988). Such interactions prepare 

staff for change (McNabb and Sepic, 1995).  

 

Ultimately, culture is a function of leadership, human resource policy and the work 

environment (Anjard, 1998) and Moreover, If the current culture is not fully integrated 

and aligned, it is unlikely to have sustained growth (Sun, 2000).  Therefore, the 

organisation's culture holds it together and are expressed in its 'self-image', 'inner 

workings' and relationship with the outside world and central to understanding 

organisations (Schein, 2016). 

 

2.3 Addressing the Evidence Gap 

According to Sergiovanni and colleagues (2004), schools have unknowingly, yet 

instinctively, implemented various management concepts with the ultimate intent of 

school improvement. Indeed, academic achievement can be doubled "in some subject 

areas at some grade levels" by reflecting on "school restructuring and resource 

reallocation" (Odden, 2007, p.8). 

 

While the benefits of CI have been demonstrated across various organisations (including 

those in the public sector), analysis of its applicability on practices has been limited 

(Langley et al., 2009). Although approaches in education have promoted the importance 
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of evidence-based research (Mintrop, 2016), there has been much less focus on 

implementation processes. Although it is clear that CI does not happen easily and requires 

both time and resources (Bacoup et al., 2015; Juliani and de Oliveira, 2019). 

 

It is essential at the initial stage to elucidate the exact areas of the gap in the evidence that 

this study proposed to explore. As the literature review has explored, the implementation 

of CI requires the integration of CSFs that focuses on a holistic systems strategy (Radnor 

and Walley, 2008; Womack and Jones, 2003). These CSFs appear to fall into five broad 

categories for this study: leadership, people, process, purpose and culture. However, 

although more general CSFs have been identified (see Fryer, Antony and Douglas, 2007), 

there is less information about CSFs for public sector organisations. Empirical evidence 

defining and prioritising CSFs needs to be garnered from a wide range of public sector 

organisations to enhance and further inform discussions. 

 

Even so, there have been instances of successful and innovative educational organisations 

that understand and embrace the idea of CI (Powell, 1995). The overall transfer of CI and 

systems thinking from the private sector to education has been slow (Bezzina, 2006). 

Nevertheless, considering the historical challenges of and resistance to the transfer of 

business models to education (Davis and Fifolt, 2018; Beehner, 2018), one may be 

sceptical about the lack of CI integration within the educational environment. 

 

The theoretical perspectives of CSFs within CI and the reported lack of CI practices 

within education allowed for potential knowledge gaps to be generated from existing 

literature, which identified potential research gaps. This allowed for the research question 

for this study to be constructed (figure 2.1). This conceptual framework summarises the  
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lack of knowledge in the research related to each CSFs appears to be potentially pertinent 

to this current study.  

 

The identified research question allows this study to better understand CSFs in a school 

improvement context. Strong evidence within the literature has stated that specific CSFs 

are essential. Therefore, the research aims to explore the nature of CSFs associated with 

CI processes developing within schools at an organisational level. Therefore, the study 

identifies the nature of the CSFs associated with CI in compulsory education. Finally, it 

determines any overarching practices that foster CI in school improvement and 

effectiveness. 

 

2.4 Summary 

This chapter focused on the concepts and complexity of implementing CI within an 

educational context. This was supported by identifying CSFs that affect organisational 

efforts to implement a CI philosophy. The chapter started by considering the basis for CI 

by reviewing its application to the educational sector. After that, it reviewed the CSFs of 

schools adopting a CI philosophy. From the literature, 5 CSFs were identified, 

Leadership, Culture, Purpose, Process and People. Exploring these CSFs will allow the 

research question to be investigated: can a continuous improvement philosophy be 

applied to a school environment. From the exploration of the literature, what is 

particularly interesting is that the CI philosophy could fundamentally be used to support  

both whole-school improvements, down to teacher improvement and key stakeholder 

outcomes if the appropriate dimensions are established. For this research to be valid and 

reliable, it is essential to select the most appropriate research paradigm and design.  
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Chapter 3: Research Paradigm and Design 
 
3.0 Introduction 
 
The incommensurable ways of seeing and exploring the world are based on assumptions 

and values around particular beliefs (Kuhn, 1979) and therefore, to ensure a robust 

research design, I must choose a paradigm that is congruent with my beliefs about the 

nature of reality and the way of knowing it (Mills et al., 2006) for this study. This is 

supported by previous work of +LWFKFRFN� DQG� +XJKHV¶� ������� S����� YLHZ� WKDW�

³RQWRORJLFDO�DVVXPSWLRQV�JLYH�ULVH�WR�HSLVWHPRORJLFDO�DVVXPSWLRQV�� WKHVH��LQ� WXUQ��JLYH�

rise to methodological considerations; and these, in turn, give rise to issues of 

LQVWUXPHQWDWLRQ�DQG�GDWD�FROOHFWLRQ´��The research design process is critical because it 

will influence my explanations (Stanley, 2012). 

 

This chapter starts with a description of the location of the study. The chapter then 

proceeds in exploring and clarifying my research position, the philosophical suppositions 

through an examination of beliefs regarding ontology (the nature of reality), epistemology 

(the nature of knowledge), and associated systematic methodological approach (Creswell 

and Poth, 2017). The chapter then explores the instruments applied and the analysis of 

the data I collected to answer my research question, including a pilot study. This chapter 

concludes by identifying core research principles. 

 

3.1 Context of the research 

The study took place in one LA within the West Midlands. Demographic data from the 

West Midlands Combined Authority (2019) demonstrate that the West Midlands is one 

of the most heavily urbanised regions in the UK and the third most populous in the 

country. The region has large socio-economic contrasts, with parts of the Midlands among 
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the most deprived nationally and 40% of its population living in 10% of England's most 

deprived areas. There are over 700 primary and 250 secondary schools in the region. 

Performance in schools is inconsistent across the region. The chance of a child attending 

a good school often depends on where they live. This research took place in one local 

authority within the West Midlands region. 

 

A letter (Appendix E) was sent to all primary, secondary and special schools within the 

LA inviting them to participate in the research. Six schools decided to take part, catering 

for all phases of education up to the age of 16 (three primary phase and three secondary 

phaVH���ZLWK�D�UDQJH�RI�2IVWHG�JUDGHV��IURP�µUHTXLUHV�LPSURYHPHQW¶�WR�µRXWVWDQGLQJ¶��7KH�

sample included LA-PDLQWDLQHG�VFKRROV��VFKRROV�WKDW�KDG�EHHQ�µVSRQVRUHG¶�WR�DFDGHPLVH�

DQG�VFKRROV�WKDW�KDG�µFRQYHUWHG¶�WR�DQ�DFDGHP\�� 

 

For this study, both primary and secondary schools were treated as similar organisations 

because schools, as organisations, show a remarkable degree of similarity (Fuller, 1991). 

Furthermore, the purpose of the research is to explore the applicability of schools 

developing a CI philosophy that would address the complex nature of organisational 

learning holistically. Kirkham (2005) argues that the concept of CI is suitable for any 

school, regardless of their characteristics.  

 
Nevertheless, when exploring characteristics of the participating schools (see Appendix 

F), it is important to acknowledge that some features were different beyond the key stage 

being delivered, ranging from the number of students on roll and staff. However, Wildy 

and Dimmock (1993) found no statistically significant difference between the perceptions 

of leaders or staff of their roles and responsibilities in fulfilling the school's purpose across 

different phases of education.  
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Murphy et al., (1985) and Fullan (1985) argued that critical characteristics of effective 

schools are shared across all phases of education. This was further supported by studies 

from Matthews (2007) and Robinson, Bendikson and Hattie (2011), who identified no 

difference in the characteristics of highly effective schools between phases. Moreover, 

other studies have demonstrated that different phases of education appear to have a high 

similarity concerning practice and the habitus of the school community members, 

including teachers and how far they can accrue various forms of capital (Uslu and 

Beycioglu, 2013). This was supported by Cobanoglu (2020), who demonstrated that 

structural characteristics within primary and secondary schools are "generally / mostly 

high" (pg.620). 

 

Finally, evidence from Day and Sammons (2014) found that primary and secondary 

schools achieve and sustain successful student outcomes by similar means, but the degree 

of success is more likely to be influenced by the communities from which their students 

are drawn. Within this small study, the communities the schools served were similar. 

Arguably, these similarities have been further exacerbated by the high stakes and 

accountability, affecting all schools, which has ultimately increased schools' similarities 

and not fragmented or increased their differences (Fieldings and Inglis, 2017). 

 

3.2  Positionality  

It is important to reflect on my positionality within this research because this shapes the 

study, but it also influences the interpretation, understanding and ultimately the 

µUHOLDELOLW\¶�RI�WKH�UHVHDUFK��+ROPHV���������Before I became a social scientist, I worked 

in a natural scientific discipline. My academic and educational background meant I was 
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at ease with specific research protocols founded on the belief that the world was objective. 

I was comfortable with and accustomed to seeking to explain situations through such 

rules and theories.  

 

Consequently, from my previous experience, I believed that I could start to align my ideas 

with an objective/positivist paradigm in terms of social research. My assumptions and 

views of human nature, concerning my ontological, epistemological and methodological 

suppositions, will impact my approach to the identified research question, the types of 

problems and how they will be answered (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). The 

assumption that the social sciences follow the same principles as the natural sciences 

concerning reproducible and generic behaviours proved naive. 

 

I started to acknowledge that I needed to review my traditional views on research 

approaches and develop new approaches. I have started to realise; I draw upon a set of 

EHOLHIV�DERXW�KRZ�WR�LQWHUSUHW�RU�DQDO\VH�WKH�ZRUOG��0RUULVRQ���������&RQVHTXHQWO\��µRQH�

QHHGV� WR� UHIOHFW� RQ�RQH¶V�YRLFH¶�ZLWKLQ� UHVHDUFK��PHDQLQJ� WKH�SRWHQWLDO� IRU� D�SHUVRQDO�

narrative, potential GDWD� VHWV�� RQH¶V�SRWHQWLDO� UHVHDUFKHUV¶� FRPPHQWDU\�RQ�GDWD� DV� LW� LV�

collected, and��ILQDOO\��RQH¶V�YRLFH�DV�GDWD�LV�SUHVHQWHG�DQG�DQDO\VHG��+ROOLGD\��������� 

 

Through the professional doctoral process, I became increasingly aware that the 

preliminary decision-making processes relating to all aspects of social research are 

intrinsically connected to how I present my view. Initially, I thought that this merely 

meant being mindful of what I was doing at all stages of the research process, beginning 

with defining the research question right through to analyse data and a conclusion. 

+RZHYHU��LQ�D�ELG�WR�³KROG�P\VHOI�XS�WR�FULWLFDO�VFUXWLQ\´��0DOWHUXG��������S�������,�QHHG�

to acknowledge that prior experiences underpin my values and perceptions. 
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Schwandt (1994) suggests that multiple realities are evident in social research: the 

researchers own realities, the participants and the different ways these realities are 

constructed. Therefore I need to start to internalise and develop my alignment with the 

variety of paradigms and hence my ontological, epidemiological and methodological 

preferences, I needed to reflect on my research and philosophical values and beliefs 

(Schostak, 2002). Mercer (2007) suggests that boundaries are permeable and that we are 

all multiple insiders and outsiders, moving back and forth across different boundaries as 

different situations involving different boundaries arise. Some characteristics are fixed, 

i.e., age, but some coexist in a moment in time, i.e., personalities and power relationships.  

 

When reflecting upon my positionality, initially as a natural scientist and now as a social 

VFLHQWLVW��P\�LQVWLQFW�ZRXOG�EH�WR�IDYRXU�³XVLQJ�GLIIHUHQW�SDUDGLJPV�IRU�GLIIHUHQW�FDVHV´�

(Muijs, 2004, p.4). Thus, it is vital for me to be mindful of the frameworks I use, the 

consequential assumptions they are based upon and the possibility of analytical 

inconsistency (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). This is supported by Pring (2015), 

who argues that different questions require different approaches.  

 

Determining the appropriate research approach is an essential component of the research 

design process (Walsham, 1995; Miles and Huberman, 1994). Trochim (2006) refers to 

two "broad methods of reasoning as the inductive and deductive approaches" (p.1). 

Creswell and Plano-Clark (2007) argue that a deductive researcher "works from the 'top 

down', from a theory to hypotheses to data to add to or contradict the theory" (p.23). 

Meanwhile, in an inductive research approach, new theories or concepts are developed 

by exploring the situation through individuals' experiences and perceptions (Saunders, 

Lewis and Thornhill., 2009). Therefore, because this research explores possible themes 
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and patterns to infer if a CI philosophy is applicable to the school environment and does 

not include any hypothesis testing, this research study is inductive. 

 

Within this inductive approach, the system's complexity assumes a relational reality in 

which social realities are viewed as interdependent constructions "existing and known 

only in relation" (Hosking and Bouwen, 2000, p.129), hence the construction of the 

world. This led me toward a specific ontological, epistemological and methodological 

position for this study, from which appropriate approaches and methods were considered. 

Ultimately, social research is how people acquire reliable and valuable information about 

any social process. 

 

3.3 Ontological Underpinning 
 
This research leads me to consider two characteristics defining the ontological position: 

"the whole is nothing more than the sum of its parts, [and] each part is a discrete 

phenomenon being isolable from the whole and being a fundamental constitutive element 

of the system" (King, 1994, p.52). This has broader conceptual and methodological 

implications because every entity, however fundamental, is dependent for its existence 

on the maintenance of interrelationships and substructures (Nichol, 2003).   

 

Consequently, I adopt a relational ontological position, within which actors who can 

influence the system, constantly interpret and (re)produce their social realities (Burr, 

2015). Therefore, these social realities are conceptualised as multiple, subjective and 

constant changes and as such, can never be measured objectively (Bryman, 2015; Burr, 

2015). Furthermore, it can be argued that relational ontology sees the complexity of 

school reform as the rise of another self-contained 'actor', with its own identity, power, 

challenges and opportunities (Pan, 2018).  
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Accordingly, school improvement approaches are eminently generated from within the 

organisational members. These participants are both observers and members in 

unrevealing organisational experiences and practices. The practices in which members of 

the organisation engage with their tacit knowledge, experience and values generating 

areas for unique opportunities, making change possible (Feldman, 2003).  Therefore, 

"individual and organisational action is performative because it generates productive and 

counterproductive effects that create and recreate the organisation's practices while the 

practices enable action" (Zanin, Comuzzi and Costantini, 2018, p.2).  

 

The primary contention is that the relations between entities are ontologically more 

fundamental than the entities themselves (Wildman, 2006). This is supported by Duffy 

and O'Rourke (2012) who argue that relational ontology represents all kinds of natural 

phenomena, from physical, psychological and cultural/ethical/spiritual and allows the 

modelling of these interactions and experiences in a given system. Therefore, the root of 

relational ontology is the recursive relationship among organisational experiences that 

comprise the whole emerging out of the continuous interactivity of fundamental parts 

embedded in broader entities (Zanin, Comuzzi and Costantini, 2018).  

 

Stoffregen (2003) argues these characteristics are emergent "properties of the actor±

environment system that determine what can be done" (p.124). From this perspective, 

these characteristics are not just the system's attributes, properties, actors, or functionality, 

but instead, they form multi-layered relational structures through which the enactment of 

numerous reciprocal relationships occur, for example, CI, the actor(s) and the system 

(Faraj and Azad, 2012; Lindberg and Lyytinen, 2013). Therefore, once we know what 
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these relationships are and what the entities are, it will be possible to construct an 

understanding of school reform within the current educational climate. 

 

3.4 Epistemological Foundations 
 
Epistemology is related to ontology (Crotty, 1998) and is about "how we know what we 

know" (p.8) or the nature of the relationship between the knower and what can be known 

(Guba and Lincoln, 1998). Therefore, epistemology provides guidelines for selecting the 

methodological approach, data collection and analysis methods to generate knowledge 

(Iosifides, 2018; Soini, Kronqvist and Huber, 2011).  

 

Epistemologically, I believe that knowledge is built through social interpretation of the 

world and I recognise that the knowledge built reflects the situation of schools and my 

own life experiences. This study sought to generate and understand the perspectives of 

school leaders and their staff. In other words, this research is relative, reality contextual 

and time-bound, rather than based on eternal and universal truths (De Koster et al., 2004).  

 

Consequently, interpretations of research participants SHUVSHFWLYHV�ZHUH�H[SORUHG�³ZLWKLQ�

WKH�FRQWH[WV�RI�WKHLU�QDWXUDO�RFFXUUHQFH´��+DWFK��������S�����L�H���WKHLU�VFKRRO�Vetting. Such 

an ongoing construction process between myself and others is value-laden due to cultural 

and historical aspects of the situation (Creswell, 2012; Karatas-Özkan, 2006). This 

subjective nature of reality aligns within an interpretivist paradigm because I create reality 

by giving meaning to what is being explored (Pring, 2015; Singer, 2009) and rejects the 

objectivist view that meaning resides within the world independently of consciousness 

(Hillier, 2016). 
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Blaikie (1993) describes interpretivism as a mode of social enquiry in which the social 

actors negotiate the meaning for actions and situations. As the actors hold individual 

beliefs and values, he describes the social reality as being reinterpreted. Hence, school 

leaders and staff may experience the same phenomena but draw different conclusions 

(Bogdan and Biklen, 1998). In this sense, knowledge created within this research is seen 

DV�D�³QHJRWLDWHG�FUHDWLRQ�RI�PHDQLQJ´��'H�.RVWHU et al., 2004, p.75). Therefore, in this 

study, knowledge is constructed and negotiated through interrelationships between the 

participants and their experience of the social context (Ary et al., 2013; De Koster et 

al., 2004).  Consequently, multiple and various meanings and interpretations may be 

possible (Neuman, 2014; O'Donoghue, 2018).   

 

I need to ensure that the effects of any dominant social reality that may influence the 

FUHDWLRQ�RI�PHDQLQJV�DUH�H[FOXGHG��+HOG��������EHFDXVH�DQ\�SHUVRQ¶V�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�LV�DV�

µWUXH¶� DV� DQ\�RWKHU� SHUVRQ¶V� LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ��ZLWKLQ� D� SDUWLFXODU� FRQWH[W� �'LFNHUVRQ� DQG�

Zimmerman, 1996) because human experience is a process of interpretation of the 

interaction with the external world instead (Williams 2008). Consequently, as a 

researcher, I may be assisted in making sense of the participants' perspectives of the world 

as I "seek to understand the context or setting of the participants through visiting this 

context and gathering information personally" (Creswell, 2012, p.9).  

 

Consequently, interpretive research focuses on the complexity of human sensemaking as 

the situation emerges (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). This supports the primary aim of 

interpretivism which is to interpret the social contexts (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 

2007; Lincoln and Guba, 2013) by understanding the situation of members and examining 

how objective realities are created (Denzin and Lincoln, 2008; Lincoln and Guba, 2013). 

It attempts to understand phenomena through meanings that people assign to them and 
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through processes where the system influences and is influenced by the context. Such a 

stance is also compatible with a CI philosophy, which needs to be informed by the 

complexity and dynamic systems perspective; this is influenced by a relational ontology 

and directed towards an interpretivist epistemology (Pill, 2015).  

 

7KLV� UHVHDUFK� H[SORUHV� VFKRROV¶� EHKDYLRXUV, which possesses unique subjective 

characteristics that lead to a unique situation. An interpretivist approach allows for the 

exploration of how the environment may have moulded participants' perceptions of their 

reality (Crotty, 1998; Weber, 2005).  However, the research focus is not just on an 

individuals, but also on patterns of meanings with social interaction (Denzin and Lincoln, 

2005; Karatas-Özkan and Murphy, 2010) in which the school system has been developed, 

sustained or modified (Gergen and Gergen, 2012). This, again, supports an interpretivist 

approach, allowing for a participatory view of organisations by emphasising the relational 

processes of knowledge construction within social interactions.  

 

3.5 Research Methodology 

In considering appropriate methodological approaches, some common approaches such 

as action research, case study, phenomenology, ethnography and grounded theory were 

explored. During this exploration, I found that each of these approaches had merit (see 

table 3.0). Nevertheless, I felt certain aspects did not align with researching the 

applicability of CI in schools. Therefore, due to the exploratory nature of this study, I 

selected Soft Systems Methodology (SSM). 
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3.5.1 Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) 
 
SSM evolved from an action research programme conducted by Checkland and 

colleagues and is securely embodied in systems thinking philosophy. The premise is that 

the world with all its idiosyncrasies and problems can be better understood by thinking 

of it holistically (Checkland, 1981). The development of this methodology over 30 years 

has helped to deal with complex social and dynamic situations (Ackoff, 1994) while 

supporting a rigorous approach to the subjective (Checkland, 1999; Checkland and 

Poulter, 2007). This situates SSM within the interpretive paradigm (Jackson, 2003) and 

offers an alternative approach to exploring complex systems. Furthermore, SSM supports 

users to focus on the ill-defined areas of situations, like the human interaction and cultural 

SHUVSHFWLYHV�� XOWLPDWHO\� YLHZLQJ� KXPDQV� DV� µFRPSRQHQWV¶� �0DTVRRG�� :DONHU� DQG�

Finegan, 2007), while having a close relationship with the philosophy of science (Huaxia, 

2010).   

 

Gasson (1994) argues that SSM investigates what the systems should do (soft), which can 

be used to explore how the system should do it (hard) and produces a feasible and 

culturally acceptable set of organisational process improvements. In addition, a systems 

view is created because it enables the analyst to learn about the real-world situation while 

simultaneously seeking improvement by analysing the situation and suggesting 

recommendations for action (Patel, 1995).  The benefits derived from its use are principal 

ZLWK� LWV� DELOLW\� WR� IRFXV� RQ� µVRIW¶� LVVXHV��Although SSM has not found wide approval 

within education, some applications of systems thinking have been applied to educational 

improvement (Ison, 1999). 

 

The real world assumes that the systems do not exist in the real world but are socially 

constructed (Rose and Haynes, 1999). Systems are perceived as a complex situation with 
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multiple connections reconstructed through human interactions between the researcher 

and the subjects of the research and among the research participants (Chalmers, Manley 

and Wasserman, 2009) and by assuming these processes are inherent in a complex social 

system, such as schools, SSM tries to deal with the divergent views of various 

stakeholders about the definition of the situation within the system. Through discussion 

and exploration of these divergent views, potential approaches can be tested for 

desirability and feasibility. 

 

Checkland and Scholes (1990, p.281) contend there is a spectrum of SSM approaches; 

one end having a formal step-by-step application of the methodology (Mode 1) and at the 

other enG�D�UHIOHFWLYH�µWKLQNLQJ�PRGH¶�RI�D�VLWXDWLRQ��0RGH������&RQVHTXHQWO\��660�KDV�

gone through fundamental developmental changes over the last three decades. Each 

iteration has further refined and matured this methodology to address new thinking and 

learning (Checkland, 1999; Checkland and Poulter, 2007) but continues to be a learning 

system (Bergvall-Kareborn, 2002), which is an integral part of the process of 

transformation (Durant-Law, 2005).   

 

0RGH���LV�WKH�µWUDGLWLRQDO�ZD\�RI�XVLQJ�660�DV�D�SDUWLFXODU�VWudy and intervention.  

This mode conventionally contained seven stages ± VRPH�WKDW�DGGUHVV�WKH�µUHDO�ZRUOG�

DQG�RWKHUV�WKH�µFRQFHSWXDO¶��:KLOH�LQ�0RGH����LQGLYLGXDOV�XVH�660�DV�DQ�DGDSWHG�ZD\�

of thinking and managing the interactions in a current context (Checkland and Scholes, 

�������&RQVHTXHQWO\��³660�LV�QR�ORQJHU�SHUFHLYHG�DV�D�VHYHQ-stage problem-solving 

PHWKRGRORJ\´�EXW�³LV�QRZ�VHHQ�DV�RQH�RSWLRQ�LQ�D�PRUH�JHQHUDO�DSSURDFK´��&KHFNODQG�

and Scholes, 1990, p.xiv). 
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The initial real-world situation is viewed as an outcome of a particular history that is 

critical to reflect upon and 660�LV�QRZ�GHVFULEHG�DV�WZR�µVWUHDPV¶�RI�HQTXLULHV��7KH�ORJLF-

based stream of analysis could be considered a revised form of the seven-stage SSM, 

while the stream of cultural analysis could be seen as an addition to the methodology (see 

figure 3.0).   

 
 

 
Figure 1.0 SSM process model 

(Modified from Checkland and Scholes, 1990) 

 

In Mode 2, there are two lines of inquiry, cultural and logic-based, carried out 

simultaneously. Cultural analysis is concerned with social and political dimensions, while 

logic-based inquiry considers tasks and issues that seem to be critical. This ensures 

participants can construct meaning derived from their social context, enabling the 

researcher to contextualise the most salient points from the school leaders and their staff 

and support in understanding the meaning they attributed to the social context of the 
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school. Within this study, Mode 2 was adopted because this approach "takes SSM itself 

as its framework of ideas" and reflects "upon interactions with the flux of events and 

ideas" (Checkland and Scholes, 1990, p.283).   

 

3.6  Developing and applying methods aligned to SSM 

What is of paramount importance for this research is that SSM works within two different 

'worlds': the 'real-world' and the 'system world, explored via four primary activities (see 

table 3.1) (Checkland and Scholes, 1990). This allows a human activity system and its 

applicability in adopting a CI philosophy to be explored. Consequently, the application 

of SSM varies based on the researcher and the situation to be explored. The construction 

of understanding and meaning regarding the systems within Mode 2 is achieved by 

understanding the systems' cultural context and the interpretation of the thinking and 

interaction of people (Checkland and Poulter, 2007). Thus, Mode 2 emphasises plurality 

in terms of how the system's goals are defined to accommodate the multiple perspectives 

(interpretation) of the different stakeholders involved in a complex situation to improve 

it. 

 

The real world is where participants exist, where eventually, any accomplishment for 

improvement is defined. In the system world, a conceptual model is designed and refined 

without the constraints of the real world. This process, for me, allowed for a discussion 

with schools on their perceptions of the current environment, helping to define the 

situation and the behaviours they exhibit to explore the applicability of schools following 

a CI process. The comparison between the conceptual model and the perceived reality is 

an environment that offers the chance for a focused and rich dialogue of ideas. SSM 

allowed me to explore how schools deal with school improvement. 
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Checkland and Scholes (1990) infer this shift over time to represent a continuum of SSM 

use from prescriptive to internalised. Reflecting on the application of SSM to specific 

situations, they associate the approach taken as placement on a continuum (from 
WRRO¶-

focused to philosophical) (Checkland, 1999).  

 

The analysis used to support SSM activity 1 to activity 4 (see figure 3.1) used an analytic 

process comprised of three phases: visual accounts, descriptive accounts and explanatory 

accounts (Spencer, Ritchie and O'Conner, 2010). This non-linear iterative process was 

used to revisit original and synthesised data. Assumptions, perceptions and conclusions 

Table 3. 1 Four primary activities of SSM 
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of school leadership are used as inputs to the SSM model. In addition to the four activities, 

they are supported by a fifth activity.  

 
7KLV�DFWLYLW\�PDNHV�³VHQVH�RI�DQ\� UHDO-ZRUOG�DSSOLFDWLRQ«WDLORUHG� WR�PHHW� WKH�XQLTXH�

IHDWXUHV�RI�D�SDUWLFXODU�VLWXDWLRQ´��&KHFNODQG�DQG�3RXOWHU�������SJ������7KLV�SURFHVV�LV�

called LUMAS and stands for Learning for a User by a Methodology informed Approach 

to a Situation (Checkland and Poulter 2006) which is a critical reflection process. 

 

 
(Modified from Checkland and Poulter, 2007) 

Figure 3. 1 The process of responding to the situation through the lens of the SSM cycle 
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3.6.1 SSM Activity 1: Finding out about the situation 
 
Although a structured approach to collecting data is not included in SSM, it is suggested 

that certain information is integrated into the data collection phase, belonging to three 

separate streams, which are referred to as Analyses One, Two and Three (Checkland and 

Scholes, 1990). These activities complement each other and can be undertaken in any 

order (Kotiadis and Robinson, 2008).  

 

Schools were asked to represent school improvement practices within the current 

education climate through these three analyses.  This allowed for exploring the situation 

and environmental constraints facing the school system while identifying the 

elements/likelihood of CSFs associated with a CI philosophy. Analysis-1 comprises 

exploring literature, describing and articulating the situation to depict the situation and 

associated relationships. Analysis-2 involves the investigation of the social system that 

determines the school environment. Finally, analysis-3 comprised an investigation of the 

political system, identifying how power is expressed within the school system through a 

CI philosophy lens. 

 

3.6.1.1 Analysis-1: Situation Mapping 

The mapping process allows for reflection of the situation, surfaces different points of 

view and develops a holistic view of the situation (Darzentas, Darzentas and Spyrou, 

1997). This process started within the initial chapters by exploring national policy, 

identifying CSFs and continues with headteachers creating a Rich Picture (RP) to 

represent their situation (Checkland and Poulter, 2007).   

 

The term 'rich picture' derives from suggestions made by Checkland (1972; 1981). These 

RP were untutored pictures and cartoon-like representations, which enabled the 
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participants to explore, acknowledge and define the situation(s) without demanding a 

strict structure (Checkland and Poulter, 2007). These authors argued that RP is an 

appropriate way of representing complex human situations, as the stakeholders' 

interrelations and worldviews are illustrated. In this way, a holistic approach to the 

situation under study was enabled. Therefore, the RP tool is primarily used to gain 

interpretation from perspectives, revealing different perceptions of a situation (Bell and 

Morse, 2012).  

 

A RP may concisely express the account of the situation to a third party (Checkland and 

Scholes 1990) and is a valuable substitute for a written description of the situation (Burge, 

2015). Consequently, the six headteachers were asked to create a freehand representation 

describing the key elements of school improvement for their school and current situation 

(such as structure, stakeholders and environment) and identify key issues through 

addressing the following question: 

 

How does the school develop school improvement practices within the 
current education climate? 

 

During this process, they were asked to reflect on the identified five CSFs and any 

relationships (chapter 2) (see appendix B). 

 

The participants need to represent any pictorial representation or narrative appropriate for 

their purpose: there is no correct way of drawing an RP. The style is dependent on the 

situation and participants. In complex organisations, the RP can reveal both tacit and 

explicit knowledge while offering an exceptional opportunity to see the whole picture 

from a system-thinking perspective; therefore, it is possible to allow RP to have the 

potential in allowing µgroups¶ to arrive at a communal mindset on complex situations 
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(Bell and Morse, 2012). Due to the flexibility in their content and complexity, they can 

be applied to virtually any system and an exploratory approach. This process also 

facilitates a discussion and interaction between participants. This allows individuals to 

reflect on a situation and make sense of it. 

 

Meaning is not always inherent in the RP, but instead, it is derived from all the 

participants, the creators and the viewers. Therefore, when analysing the RP, a framework 

was developed based upon the work of Peirce (1931±1958), Carney (1994), Bell and 

Morse (2012), Berg (2013) and Van Meel-Jansen (2006). The application of these 

authors' works allowed an analytical framework to be applied (see table 3.2) to investigate 

consistent comparisons between different RPs. 

 

3.6.1.2 Analysis-2 Social System Analysis 

Analysis-�� DGGUHVVHV� WKH� RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V� VRFLDO� V\VWHP� DQG� FRQVLGHUV� WKH� LQWHUDFWLRQV�

between roles, norms and values, leading to an understanding of WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V�FXOWXUH�

(Checkland, 1981; Checkland and Scholes, 1990). To accomplish this, based on 

organisational culture assessment instrument (OCAI) was developed based on a 

Competing Values Framework (CVF), with a particular reference to the CSFs of CI.  

 
Since its introduction, the CVF has been adapted and used to research and diagnose 

organisational culture, aligning organisational theory models to specific organisational 

µFXOWXUH� W\SHV¶� �'HQLVRQ� DQG� 6SUHLW]HU�� ������ This assessment took the form of a 

questionnaire, comprising of 91 questions (Appendix C) using a five-point Likert scale, 

with 1= Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4= Agree, 5=Strongly Agree. All 

school staff across the six schools were asked to complete this questionnaire. 
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The OCAI evaluates dimensions of organisational culture associated with the nature of 

leadership, management of employees, what is defined as a success while also reflecting 

on dominant characteristics and mechanisms that bring the organisation together 

(Cameron and Quinn, 2011). When these elements have all been integrated successfully, 

the organisational effectiveness increases significantly (Cameron, 1997; Cameron and 

Quinn, 2011). Cameron and Quinn (2011) suggest that the use of the CVF helps to 

organise a comprehensive set of CI factors.  

 

The four culture types that emerge state the core values on which judgments are made 

about organisations. Each quadrant in the framework represents basic assumptions, 

orientations and values that encompass an organisational culture. Cameron and Quinn 

(2011) identified these four culture types as Group, Developmental, Rational and 

Hierarchy (see figure 3.2). These labels were derived from research in organisational 

science and align with management theories regarding organisational success, approaches 

to organisational quality, leadership roles and management skills.  

 

3.6.1.3 Analysis-3 Political System Analysis 

Analysis-3 in the stream of cultural analysis accepts that any human situation will have a 

political dimension (Checkland, 1981) and addresses power-related activities concerned 

with managing specific individuals and groups within that organisation and their 

relationships between different interests.  
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(Modified from Cameron and Quinn 2011) 
 

In this study, the analysis is more general, seeking to identify the sources of power and 

disposition of power associated with the situation. This analysis represents a 

generalisation of how power is expressed within the school system with conflicting 

interests and pressures of individual actors or coalitions and how these conflicting 

interests are translated into organisational decisions and actions to achieve strategic goals 

and objectives (Staadt, 2015). It is also vital to assess the perceived likelihood that these 

attributes could be implemented within the schools.  

As a group, the senior leadership teams from each of the six schools were presented with 

statements that represented the CSFs of CI (Appendix D). They were asked to rate the 

importance they placed on each statement, as a team, relative to the other statements. This 

allowed for a comprehensive dialogue within each school before placing the card to 

ensure consensus amongst the leadership teams. The objective was to define key themes 

Group Developmental 

Rational 

Figure 3. 2 The Competing Values Framework 
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and patterns and assess connections shared among the school leaders within this research 

concerning initiating change, environmental constraints and current challenges. 

A Q-method approach was selected for this aspect of the study. This approach was chosen 

EHFDXVH�LW�H[SORUHV�D�SHUVRQ¶V�YLHZSRLQWV��RSLnions, beliefs and attitudes (Brown 1993; 

Combes, Hardy and Buchan, 2004). Therefore, this method was used to explore the 

FRPSOH[LW\�RI�GLIIHULQJ�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�SRVLWLRQV�ZKHUH�GLIIHUHQFHV�RI�RSLQLRQ�PD\�RFFXU�

(McKeown and Thomas, 2013). The senior leadership was presented with a series of CI 

statements that support adopting specific CSFs of CI to support school improvement, 

called the Q-set.  7KH�FDUGV�ZHUH�WKHQ�µIRUFHG¶�LQWR�WKH�SUHVFULEHG�GLVWULEXWLRQ��IRUPLQJ�D�

quasi-normal distribution, ranging from ±5 to +5 (see figure 3.3).  By placing cards on 

this range, people give their subjective values to the statements and reveal their subjective 

profiles (Brouwer 1999) or viewpoints (Smith 2001). 

  

Figure 3. 3 An example of a grid to sort statements in Q method 

(Taken from Watts and Stenner, 2012, p.77) 

 
(DFK�FDUG�VRUW�ZDV�DQDO\VHG�XVLQJ�340HWKRG�VRIWZDUH��340HWKRG¶V�LQLWLDO�RXWSXW�LV�D�

correlation matrix (Watts and Stenner, 2012); this provided a grid that demonstrates the 

extent to which each Q-sort correlates with all other Q-sorts (McKeown and Thomas, 

2013). After which, a factor analysis using the Brown centroid (Brown, 1980) was 
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undertaken.  This principal component factor analysis identifies the number of factors 

with an eigenvalue greater than 1. Typically, an eigenvalue of 1 is used as a measure of 

the significance of a factor. Factor analysis provides evidence about similarities and 

differences in viewpoints associated with a specific subject. If each group has their 

preference, Stephenson (1935) argued, their profiles will not correlate; if significant 

groups of relationships exist describing a common viewpoint, they could be factorised 

and individuals could be measured concerning the groups. 

 

3.6.1.4 Pilot Study 
 

A pilot study allowed the research to be fine-tuned before it was implemented. Teijlingen 

and Hundley (2001) and Thabane et al. (2010) emphasise that carrying out a pilot study 

is essential because the process will reveal any problems before the main research study.  

The pilot study followed after I had a clear vision of the research theme and research 

question, the techniques and SSM activities to be applied, and what the research protocol 

would look like.   

 

For this research, the pilot study was significant because the initial data that was gathered 

allowed for the refinement of the final research design (Welman, Kruger and Mitchell, 

2005).  According to Thabane et al. �������S������LW�LV�³important that the sample for a 

pilot be representatiYH� RI� WKH� WDUJHW� VWXG\� SRSXODWLRQ´�� 7KHUHIRUH�� ,� DSSURDFKHG� WZR�

schools to participate in the pilot study ± a primary and a secondary school. Before 

starting the pilot study, I first applied for ethical approval from the University of 

Wolverhampton. Furthermore, I made participants aware that this was a pilot study, and 

the evidence and data obtained was solely for the exploratory pilot. 
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In the current study, the goal of the pilot study consists of two components. The first was 

to explore as many practical arrangements as possible that may potentially negatively 

influence the success of the research process. The other included sorting out practicalities 

relevant to the research tools, including the applicability to the potential outcomes of the 

study. The data collection SSM activities used within the pilot were a survey and a card 

sort. The survey was distributed among staff, and the senior leadership team was asked 

to complete the card sort. 

 

3.6.1.4.1 Survey  
 
Surveys are used in a wide range of situations to gather evidence about the viewpoints 

and behaviour of individuals. Questionnaire surveys are especially dependent on the 

willingness of the participants to take part. Therefore, piloting the questionnaire is an 

important process in research, and Malhotra and Birks (2012) strongly suggest pilot 

testing a questionnaire before using it to collect data. Consequently, considerable effort 

is needed to confirm that the questionnaire is appropriate to possible participants to 

maximise response rates. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2015, p. 394) observe that:  

 

The purpose of the pilot test is to refine the questionnaire so that 
respondents have no problems answering the questions and no problems 
be recording the data. In addition, it enables you to assess the questions' 
validity and likely reliability of the data collected. 

 

The questionnaire used a five-point Likert scale and had 100 questions. The purpose was 

to assess the level of knowledge and understanding of the language of CI from the point 

of view of staff in schools.  The goal during this phase was to determine if there were any 

ambiguous questions or questions that could be misunderstood while obtaining any 

suggestions. The questionnaire was set up virtually, a link was sent to the school via the 

administration staff and was active for two weeks. At the end of this process, 23 surveys 
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were completed. Feedback based on the surveys was generally positive, and none of the 

participants recommended any changes. This suggested that the questions did not require 

further clarification, were clearly expressed and that the questionnaire was not 

problematic to complete.  

 

3.6.1.4.2 Card Sort 
 
Leaders from the two schools agreed to review and participate in the pilot card sort. The 

card sort comprised of 200 statements which were categorised into similar ideas or themes 

based on CSF. This allowed me to explore, develop themes, and present comprehensive 

answers on the current situation in the education system regarding CI. The card sort 

process was based on a forced Q VRUW��µ4�VRUWLQJ¶�LV�D�WHUP�XVHG�WR�GHVFULEH�WKH�DFWLYLW\�

of ranking statements and placing them accordingly into a fixed framework. When 

reviewing the literature, researchers undertook a Q sort in a broad spectrum of ways: 

 

x Face-to-face (i.e. Plummer, 2012)  

x Small group (i.e. Stollerly, 2013)  

x Distance (i.e. van Exel and de Graaf, 2005)  

 

My choice of approach was greatly influenced by feasibility within the school day, and I 

subsequently chose to use small face-to-face groups. 

 

Feedback demonstrated that some of the languages needed further clarification. The pilot 

study also indicated that the sorting took considerable time and, as a consequence, the 

number of cards was significantly reduced to 91. After both the language and the number 
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of cards were modified, a further review took place with the school leaders. School 

OHDGHUV¶�IHHGEDFN�LGHQWLILHG�WKDW�WKH�FDUG�VRUW�ZDV�QRZ�ILW�IRU�SXUSRVH� 

 

3.6.1.5 Triangulation of Activity 1  
 
All three analyses of activity 1 complement the exploration and modelling of a relevant 

HAS simultaneously in the logic-driven stream of thinking. This supports Ackoff¶V 

(1981) argument that systems thinking emphasises three viewpoints: 

1. Identify a whole (system) of which the thing to be explained is a part. 

2. Explain the behaviour or properties of the containing whole. 

3. Then explain the behaviour or properties of the thing to be explained in terms of 

its role(s) or function(s) within its containing whole. 

 

Ackoff (1981, p.21��DVVHUWV��³,I�HDFK�SDUW�RI�D�V\VWHP��FRQVLGHUHG�VHSDUDWHO\��Ls made to 

operate as efficiently as possible, the system as a whole will not operate as effectively as 

SRVVLEOH´. Therefore, the performance of a system depends more on how its parts interact 

than on how they act independently of each other. To gain perspective on the organisation, 

several sources of data were used to explore and triangulate the current situation in 

schools.  

 

3.6.2 SSM Activity 2: Building Models of Relevant Purposeful Activity 
 
Building a conceptual model (CM) is open to a certain amount of subjectivity, although 

the main requirement is to put it together logically and that the final system is defendable.  

The CM was derived from the production of the primary Root Definition (RD) supported 

by CATWOE (Customer, Actor, Transformation, Worldview (Weltanschauung), Owner 

and Environmental constraints) and is further enriched by PQR (formerly XYZ).  Where 

P equals the transformation process, Q means by which the transformation occurs and R 
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the purpose of the Owners long-term aim, e.g., the RDs' core transformation would be "a 

system to do X by Y to achieve Z" (Checkland and Scholes, 1990, p.36).  

 

Wilson (2001) extends this structure to support the RD associated with PQR by including 

all of the CATWOE elements (p.24) so that "a system owned by O and operated by A, to 

do P by Q to customers C to achieve R within the constraints E". Wilson (2001) concluded 

that, at a minimum, the RD must include a statement of a transformation process (T) and 

a belief statement (W). The other elements (C, A, O and E) may be included or excluded 

to provide the RD's richest meaning. This process is not linear and not suited to any form 

of narrative (figure 3.4). 

  

It is critical to acknowledge that, if used properly, the CATWOE provides a mechanism 

for examining the RD, ensuring the words selected are as precise as possible and 

represents a secure meaning captured by them. Of these six elements, T is fundamental 

of any RD, E situates it in the real context and C, O and A focus on human activity. Of 

W, Checkland (1981, p.18) says, "this concept is the most important one in the 

methodology". By making W's (perspectives) explicit during exploration, new insights 

can be generated from self-imposed constraints (Bergvall-Kareborn, 2001).  
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This process ensures that the research explores the situation and embraces the "richness 

of the real transformation that is required" (Bergvall-Kareborn, Mirijamdotter and Basden 

(2004, p.3) to find desirable and feasible change; consequently, defining action(s) to 

change the situation. 

 
However, to be a system, this process must possess a property that will enable it to adapt 

to survive in a changing environment; therefore, monitoring and control activities are 

added. The ability to monitor and control the system is based on the existence of measures 

of performance; Checkland recommends the use of the '5 Es' (Checkland, 1981).  

 

The 5Es assures that the RD could, in principle, endure in a changing environment by 

measuring the performance by which the operation of the activity system would be 

judged, with the first 3Es being:  

 

� Efficacy: a benchmark to judge whether T is generated its intended outcome  

� Efficiency: a benchmark to judge whether T is produced with the minimum of 

resources 

� Effectiveness: a benchmark to judge whether T is helping achieve the intended 

outcome 

 

The final 2Es were suggested by Checkland and Poulter (2007, p.43). These criteria were 

Elegance, i.e., whether T is "beautiful" and Ethicality, i.e., whether T is moral. 

 

The developed CM represented a system to apply a CI philosophy into schools. The 

principles of HAS modelling and rules for developing RDs and CMs defined by Wilson 

(2001) were applied. The model represents an intellectual device and assembles the 
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minimum activities necessary to meet the requirements of the root definition (and 

CATWOE). 

 

3.6.2.1 Purposeful Activity System  
 

A fundamental assumption is made that all individuals within the school system are 

SXUVXLQJ�µSXUSRVHIXO�DFWLYLW\¶��660�XVHV�VHYHUDO�µWRROV¶�WR�JHQHUDWH�D�µSXUSRVHIXO�DFWLYLW\�

PRGHO¶� WKDW� FDQ� WKHQ� EH� UHYLHZHG� LQ� UHDO-world situations. The principles of HAS 

modelling and rules for developing RD and CM defined by Wilson (2001) are applied. 

 

Through a structured process and careful word selection, the RD attempts to define the 

purpose and describes a core transformation process, represented as converting input to 

an output. The purpose will be achieved when the input is transformed into the desired 

output. The complete RD was established by defining the CATWOE elements associated 

with the system under study.  

 

3.6.2.2 Development of the Conceptual Model (CM) 

For this activity I started to construct a conceptual model (CM) of a HAS, using the data 

generated by activity 1. Several approaches for using models to explore the real-world 

situation have evolved through years of experience with SSM. These include informal 

questioning (using models to drive discussion about improving the situation); formal 

questioning (using models to develop a question-matrix); scenario writing (using models 

to write a story or scenario describing how some purposeful action would be done and 

comparing this scenario with something similar happening in the real world) (Checkland, 

1981; Checkland and Scholes, 1990); and using a "model overlay" (trying to model the 
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real world in the same way as the conceptual model) (Kasser, 2018, p.19). Informal 

questioning was used in this study.  

 

Through unstructured dialogue, the headteachers were asked to review the constructed 

CM. This required leaders to review several resource documents before a review. 

Resources included: a) background information, developed by Burge (2015) explaining 

the SSM process; b) the defined transformation process; c) CATWOE elements; d) PQR 

and 5Es; and e) the resulting CM. 

 

The result served to 'test' the CM and to confirm that it represented a system for applying 

a CI philosophy. They were then asked to confirm if the activities represented in the CM 

could exist and occur within their school. A key aspect within SSM is the hypothetical 

modelling process and does not necessarily represent an activity as it exists. Checkland 

DQG�3RXOWHU��������S�����VWDWHG�WKH�³UHDO�VLWXDWLRQ�LV�H[SORUHG��XVLQJ�DV�LQWHOOHFWXDO�GHYLFHV�

± which serve to provide structure to the discussion ± models of purposeful activity built 

WR�HQFDSVXODWH�SXUH�VWDWHG�ZRUOG�YLHZV´�� 

 

It is important to note that Checkland (1999) describes the role of modelling in SSM as 

intellectual devices that help explore the situation while acknowledging that this may be 

D� GLIILFXOW� FRQFHSW� VLQFH� WKH� W\SLFDO� FRQQRWDWLRQ� RI� WKH� ZRUG� µPRGHO¶� UHIHUV� WR� VRPH�

representation of some part of the world outside ourselves. Wilson (2001) acknowledges 

that to make progress in the analysis of organisational problems, there is a requirement 

³WR�PDNH�DQG�WR�PDLQWDLQ�D�GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�µWKH�UHDO�ZRUOG¶��ZKLFK�LV�FRPSOH[��PHVV\�

and contains people and WKH�LQWHOOHFWXDO�SURFHVV�RI�µWKLQNLQJ�DERXW�WKH�UHDO�ZRUOG¶��ZKLFK�

FDQ�EH�VLPSOH��SUHFLVH�DQG�GHIHQVLEOH´��S����� 
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The idea that the CM does not represent a concrete model of the real world is likely to be 

WKH�PRVW�FKDOOHQJLQJ�FRQFHSW�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�LQ�WKH�XVH�RI�660��$Q�LQGLYLGXDO¶V�QDWXUDO�

UHDFWLRQ� LV� WR� VHH� WKH� µPRGHO¶�DQG�H[WHQG� LW� WR� VRPHWKLQJ� µSK\VLFDO¶� UHSUHVHQWLQJ� WKHLU�

reality. The CM that I constructed was used to discuss ideas with the headteachers from 

the six schools.  This allowed for the formation of solutions to the situation, ultimately 

transferring to real-world action. This is critical to understanding the successful use of 

SSM. This model was associated with CATWOE and RD. 

 

3.6.3 SSM Activity 3: Comparing Conceptual Models to the Real World 
 
The CM describes what the system must do to achieve the one described by the RD. In 

testing the model, two fundamental questions should be asked: First, "does the model 

derived achieve the purpose defined?" and second, "have all the logical connections 

between the activities been included?" (Wilson, 2001, p.18). This allows the model's 

'monitor and control' activities to be tested. Since the conceptual models are intellectual 

devices, they are not descriptions of the real world. However, these models represent 

HAS relevant to debating perceptions of the real world. As a result, this activity involves 

using models to interrogate real-world situations and determine that the resulting human 

activity system model is µdefensible¶��Checkland and Poulter, 2007). The RD describes 

what the system is. Wilson (2001) confirmed that "CATWOE must be a test of the 

structure and words chosen in the RD" (p.23). 

 

To support the development of a 'trustworthy' model that would provide a comparison in 

the real world, school leaders were asked to review the transformation process to evaluate 

whether it is clearly presented and that the elements of CATWOE were typically 

associated with schools in England. Finally, headteachers were asked to indicate the 
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degree to which they approve of the stated 'worldview' in CATWOE from the Customer, 

Actor and Owner's perspective. 

 

3.6.3.1 The Nature of CSFs within Schools 

&RQVLVWHQW�ZLWK�ILQGLQJ�RXW�DERXW�WKH�µUHDO-ZRUOG¶�VLWXDWLRQ��LW�LV�HVVHQWLDO�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�

how educational leaders perceive the importance of specific organisational attributes 

representing CSFs associated with CI deployment. Furthermore, it is also vital to assess 

the perceived likelihood that these attributes could be implemented within the school 

environment.  

 

Consequently, a model for developing a continuous improvement philosophy based on 

the school system was presented to Headteachers. They were asked to reflect, through 

unstructured dialogue, on the model and identify recommendations for action that might 

lead to a higher probability that this model could be fully realised within the school 

environment. Headteachers were further asked to explain the rationale behind their 

recommendations. Finally, responses were used to assess the desirability and cultural 

feasibility of applying the proposed recommendations as a model to improve the situation 

in SSM (activity 4). 

 

 3.6.4 SSM Activity 4: Defining Action to Improve 
 
7KLV� DFWLYLW\� LQYROYHV� ³ILQGLQJ� DQ� DFFRPPRGDWLRQ� DPRQJ� D� JURXS� RI� SHRSOH� ZLWK� D�

FRPPRQ�FRQFHUQ´��&KHFNODQG�DQG�3RXOWHU��������S������)LQGLQJ�DFFRPPRGDWLRQV�PHDQV�

that those who have agreed that action is necessary to address the situation will have to 

discover a form of the situation they can live with. This involves some form of 

compromise. It is critical to note that although preferred, finding accommodations does 
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not mean reaching consensus or full agreement. Instead, finding accommodations will 

include modifying the current situation to reduce the impact of the problem and possibly 

begin to identify changes that are both desirable and culturally feasible. SSM reflects 

upon three elements in considering change: modifications to structures, modifications to 

processes or procedures and changes to attitudes. Proposed behaviours were developed 

from the conceptual model as an action to improve the situation. 

 

Headteachers were presented with the framework for developing CI philosophy based on 

the CM and through unstructured dialogue were asked to indicate the extent to which they 

agreed with the characteristics of the framework and its subsystems. In addition, they 

were asked to confirm if they could accept the framework as presented. If they could not 

µOLYH� ZLWK¶� WKH� IUDPHZRUN�� WKH\� ZHUH� DVNHG� IRU� UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV� IRU� UHYLVLRQ� RU�

accommodations that would allow for their acceptance. 

 

3.6.5 The LUMAS model: Critical Reflection on the Process 
 
2QFH� WKH�µHQGSRLQW¶�ZDV�UHDFKHG�DQG� WKH�660�IUDmework was established, the model 

known as the LUMAS model (Learning for a User by a Methodology-

informed Approach to a Situation) was established (figure 3.5). This is in addition to the 

four activities suggested by Checkland. LUMAS is outside the SSM framework but is an 

essential process of this research because it ensures that any lessons learned are recorded. 

This allows for the entire cyclic process around the primary four activities to be critically 

reflected. Checkland and Poulter (2007) state that LUMAS is a general model for creating 

an awareness of any real-world application of any approach, remembering that the world 

FRYHUV�D�VHW�RI�SULQFLSOHV�WKDW�QHHG�WR�EH�HPERGLHG�LQ�DQ�DSSOLFDWLRQ�³WDLORUHG�WR�PHHW�WKH�

unique features of a particular situaWLRQ´��S������ 
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The initial focus was from the user (U) in the centre to critically reflect on the process. 

Having perceived problematic situation (S) and appreciating the methodology (M), this 

moulds the latter to the former to produce the precise approach (A) to be used in this 

situation (S). Consequently, this may produce a value-added situation, but it also yields 

learning (L). This will transform the user, who increased their experience. Therefore, to 

understand my research journey I revisited the LUMAS model at the end of the process 

and created a map of the research which focused comprehensively on Checkland and 

3RXOWHU¶V�SURSRVDO�������� 

 

 

 
 
 

(Modified from Checkland and Poulter, 2007, p.198) 
 

Figure 3. 5 The LUMAS model 



   

 

 

 

101 

3.7 Research Principles 

This study involves the use and collection of various data that depict routine and situations 

DQG� PHDQLQJ� LQ� DQ� LQGLYLGXDOV¶� OLIH� �%DVKLU�� $I]DO� DQG� $]HHP�� ������� +RZHYHU�� DOO�

research is different; Golafashani (2003) argues that to understand a HAS the research: 

 

� needs to be carried out in an unbiased fashion to unveil the ultimate truth. 

� does not attempt to manipulate the phenomenon or influence the results of the 

research in any way. 

 

At the same time, researchers must be fully aware of their biases and preconceptions and 

not let these traits interfere with their ability to present a just and precise portrayal of the 

situation (Bhattacherjee, 2012). Furthermore, all research should be ethical and not 

harmful in any way to the participants. 

 

3.7.1 Reliability and Validity  
 
The view that knowledge is socially constructed, which may change depending on the 

environment (Golafashani, 2003), aligns with the identified research paradigm. This 

research is concerned with the perspectives participants hold. Therefore, all knowledge 

and meaningful reality, depends on purposeful activities based upon processes and culture 

being constructed between the interaction of people and their world. The outcome of 

which is developed and transferred within a fundamentally social context. According to 

this view, it is not meant to stick with one strategy in an ever-changing world.  

 

Consequently, for this research to be reliable and valid in the identified paradigm, there 

is a need for the outcome to be conceptualised as trustworthy (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). 

Mathison (1988) argued that the process of triangulation allows for an evaluation that 
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attempts to reduce bias and establishing trustworthiness propositions. Furthermore, 

researcher bias FDQ�EH�PLQLPLVHG�E\�LQFUHDVLQJ�WKH�UHVHDUFKHU¶V�WUXWKIXOQHVV�WRZDUG�WKH�

social phenomenon using triangulation (McMillan and Schumacher, 2013).  This supports 

6HDOH¶V� ������� YLHZSRLQW� WKDW� WKH� WUXVWZRUWKLQHVV� RI� Dny research is conventionally 

discussed as validity and reliability.  

 

3.7.2 Ethical Considerations  
 
Before starting this research, ethical approval was sought and gained from the University 

of Wolverhampton Educational Ethics Committee. Furthermore, within education, the 

British Educational Research Association (BERA) has produced ethical guidelines for 

research. BERA (2018) advises researchers to consider participants' vulnerability.  

 

My research focuses on the school systems and how school leaders perceive school 

improvement and effectiveness. It is unlikely that the organisation could be defined as 

vulnerable in the context of ethical considerations. However, school leaders and teachers 

were asked to give informed consent, though the likelihood of participant harm in this 

study was considered. Therefore, to support the establishment of trust, it is important that 

all participants were aware of the nature of the research, including how the results were 

to be used, because this is the "cornerstone of ethical behaviour" (Howe and Moses, 1999, 

p.77).  

 

I am also fully aware that for this research to be trustworthy, school leaders and staff must 

be willing to discuss/reveal quality improvement in their schools. As such, this carries the 

non-negligible risk of self-incrimination. Consequently, it was essential to safeguard the 

participants' identities. It was also essential to assure the participants that they would not 

be asked to provide any incriminating or personally compromising information. Thus, 
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they would not be subjected to induced stress and would not be placed in embarrassing 

situations. 

 

The process of seeking to protect participants from harm was an important consideration 

and, in this case, related to potential reputational and psychological harm. To ensure no 

harm could come to the participants, the privacy of the individuals would be respected 

once the information obtained was in its published form. There would be no institutional 

or personal identifiers and the information would not be used to make decisions about the 

individuals or organisations. 

 

Access to the names of participants taking part was limited to myself through arranging 

or undertaking the data gathering. Furthermore, to ensure my ethical obligation to 

confidentiality, I ensured that I did not disclose any information that might readily 

identify schools or participants. I also safely stored all the data that I collected on 

encrypted devices. Permission was sought to ensure the data could be used for this thesis 

and publication. In writing up my findings, I considered how I identified my participants 

regarding their roles and school location. I frequently refer to leaders collectively and 

having schools in different locations has meant that no one school can easily be identified 

so that no one leader can be identified. Additionally, to ensure anonymity, I used numeric 

coding for each person and organisation taking part in the research. 

 

Further considerations also need to be reflected upon, as school leaders have the role of 

gatekeepers while also being a significant participant in my study. As Cresswell (2012) 

states, gatekeepers are social constructs with authority to provide the necessary access to 

the desired participants. I had to adhere to the LA policy and each school's policy of 

having a written letter sent to the headteacher detailing my research in accessing schools. 
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While researching in schools, I could only access the participants offered to me, usually 

through the school's senior leadership team. Schools informed me that information 

regarding the research was shared verbally and via electronic means to all staff, requesting 

anyone who would like to participate in my research. 

 

While I could not avert potential gatekeepers in schools, before the start of any research 

activity, the rights of the participants were reiterated, which I hoped would reduce the 

potentially adverse effects of gatekeeping of the data. It was necessary that participants 

had the right to refuse to be involved in the study or to withdraw at any stage without the 

need for explanation or penalty was clear to all participants (Glesne, 2010).  Therefore, it 

is essential to divulge the nature and purpose of research with participants, giving them 

the right to continue or withdraw voluntarily, in the knowledge of the appropriate 

information (Denscombe, 2017). BERA's (2018) ethical guidelines state that researchers 

need to divulge all appropriate information regarding the nature of the study before any 

engagement with the research. 

 

For this research, I was the only researcher to interact with all participants. The nature of 

the study was to engage participants in reflecting and questioning their perceptions of 

their organisations, this kind of dialogue is a common aspect of a leader's work (Tsai, 

2011). The subsequent contemporary contextual nature of the information collated 

formed a collaborative reconstruction from the various experiences that existed when the 

information was collected, therefore allowing for the clarification of views expressed.  

 

However, it was vital for me to be sensitive to any potential for participants to personalise 

the issues being discussed. For example, subjective judgements about the relative merits 

of different approaches to school improvement did not form part of the proposed research 
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methodology, yet participants might perceive that their accounts were in some way being 

judged. It was important for me to reassure and clarify to the participants that this was 

not the case. 

 

It should be recognised that even the best intents may fail to reach an ideal approach to 

informed consent. Nevertheless, it is challenging to give participants all the information 

they might need to make an informed decision regarding their involvement in the research 

(Homan, 1992). For example, this study did not prove easy to ensure that every single 

one of the potential participants had precisely the same overview of the research work, as 

documentation of the intended approach was provided to different groups depending on 

senior leadership meetings. Therefore, a combination of rigour, consistency and 

pragmatism was necessary to ensure the introductory comments to gain consent were 

shared, including the research process, covering issues of data confidentiality and the use 

of the data gathered.  

 

3.8  Summary 

This chapter explored the rationale behind the research design and its approach to 

exploring the applicability of CI within the school environment. Therefore, this study 

aims to understand the school system from different sites in which the participants context 

and experience differs.  It is believed that this can be achieved by an inductive process 

that recognises how sense-making activities occur within the framework of their worlds. 

It is proposed that the relational interpretivist paradigm offers an approach that addresses 

the requirements for the changing and complex nature of the educational system, 

summarised in figure 3.6. 
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The research design is firmly situated in a SSM methodological approach which embodies 

systems thinking philosophy ± the idea that the world is better understood by thinking 

holistically, with all its idiosyncrasies, complications and correlations. This allowed 

schools to explore whether such outcomes are culturally desirable and feasible concerning 

the socioeconomics, culture and politics (Checkland and Poulter, 2007) of the current 

educational environment in which the research is taking place.  

 

This was achieved by specific SSM activities employed in the data collection process and 

subsequent interpretations. This also involved integrating multiple data collection 

methods, including the analysis of RPs, online surveys and card sorts (generated data). In 

DGGLWLRQ��660�DOORZV�WKH�FRPSOH[LW\�RI�GLIIHULQJ�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�SRVLWLRQV��&RPEHV��+DUG\�

and Buchan, 2004) and encourages participants to focus on all areas of the situation, such 

as human interaction and cultural perceptions, ultimately viewing humans as 

µFRPSRQHQWV¶� �'DYLHV�et al., 2010). This allows for the application of SSM to offer a 

 (Modified from Creswell and Creswell , 2018) 

Figure 3. 6 Exploring the application of CI in schools: a framework of the research design 
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structured debate, build a detailed picture of the applicability of CI in schools and explore 

desirable and feasible changes within a school setting via conceptual modelling. This 

process is summarised in figure 3.7 

 

 

Figure 3.7 Relationship between the generated data and conceptual modelling process within this study  

[Key: Red box- Research Participant, Grey box- Research Tool, Orange box- Research Analysis, Yellow box- SSM 
Analysis, Pink box- SSM Activity 1, Green box- SSM Activity 2, Purple box- SSM Activity 3, Blue box- SSM Activity 
4, Black arrow- process of generating data, Purple arrow- process of generating data through unstructured dialogue, 
Red line- boundary between system thinking and real world] 

 
Therefore, the research design needs to feature the perspectives of school leaders and staff 

to provide the opportunity for their views to be developed. Secondly, the research design 

should allow me to understand the context in which the participants exist. Thirdly, the 

inclusion and emphasis of multiple realities allow for a worldview to be constructed. In 

addition, following robust research principles allowed for the analysis, discussion and 

LPSOLFDWLRQ�RI�DGRSWLQJ�D�&,�SKLORVRSK\�ZLWKLQ�WKH�VFKRROV¶�V\VWHP�  
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Chapter 4: Analysis and Discussion 

 

4.0  Introduction 

This chapter articulates and evaluates the applicability of developing a CI philosophy for 

whole system thinking in school improvement. A resulting model was developed by 

exploring the current situation (SSM activity 1) (Checkland, 1972; Checkland and 

Poulter, 2007; Wilson, 2001).  Following on from this element, SSM activity 2 develops 

a model of relevant purposeful activity. This activity includes selecting relevant systems 

and constructing a CM of a HAS. This subsequent model represented an intellectual 

device. SSM activity 3 compared the conceptual models to the real world. The conceptual 

model described what the system must do. These models represented HAS relevant to 

debating perceptions of the real world. This activity involved the process of using models 

to question the real-world situation. 

 

The exploration of these models allowed for the defining actions to improve (SSM 

activity 4). This process involved finding accommodations among those in the 

organisation (those conducting the study) who shared a common concern. Finding 

accommodations involved making changes to the situation to make it suitable for 

adopting a CI philosophy that is both desirable and culturally feasible.  This allows for 

the exploration of the applicability of CI in a school setting.  

 

The endpoint is defined by critically reflecting on the process (LUMAS) and, therefore, 

on the SSM framework. This final activity ensures the lessons learned are recorded and 

that the entire process around the primary four is critically reflected upon. This allows for 

the unique challenges and environmental constraints facing the participating schools to 
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be identified and the importance and likelihood of CSFs associated with a CI process to 

be assessed. Finally, the chapter ends by exploring and reviewing the research question 

to determine the applicability of CI to a school environment. 

 

4.1  SSM Activity 1: Situation Mapping 

4.1.1 Analysis 1- Current System Perspective 

 

The RP developed shows a diagrammatic representation of what are perceived to be the 

areas requiring discussion (Figures 4.0, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4 and 4.5���7KH�XVH�RI�µSHUFHLYHG¶�

is important because the situation in one school maybe the same in some and not in others. 

Interpretation of the RP is seen in tables 4.0, 4.1 and 4.2. 

 

4.1.2 Exploring RP 

Through interpreting the RPs, five themes are identified: 1) the leadership; 2) the tasks 

that are to be accomplished; 3) the groups who are to invest their efforts; and 4) those to 

be invested in and compounded by a 5) accountability and external audit verification. 

Therefore, the organisational environment identified within these RPs was significantly 

RULHQWDWHG�WRZDUGV�WZR�HOHPHQWV��WKH�µOHDGHUVKLS�DQG�UHODWLRQVKLSV¶�V\VWHPV��%HKUHQGW��

Matz and *|ULW]��������DQG�µKLJK-VWDNHV�DFFRXQWDELOLW\¶�� 

 

The essence of these elements, found in the participating schools, can be defined as 

GHYHORSLQJ�D�FXOWXUH�WKDW�LV�³LQIOXHQFLQJ�DQG�IDFLOLWDWLQJ�LQGLYLGXDO�DQG�FROOHFWLYH�HIIRUWV´�

(Yukl, 2012, p.66) to face challenges and opportunities in the context of accountability 

measures (Gilbert, 2012). These high-stakes foci are to raise standards and have increased 

external accountabilities (Ehrich et al., 2015).  
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4.1.2.1 Leadership and Relationships  

Leadership and relationships are the ³social tissue around us that gives «�WDVNV�PHDQLQJ´�

(Pettigrew, 1979, p.574) and key to this is the culture view of the organisation (Mann, 

2014). Likewise, Kujala and Lillrank (2004) asserted that &,�LV�DQ�³LQWHJUDWHG�VHW�RI�DQG�

PXWXDOO\�FRPSDWLEOH�EDVLF�DVVXPSWLRQV´�that leaders engage with to ensure positive and 

proactive relationships within the organisation (p.43).  

 

There seems to be an extensive conceptual overlay between the CI and the cultural view 

ZLWKLQ�RUJDQLVDWLRQV��0DGX��������VWDWHV�WKDW�&,�³LWVHOI�LV�D�FXOWXUH´��p.279). Therefore, 

FXOWXUH�DQG�&,�FDQ�EH�UHJDUGHG�DV�D�³FDXVH�DQG�HIIHFW´��'HQLVRQ��������S������within an 

organisation. Spencer (1994) approaches the conceptual overlap in a more complex way 

and concludes that CI as a philosophy that ³KDV�PXFK�LQ�FRPPRQ�ZLWK�WKH�FXOWXUDO�PRGHO´�

(p.466) as it serves as a variable describing organisational performance (for example, 

Denison, Haaland and Goelzer, 2004; Flynn, Sakakibara and Schroeder, 1995; Ni and 

Sun, 2009).  

 

A lack of relational culture has often been blamed for CI implementation failures (Utley, 

Westbrook and Turner, 1997) which directly influenced organisational leadership 

(Hyland et al., 2000).  Consequently, having the right organisational leadership culture is 

often a prerequisite for successfully implementing CI programmes (Spencer, 1994; 

Vermeulen and Crous, 2000) and organisational performance (Molina, Lloréns-Montes 

and Ruiz-Moreno, 2007). Initially, Zineldin, (2000) and then, Wagner et al., (2015) 

demonstrated that CI emphasises the significance of a holistic and comprehensive 

viewpoint on organisation relationship development. 
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Research by Lewis (1996), conversely argues that CI and culture have different origins, 

EXW� WKH�WZR�SHUVSHFWLYHV�FRPELQH�LQWR�WKH�LGHD�RI�µH[FHOOHQFH¶�WKDW� LV�DWWDLQHG�WKURXJK�

cultural change. However, the nature of the school culture needs to be aligned with a CI 

SKLORVRSK\��IRU�DQ\�³FXOWXUDO�PLVPDWFKHV´ (Cassidy, 1996, p.24) have been noted for the 

failure of CI programmes in the past (Kekäle and Kekäle, 1995). Similarly, Yokozawa, 

Steenhuis and de Bruijn (2008) observed a considerable alignment between embracing a 

culture of change and the concept of CI and later Kasindorf, (2019) and Yu et al., (2019) 

demonstrated that such configuration motivated staff and engendered trust and goodwill 

within the organisation.  

 

*DOOHDU� DQG�*KREDGLDQ� ������� DOVR� FRQILUPV� WKH� ³H[LVWHQFH� RI� D� VLJQLILFDQW� RYHUODS´�

between CI and culture, demonstrated through the ³ZD\�RI�ZRUNLQJ´��p.1060). Similarly, 

Cao and McHugh, (2005) demonstrated that CI is often unsuccessful because it does not 

sufficiently address the required cultural change needed within the organisation. As a 

consequence, CI is more successful when senior leaders, through middle leaders to staff 

at every level contribute in decisions affecting their work (Cebeci and Beskese, 2005), 

i.e., a collaborative culture. 

 

Collaborative work culture is developed when CI becomes everyone's concern through 

encompassing every stakeholder in improving the way things are done (Ho and Fung, 

1994). Hence, it is imperative that a CI philosophy is all-encompassing and pervasive to 

develop a singlH�µKRPRJHQHRXV¶�FXOWXUH�ZKHUH�&,�LV�IRVWHUHG�DV�D�VHW�RI�RUJDQLVDWLRQ-wide 

processes that unify values and beliefs among stakeholders of an organisation (Prajogo 

and McDermott, 2005). This does not appear to be a significant theme in the RP, with the 

headteacher being the driving force, holding central or predominant positions within all 
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RP (figure 4.0 through to figure 4.5) and symbolic interpretation in table 4.2, irrespective 

of the phase of school. 

 

In performing as a good, µULVN-FRQVFLRXV¶�VFKRRO��IRFXVLQJ�RQ�µZKDW�FRXQWV¶�PD\�WKHUHIRUH�

denounce and restrict what is valued. Consequently, the participating schools appear to 

demonstrate that they are valuing what they measure rather than measuring what they 

value, as evident in the RPs��UHSUHVHQWHG�DV�D�³UHVXOWV´�JUDSK in a primary phase (figure 

4.0) DQG�³UHVXOWV´�ER[ (figure 4.1) in a secondary phase. Strathern (2000) and McIntyre 

(2000) have questioned whether more measurements develop a greater understanding or, 

indeed, to any form of improvement. Consequently identifying, qualifying, quantifying, 

recording and reporting on definite areas of accountability, the attention school leaders 

give to their wider responsibilities can be reduced. As such, RPs are dominated by the 

high-stakes accountability�� IRU� H[DPSOH� ³RXWFRPHV� LQ� EDODQFH´� DQG� ³RXWFRPHV� IRU�

VWXGHQWV´ within a thick red box (figure 4.1) and external metrics from outside agencies, 

represented as dark clouds or rain all phases (for example primary: figure 4.0, figure 4.1 

and Secondary: figure 4.4) that may be undermining any positive CI cultures (Hargreaves 

and Braun, 2013). 

 

4.1.2.2 High-Stakes Accountability 

What was evident within this analysis was that current perspectives are associated with 

autonomy and accountability. Though autonomy demonstrated to be a subtle and relative 

concept, varying in nature and degree by context, activity (such as curriculum and 

resource management).  This is represented, for example as spectacles (figures 4.0) and 

balloons (figure 4.4). While within the participating VFKRROV¶ accountability measures 

dominated the RP and also those that audit and enforce these measures, represented as a 

web (figure 4.3) clouds and a wolf (figure 4.0), rain (figure 4.4) or a shark fin (Figures 
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4.1) with a clear focus placed on a single measure (student assessment). Such a process 

FRXOG�EH�GHILQHG�E\�WKH�µULVH�DQG�ULVH¶�RI�VFKRRO�DXWRQRP\�LQ�(QJOLVK�HGXFDWLRQ�SROLF\�

(Glatter, 2012). Consequently, with greater freedom comes the expectation that school 

leaders will be held accountable for systemic improvement (Gilbert, 2012). 

 

Møller (2007) distinguished five forms of accountability: political, public, managerial, 

professional and personal. These elements were observed in the RP and their 

interpretation (stickmen for example figure 4.0 or 4.4 and Table 4.2). Political and public 

accountability denotes the responsibility of that specific organisation in society and being 

responsible towards the community of which it serves (Bivins, 2006) and hence its 

obligation and purpose. Managerial accountability indicates the position and role of a 

person in a hierarchy and accountability towards superiors regarding responsibilities that 

are deputised (Saitis and Saiti, 2018). Therefore, currently, the participating schools 

mainly focus on monitoring their inputs and outputs. 

 

Perceptions of professional accountability are also inferred as leaders acquire and apply 

the knowledge and skills needed for successful outcomes. In addition, it involves the 

expectations of putting VWXGHQWV¶� needs at the centre RU� ³HSLFHQWUH´� �ILJXUH� ����� by 

collaborating on and transferring knowledge, denoted as a web (figure 4.3) or an ear 

(figure 4.0) and being committed to the improvement of practice, as identified in figure 

4.2 ) represented as a green line (Harries and Jones, 2010; Møller et. al., 2007). Within 

WKH�53V��SURIHVVLRQDO�DFFRXQWDELOLW\�ZDV�LGHQWLILHG��WKURXJK�ZKLFK�OHDGHU¶V�FRPPLWPHQW�

to a community of professionals, makes them perceive a duty to adhere to the standards 

of the profession (Luke and Gourd, 2018), as identified in all RPs. Furthermore, personal 

accountability can also be included, i.e., the LQGLYLGXDO¶V�values. Again this was clearly 

identified within the RP. However, school leaders cannot rely on personal accountability 
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alone (Waldman, Siegel and Stah, 2020), with leaders within this study working to protect 

staff from excess pressure.  This is demonstrated by the RP, where headteachers have 

dawn an umbrella, figure 4.0 (primary phase) and figure 4.4 (secondary phase) and a 

black rimmed force-field in figure 4.1(secondary phase) to protect themselves and staff. 

 

Political and public accountability can be seen to dominate the RP. Forrester and Gunter 

(2009) question if leaders in schools have the autonomy to cultivate their own practices 

RU�DUH�LQ�IDFW�WR�EH�µORFDO�LPSOHPHQWHUV�RI�UHIRUP¶��GXH�WR�WKH�DFFRXQWDELOLW\�PHDVXUHV��

Furthermore, they argue, school leaders are not naive when engaging with policy and 

have their own stories, values and interests. Fink, Yolles and Dauber (2013), for instance, 

argue that there is an inconsistency between the expectations for leaders to be visionary, 

creative and entrepreneurial, while the dealing with policies and agendas, which 

encourage leadership to be reactive, submissive and managerial.  

 

7KHUHIRUH��VFKRRO�OHDGHUV�PD\�µWDON�WKH�ODQJXDJH¶�RI�YLVLRQ��EXW�WKH�VSDFH�WKH\�FDQ�OHDG�

may be narrow and, in many cases, as Hartley (2007) argues, tactical interpretation rather 

than strategizing. Lewis and Murphy (2008) contend that much of the school leadership 

OLWHUDWXUH�VHHPV�WR�DVVXPH�WKDW�WKH�KHDGWHDFKHUV�RYHUVHH�WKHLU�VFKRRO¶V�GHVWLQ\��+RZHYHU��

the reality is that many headteachers are more like branch managers. They are handed 

down expectations, targets, new initiatives, which may not be manageable in their 

context, this perception is clearly identified as rain in figure 4.0 (primary phase) and 4.4 

(secondary phase). The combination of market forces, accountability and connected 

governmental policy, has often constrained possibilities for reflection, thinking and 

ultimately action. For example, a case study by Higham and Earley (2013) reported that 

OHDGHUVKLS� WHDPV� UHFRXQWHG� ³WKDW� WKH� LGHD� RI� $FDGHPLHV� LV� WKDW� WKH\� VKRXOG� QRW� EH�

shackled, I think he meant shackled by anyone but him [Michael Gove] (p.708).  



   

 

 

 

124 

Such accountability themed models generally emphasise singularly collecting and 

analysing data on outcomes, either from publicly held data or public auditing. Without 

systematic intelligence regarding the antecedent processes, the people within the 

organisation or the communities they serve will have difficulty connecting outcomes 

(outputs) with their possible reasons.  Consequently, the participating schools will not be 

able to assess the impact of actions (inputs) they take to alter those outcomes, 

meaningfully (Smith and Deemer, 2008).  By contrast, the focus in CI is on the 

improvement of practice and so comprehensive evidence about specific practices is 

inclusive of the analyWLFDO� PHWKRG� �2¶'D\� DQG� 6PLWK�� �����, i.e. human resource 

management which was identified as CSF for developing a CI philosophy (see appendix 

A). Moreover, these methods engaged with are specifically intended to facilitate 

important connections between processes and purposes (i.e., outcomes). 

 

Accountability, expressed in the RP, is further represented by competing pressures 

between governance, parental choice and central control, for example represented as 

clouds (figure 4.0 and 4.2) rain and stickmen (figure 4.4 ) in what Helgoy, Homme and 

Gewirtz, (2007) terms a balancing act. As a result, Glatter (2012) suggests there is a 

SDUDGR[�� ³GHVSLWH� WKH� SHUVLVWHQW� DQG� Jrowing emphasis on autonomy most school 

SUDFWLWLRQHUV� FRQVLGHU� WKHPVHOYHV� FRQVWUDLQHG� E\� JRYHUQPHQW� UHTXLUHPHQWV´� �p.564). 

However, politicians often continue to emphasise aspects of policy that focus on 

decentralisation and autonomy, with the aim to develop a school-led self-improving 

system. In such a system, autonomy can become a relatively vague and elusive concept 

(Glatter, 2012), about which actual decisions can a school leader make (Wood and 

Simkins, 2014). 
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This develoSV�DQ�µHYDOXDWLYH�VWDWH¶�ZKLFK�is represented as clouds (see figure 4.0 and 4.2) 

or a see-saw (figure 4.1) in the RPs, and which is focused on competition, measurable 

results and efficiency (Corson, 2002). In the current accountability model, failure is not 

acceptable, with failure and errors in typical accountability systems being opportunities 

for blame and adverse consequences rather than for support and learning.  Thus, high-

stakes assessment, the political (national and regional) non-governmental departments 

(i.e., Ofsted) and public pressure to improve schools may generate considerable 

impatience with schools and school leadership which are perceived as inadequate and not 

PHHWLQJ�WKH�µDFDGHPLF¶�QHHGV�RI�VWXGHQWV�� 

 

By contrast, CI focuses on improving practice and gathering evidence about specific 

practices to facilitate associations between processes and purposes (Soini, Pietarinen and 

Pyhältö, 2016). Elements of this are evident within the RPs, demonstrating a broad array 

of responsibilities and functions inherent in school leaders¶�ZRUN��IRU�H[DPSOH, between 

the school and policymakers via accountability regimes) identified as CSF for developing 

a CI philosophy (see appendix A).  

 

However, unlike the leaders of old who were Tsars in their own territory, school leaders 

are now under continuous pressure to demonstrate an account of all school policies and 

practices to a wide-ranging number of internal and external stakeholders: governments, 

non-government organisations, boards, staff, parents ± both current and potential, 

students and community groups. That said, what is evident in the RPs is that leaders are 

WKH� µSURWHFWRUV¶�� RU� µILOWHUV¶�� IRU� WKH� VFKRRO and that this can be perceived as the 

FRQWLQXDWLRQ�RI�D�KHDGWHDFKHU¶V�SRVLWLRQ��RU�SRVVLEO\�RI�VWURQJ��SRVLWLYH�VFKRRO�FXOWXUH�DQG�

the constant development of rigorous, quality processes (Cook, 2014).  
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As the RP demonstrates, the participating schools are complex organisations making 

choices and selections from numerous representations. They are informed by the 

priorities, constraints and climate set by policy (Ball 2001), both internal and external to 

the school. Accountability, therefore, implies the notion of answerability and so is 

inextricably linked to the nature of the culture within the school setting, which may lead 

to risk-averse processes. Consequently, the educational field can be considered a plurality 

of people and interests and lacks agreed disciplinary methodologies and foundational 

claims (Gunter, 2016). As such, choices are made within the constraints of the political, 

social and environmental controls in which the school operates.  

 

4.1.3 Analysis-2: Social System  
 
Organisations seldom reflect only one culture type; rather, each organisation shows a 

combination of varying culture types, although one or more cultures may dominant 

(McDermott and Stock, 1999).  Therefore, there is an essential assumption underlying the 

CVF is that the four quadrants are ideals (McDermott and Stock, 1999; Henri, 2006). 

7KXV��ZKHQ�XVLQJ�WKH�&9)�WR�HYDOXDWH�DQ�RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V�FXOWXUH�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�

different culture types and different particular parts of the construct(s) comprises the 

fundamental values, assumptions and beliefs held in common by members of an 

organisation (Ostroff, Kinicki, Tamkins, 2003).  

  

From the questionnaire, a total of 86 responses were returned. This equates to a response 

rate of 17%, above the minimum acceptable response rate of 2% at a confidence level of 

95% and a margin of error of 5% (Ramshaw, 2020). The raw data responses for primary 

and secondary schools (see Appendix G for an example of OCAI responses) from the 

questionnaire when averaged for each of the four quadrants (Figure, 4.6). From the 

questionnaire analysis, an alignment between the profiles of primary and secondary 
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schools was observed. Such a configuration demonstrates that similar organisational 

cultures exist in participating schools, irrespective of their phase. 

(n=86) 

 

When combining the data from all the participating schools and comparing the overall 

profile with other studies (Table 4.3), the results are varied. As an example of the cultural 

profile of organisations, the study of Zu, Robbins and Fredendall (2010), conducted in 

the United States in manufacturing organisations, found that group, developmental and 

hierarchical culture types had identical scores of 3.5, while rational culture had a higher 

score of 3.8.  

 

 

Figure 4.6 Typology of Competing Values Framework of Leadership found across the six schools 
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Compared to the present study, group and developmental culture in Zu, Robbins and 

Fredendall (2010) had higher scores, while rational and hierarchical culture had a slightly 

lower score, this indicates a more robust grasp of CI culture in the organisation in the US 

sample compared to the current research in education. Moreover, the participating schools 

in the survey popuODWLRQ�GHPRQVWUDWHG�D�µPHGLXP¶�VFRUH��RQ�WKH�ILYH-point Likert scale) 

in group culture (see table 4.3), which is a potential sign for lack of staff participation in 

decision-making; discussion and communication; empowerment; relationships, 

teamwork and cohesion; and developing staff capital (Naranjo-Valencia, Jiménez-

Jiménez and Sanz-Valle, 2016). 

 

Australian manufacturing and non-manufacturing organisations' results are also different 

from this study (Prajogo and McDermott, 2005). The group culture score was 3.7, 

developmental 3.6, rational 3.8 and hierarchical 3.5. Compared to this study, the high 

scores of group and developmental culture and lower scores on hierarchical culture also 

UHIOHFW�D�PRUH�GRPLQDQW�µ&,�FXOWXUH¶�LQ�WKHVH�RUJDQLVDWLRQV (Naranjo-Valencia, Jiménez-

Jiménez and Sanz-Valle, 2016). 

 

However, one common pattern observed in all eight studies is that the rational culture 

score is high, indicating an inclination of prioritising control and external focus. Thus, 

participating schools and the other organisations have a comparatively more focus on task 

accomplishment (process), goal achievement (purpose), efficiency, productivity and 

success rather than staff empowerment, staff participation and development (people). 

 

An essential component of successful CI implementation is effective communication 

between the SLT and teaching/non-teaching staff, as mentioned explicitly by most of the 

authors, while a second important dimension is staff involvement or empowerment (Zeitz, 
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Johannesson and Ritchie, 1997). However, according to the findings, both critical 

FKDUDFWHULVWLFV� DUH� OLPLWHG�ZLWKLQ� WKH� VXUYH\� SRSXODWLRQ�� WKHUHIRUH�� DUH� QRW� µFXOWXUDOO\�

IHDVLEOH¶�LQ�WKH�FXUUHQW�HGXFDWLRQDO�FOLPDWH�LQ�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�VFKRROV��&RQVHTXHQWO\, staff 

may find it challenging to justify their commitment, contribution and support to the 

overall aims and goals of the school, or any improvement initiatives (Gallear and 

Gobadian, 2004), under such conditions. 

 

Similarly, the low score on developmental culture implies that the participating schools 

in the survey population lack flexibility and decentralisation. This has the potential to 

reduce the self-efficacy of staff.  Self-efficacy FDQ�EH�GHILQHG�DV�WKH�H[SHFWDWLRQ�³WKDW�RQH�

can successfully executH� WKH� EHKDYLRXU� UHTXLUHG� WR� SURGXFH� WKH� RXWFRPHV´� �%DQGXUD��

1977, p.193). Therefore, suggesting a possibility in reducing growth and development 

due to lack of innovation and creative problem-solving processes (Cameron and Quinn, 

2011; Prajogo and McDermott, 2005). Stiensmeier-Pelster and Heckhausen (2018) argue 

that self-efficacy is critical in task-oriented processes to ensure the outcome (purpose) are 

met: leaders who enhance the self-efficacy of their staff will foster staff engagement and, 

consequently, strengthen staff motivation (Ajzen, 1991) and facilitate successful action 

(Linnenbrink and Pintrich, 2003; Taylor and Brown, 1994). 

 

The changing educational landscape and lack of flexibility in organisational culture limits 

DQ�RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V�DELOLW\�WR be innovative. Therefore, the low score on developmental and 

group cultures indicates that the participating schools in this sample may presently lack 

the potential to yield sustainable growth and potentially compete. According to Zeitz, 

Johannesson and Ritchie (1997), innovation refers to the climate that supports the 

production of new ideas and approaches and outcomes. They maintain that any climate 

orientation towards innovation is consistent with and conceptually overlaps continuous 
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improvement, a feature of CI. The high score in rational culture suggests that a focus of 

the participating schools in the study is on task accomplishment, goal achievement, 

efficiency, productivity and success. Likewise, the high score in hierarchical culture 

reveals a controlled and centralised structure to ensure stability, continuity, order and 

performance outcomes. 

  

When compDULQJ�ZLWK�µLGHDO¶�SURILOHV��&KDQJ�DQG�:LHEH��������IRU�&,�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ��

WKLV�VWXG\¶V�UHVXOWV�DUH�EHORZ�LQ�DOO�DUHDV�H[FHSW�IRU�WKH�KLHUDUFKLFDO�FXOWXUH��+RZHYHU��WKH�

relational culture is in line with WKH�µLGHDO¶��ZKLFK�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�ZLWKLQ�the participating 

sFKRROV¶� DFWLYLWLHV� DQG� DFFRPSOLVKPHQW� RI� GHILQHG� REMHFWLYHV� DUH� RULHQWHG� WRZDUG�

outcomes and competitiveness.  Even though the rational and hierarchical cultures align 

ZLWK� WKH� µJHQHUDO¶� LGHDO� �&KDQJ�DQG�:LHEH��������DQG�+(-specific CI ideals (Lapina, 

.DLULãD�DQG�$UDPLQD���������WKH�LVVXH�LV�WKH�XQGHU-development of the other two cultures. 

Rational and hierarchical cultures are dominant; both focus on control-oriented processes 

and have similar scores, consistent with existing theory (Alhaqbani, 2017).  

 

Implementation and sustainability of CI in an organisation demands creating teamwork 

within cross functions, providing staff with appropriate training, involving them in the 

decision-making process, developing CI to lead the organisational improvement efforts, 

rewarding staff and establishing the communications to create awareness of 

organisational goals for CI (Daft, 2001; Kaynak, 2003; Lee and Choi, 2006; Pande and 

Holpp, 2002). 7KLV� KLJKOLJKWV� WKH� LPSRUWDQFH� RI� DQ� RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V� JURXS� FXOWXUH�ZLWK�

respect to workforce management, which is underdeveloped in this study.  

 

CI teams are designed around the process they are trying to improve and are redistributed 

after the process improvement has been implemented (Linderman et al., 2003; Schroeder 
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et al., 2008). Therefore, developmental culture is essential to ensure adaptation ability 

and individuality within an organisation (Cameron and Quinn, 2011). The importance of 

DQ� RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V� HIIHFW� RQ� WKH� GHYHORSPHQWDO� FXOWXUH� LV� SRVLWLYHO\� UHODWHG� WR� &,�

implementation. Furthermore, the group culture has demonstrated a positive correlation 

with the level of CI implementation (Maroofi, Nazaripour and Maazenezhadm, 2012). 

However, the current results demonstrate that this will be an issue in the current climate.  

 

It is reasonable to conclude that similar results are indicative of commonly held attitudes, 

values and beliefs which guide the behaviour of the organisation (Martin, 1985), while 

the hierarchical culture is higher, which tends to suggest processes to support clear rules, 

close control, clear lines of decision-making authority and procedures, are valued as the 

keys to success (Cameron and Quinn, 2011). Consequently, the participating sFKRROV¶�

organisational culture and behaviour are influenced, among other factors, by national 

FXOWXUH�DQG�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�SROLF\�RQ�HGXFDWLRQ��/DSLQD��.DLULãD�DQG�$UDPLQD������� and 

this, therefore, highlights what is culturally feasible and desirable within the school 

setting. Thus, the concern for reliability, uniformity and formality of rules and processes 

inherent in the hierarchical culture is expected to facilitate organisations putting CI in a 

structured improvement procedure. 

 

It is important WR�DFNQRZOHGJH�WKDW�QRQH�RI�WKH�FXOWXUDO�W\SHV�DUH�ZKROO\�µJRRG¶�RU�µEDG¶��

because any the nature of culture can be useful based on the organisational objectives 

(Denison and Spreitzer, 1991). These authors, further state that the four values should be 

viewed as ideal types, suggesting that organisations are characterised by various 

combination of these four culture types even though some cultures are more dominant. 

Thus, a particular organisation should not be categorised entirely as having one type of 

culture but can be considered as containing elements from the four culture types, where 
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there is one dominating culture (Cameron and Freeman, 1991, Yeung and Brockbank 

1991). This was supported by Quinn and Spreitzer (1991, p230) who argue that  

 

we want our organisations to be adaptable and flexible, but we also want 

them to be stable and controlled. We want growth, resource acquisition 

and external support, but we also want positive information 

management and formal communication. We want an emphasis on the 

value of human resource, but we also want an emphasis on planning 

and goal setting. 

 

This implies that a ratio of organisational culture types is conducive to characteristics 

required to implement and sustain CI. Therefore, conflicting requirements produced by 

internal and external strategic and organisational environments must be balanced 

(Denison, 1996) to meet the potential mutually exclusive demands of change and stability, 

i.e., will provide flexibility to accommodate for innovation and growth but will not 

undermine stability, control and order (Cameron and Quinn, 2011).  

 

Research from Prajogo and McDermott (2005), Zu, Robbins and Fredendall (2010) and 

Al-Jalahma (2012) showed statistically significant correlation between the cultural 

orientation and success factors associated with CI implementation theory. When these 

defined areas were compared with the identified CSFs for this study the structural 

relationships of all four quadrants were important when developing a CI philosophy, with 

leadership and culture being the main drivers. 

 

Results from studies by Prajogo and McDermott (2005) and Maroofi, Nazaripour and 

Maazenezhadm (2012) suggest that compared with the other three CVF culture types, the 

hierarchical culture is the least influential for implementing CI practices, which is has the 
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highest score in this study. Furthermore, the rational culture is found to have a significant 

effect on CI practices and is a strength in this study. The highlight of rational culture 

productivity and achievement clearly defined objectives for external competitiveness, 

which are consistent with CI practices. 

 

Gathering and using robust and valid information can also provide a strategic advantage 

in external markets, which are the focus in a rational culture. This culture values 

individuality, which supports the CI approach, which provides training dependent on the 

task and assigns different roles and responsibilities to specialists based on their 

knowledge (Linderman et al., 2003). This is further supported by Prajogo and McDermott 

(2005), who demonstrated that the developmental culture is significantly related to the 

implementation of CI role structure. The results from this study identify that this 

particular culture is significantly underdeveloped. 

 

The focus of a rational culture on the external factors would be expected to help foster 

greater relationships with stakeholders that would assist in removing barriers to CI 

implementation based on the lack of stakeholder engagement. Building strong links with 

key stakeholders aims to provide leadership and other staff members with a greater 

understanding of expectations to evaluate internal and external stakeholders to set goals 

for future improvement (Hackman and Wageman, 1995). This objective is more suited to 

WKH� UDWLRQDO� FXOWXUH¶V� YDOXHV� RI� FRQWURO� DQG� SUREDELOLW\� DFKLHYHPHQW� WKDQ� WKH� JURXS�

FXOWXUH¶V�YDOXH�RI�FRRSHUDWLRQ��RU�WKH�GHYHORSPHQWDO�FXOWXUH¶V�IRFXV�RQ�LQQRYDWLRQ��ERWK�

of which are required for successful CI implementation. Prajogo and McDermott (2005) 

established a significant effect of group culture on relationships, indicating the 

importance of trust and commitment in engaging stakeholders.  
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The relationship between trust and the organisational culture is important. Organisational 

culture, through its shared values, can be interrelated to the organisational leaders, since 

FXOWXUH� FDQ� EH� GHILQHG� DV� ³WKH� VKDUHG� PRWLYHV�� YDOXHV�� EHOLHIV�� LGHQWLWLHV� DQG�

interpretations or meanings of significant events that result from common experiences of 

membeUV�RI�FROOHFWLYHV�WKDW�DUH�WUDQVPLWWHG�DFURVV´�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ��+RXVH�DQG�-DYLGDQ��

2004, p.14). At its core, trust is the willingness of one party to be vulnerable to the actions 

of another. It is an expectation that two parties will act in a way that is mutually beneficial 

(Cumming, Wyatt-Smith and Colbert 2015). Therefore, trust is the social glue that holds 

relationships together (Brett and Mitchell, 2020) and for this reason, trust is a key element 

of effective communication, teamwork, employee commitment and productivity. It leads 

to stronger working relationships and a healthier organizational culture. 

 

As suggested in the CI literature, effective partnerships require adaptation to a 

collaborative culture, which requires external and internal trust, mutuality of benefits, 

knowledge creation, transference through purposeful communication (Barratt, 2004). 

Group culture was found to be the second most dominant among the four areas in the 

study by Prajogo and McDermott (2005) for stakeholder relationship, highlighting the 

status of external trust and internal collaboration with staff to ensure continuous, effective 

cooperation. This study demonstrates that the underdevelopment of particular cultures 

may hinder the development of a CI philosophy within the participating school. 

  

4.1.4 Analysis-3: Political System 
 
Analysis-3 represents the perceived political system and addresses power-related 

activities concerned with managing relations between different interests associated with 

the CSFs of CI. This analysis builds upon and supports analysis-1 and analysis-2. 

Responses were used to assess the desirability and cultural feasibility of applying CI to 
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improve the situation in SSM activity 4. The factor analysis identifies underlying groups 

RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV�ZKR�UHVSRQG�LQ�D�SDUWLFXODU�µPLQGVHW¶��7KH�IDFWRU�DQDO\VLV�KHOSHG�HVWDEOLVK�

whether there were any subgroups of participants who had unique ways of sorting the 

statements that distinguished their card positioning compared with the card sorts of the 

whole sample. 

 

Consistent with finding out about the real-world situation, it is essential to understand 

how educational leaders perceive the importance of specific organisational attributes 

representing CSFs associated with a CI deployment, therefore demonstrating the nature 

of behaviours they view as important in potentially implementing CI. It is also vital to 

assess the perceived likelihood that these attributes could be implemented within the 

participating schools.  

 

Through the factor analysis, one distinct mindset among all school leaders in this study 

was observed. This implies a common mindset irrespective of the phase of their school, 

with one factor accounting for 22% of the variance within the participating schools (see 

Appendix H). The card sort statements (Table 4.4) of this study show that school leaders, 

as a group, believe that there is an apparent necessity to focus on the process and the 

purpose of their provision, driven by clear leadership. 

 

The highest-ranked data set suggests that the schools in this study represent social systems 

explicitly established to achieve specific goals, as identified in analyses 1 and 2. 

Bureaucratic expectations set by the organisation as formal commitments define roles that 

drive the development of the organisational structure. These bureaucratic roles are 

consolidated into various positions and groups and arranged into a formal hierarchy of 
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relative power and status. Rules and regulations are established to guide decision-making 

and labour is typically divided based on task specialisation (Hoy and Miskel, 2012). 

 

 

 

 

The nature of this would imply that the senior leadership teams (SLTs) 'lean' towards a 

transactional leadership approach. This viewpoint presents itself in the high rankings the 

participants gave to statements having to do with establishing accountability measures, 

evaluations and instructional goals compared to statements involving experimentation, 

entrepreneurialism and innovation. Therefore, this clear focus on the process and 

Table 4. 4 High positive statements from the card sort 
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purposes of the educational outcome, i.e., heavily focused on 'managed performance', 

gives prime importance to ensure accountability and performance. 

 

Consequently, staff are viewed primarily as a resource to be deployed in the most 

effective way to achieve improvements and desired goals. This was demonstrated by 

participants prioritising behaviours relating to managing staff employing clear processes 

for ensuring performance and accountability. Mintzberg's (1983) research demonstrates 

the characteristics of management in this way as more action-based. Czarniawska (2003) 

and Ghoshal (2005) have criticised this form of managerial leadership within education 

because it spreads instrumentalist philosophies of power and masculine fables of mastery.  

 

This supports the view that management without vision is rightly condemned as 

'managerialism', and does not lead to successful implementation, which leads to 

frustration (O'Brien and Down, 2002). Nevertheless, commitment and support from 

organisational leadership are forthcoming, managerial leadership can contribute to an 

environment of collaboration and result in many positive outcomes, for example, an 

increase in organisational improvements and productivity and (Salaheldin, 2009). This is 

recognised by Bush (2015) who demonstrated that managerial leadership was a vital part 

of the armoury of any successful leader and can contribute the enactment of the school's 

vision and strategy (Cosner, and Jones, 2016). Nevertheless, managerial leadership and 

the balance of leadership is critical, with van Dun and colleagues (2016) demonstrating 

that both transformational and transactional leadership behaviours are required for CI 

implementation.  

 

This balance is not evident in this study, with the lowest-ranked school statements (Table 

4.5) associated with a lack of autonomous organisation and a transactional leadership 
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style and, consequently, leader being a technicist, (van Dun, Hicks and Wilderom, (2016) 

in their approach. Such approaches will be an obstruction to CI implementation (Alefrari, 

Salonitis and Xu, 2017).  

 

 

 

This supports Freidman (2004), whose work focuses on individuals and collective work 

and indicates that such behaviours (bottom-ranked) interact and align with a 

transformational and interconnected innovation mindset. Such a mindset is based on a 

belief that influencing networks of people to new ideas is the most important factor for 

leading improvement (Hardacre et al., 2011). Thus, it could be argued that the two lowest-

Table 4. 5 High negative statements from the card sort 
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ranked statements referring to experimentation and stakeholder value refer to the 

leadership's actions, in that they are responsible for providing space in the school 

programme for teacher leadership and addressing student issues. With increasingly 

complex school improvement initiatives, the relationship between experimentation and 

stakeholder value may be more complex; consequently, leadership behaviour associated 

with sensemaking would be required. 

 

These mindsets seek meaning from diverse and complex information, views and 

perspectives and as such, school leaders would believe networking and innovation to be 

crucial to leading improvement. Central to this mindset is the belief that improvement is 

led by knowing what is happening locally, regionally, nationally and internationally. 

Influencing others to think creatively about change and grasping opportunities offered by 

unpredictable futures are also key behaviours of such a group. Studies by Gewirtz (1999) 

in the United Kingdom and Lingard et al., (2002) in Australia support this view, with the 

development of critical, autonomous and creative-thinking skills which where valued if 

WKH\�FRQWULEXWH� WR�SURGXFWLYLW\�DV�PHDVXUHG�E\� WKH�VFKRRO¶V�H[DPLQDWLRQ�SHUIRUPDQFH��

However, this responsibility to engage with the creative and the systemic can be reduced 

when accountabilities are the only leadership focus (Perry and McWilliam, 2007). 

 

The nature of this leadership accepts the central focus is on commitments and capacities 

of stakeholders in the organisation. Higher levels of commitment to organisational 

purposes and greater capacities for accomplishing those aims have resulted in a more 

motivated workforce and greater productivity (Leithwood, Jantzi and Steinbach, 1999). 

This is often related to the transformational style of leadership (Reed, Lemak and Mero, 

2000).  
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Thus, a transformational leader can bring success to the school by focusing on values and 

beliefs. Authority and influence are derived from defensible conceptions of what is right 

or good (Leithwood, Jantzi and Steinbach, 1999, p.10). Several other terms have also 

been used to describe values-based leadership. These include ethical leadership 

(Stefkovich and Begley, 2007; Starratt, 2005), authentic leadership (Begley, 2007) and 

moral leadership (Hall et al., 2008).   

 

CI is a flexible process that influences people and information (Gunasekaran and Yusuf, 

2002). This will be further enhanced by focusing on professional development and 

improvement processes, a key component of adopting a CI philosophy (Chen, Wang and 

Lee, 2018). Consequently, school leaders need to adopt a more transformational 

leadership approach in any CI implementation.  This would imply that to implement CI 

successfully, both transformational and transactional leadership is required. Interestingly, 

transformational leadership is often contrasted with transactional approaches (Bush, 

2011; Miller and Miller, 2001). Therefore, transformational leadership should support the 

implementation of CI so that an organisation can obtain a sustainable competitive 

advantage (Dóci and Hofmans, 2015).  

 

The latter relates to relationships between leaders and staff members being based on the 

exchange of resources. Therefore, leaders attempt to influence people to act in a particular 

way to secure organisational purposes. For example, within education, teachers provide 

a service (for example, teaching, pupil welfare, extracurricular activities) in exchange for 

salaries and other rewards. This model originates from the political aspects of 

organisation theory.  Sergiovanni (2001, p.329) argues for both transformational and 

transactional leadership:  
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The two imperatives are unavoidable and the neglect of either creates 

problems. Schools must be run effectively if they are to survive « But 

for the school to transform itself into an institution, a learning 

community must emerge « [This] is the moral imperative that 

principals face.  

 

When µWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶�LV�D�³FORDN�IRU�LPSRVLQJ�WKH�OHDGHU¶V�YDOXHV��RU�IRU�LPSOHPHQWLQJ�

the prescriptions of the government, then the process is political rather than genuinely 

WUDQVIRUPDWLRQDO´��%XVK��������S�������1HYHUWKHOHVV, when transformational leadership is 

effective, it has the potential to engage all stakeholders in the organisational purpose. The 

aims of leaders and followers merge to such an extent that it may be assumed that a 

harmonious relationship and a genuine convergence, leading to agreed decisions, would 

be demonstrated. This is critical for CI implementation (Chen, Wang and Lee, 2018). 

 

As mentioned earlier, it has been demonstrated that there is a need to balance 

transformational and transactional leadership. The transformational-transactional 

leadership model considers the existence of two poles regarding the behaviour of a leader. 

Berson and Linton (2005) examined the relationship between the nature of leadership and 

the development and implementation of a CI. They found that both transactional 

leadership and transformational leadership lead to a successful sustainable 

implementation of CI philosophy. The role of transactional leadership is less important 

than that of transformational leadership. Transformational leadership also leads to staff 

fulfilment. Leaders often deal with uncertain goals and performance targets. 

Transformational leadership, which includes inspirational leadership, can lead to various 

outcomes and have an extraordinary impact on the employees, thereby impacting CI.  
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While Berson and Linton (2005) found that both the transformational and transactional 

leadership styles showed a significant correlation with a quality environment, only 

transformational leadership was statistically significant. Another related study by 

Laohavichien (2009) tested the influence of transactional and transformational leadership 

RQ� D� ILUP¶V� TXDOLW\� LPSURYHPHQW�� 7KH� VWXG\� IRXQG� WKDW� Dlthough transformational 

leadership affects infrastructure and core quality management, transactional leadership 

did not affect either. A study by Laohavichien, Fredendall and Cantrell (2011) also found 

that transformational leadership supports leadership for successful CI development. 

However, according to this study, transactional leadership did not decrease the quality.   

 

4.1.5 Expressing the Current Situation within Participating Schools 
 
Reflecting on SSM activity 1 from the perspective of the current educational policy and 

the CSFs of CI, it was clear that the applicability of CI in the participating schools has a 

mixed result. It is important to review the characteristics identified concerning the CSFs 

of CI. This study demonstrates that schools are complex institutions required to balance 

the needs of different stakeholders.  

 

Viewpoints presented in the three analyses were associated with hierarchical and rational 

cultures, though necessary for developing a CI philosophy, which dominated the 

organisational structure of the participating schools. Such organisational purposes 

represent having to do with establishing accountability measures, evaluations and 

instructional goals compared to processes involving experimentation, entrepreneurialism 

and innovation. Tsoukas (1994, 1997) highlights that a consequence of such a culture 

leads to a lack of engagement on other potentially equal or more valuable educational 

outcomes. This narrow accountability system means no different or unsolicited outcomes 

are, or can be, valued, so experimentation is downgraded or even stopped. Therefore, 
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within the English context, it can be argued that educational accountability measures are 

more focused on policy and performativity than educational outcomes or capacity 

building. The results from all three activities imply that accountability is not only the 

important instrument within the system, but it has constituted for the only purpose of the 

system itself. Thus, the bureaucratic state has been changed into the evaluative state 

(Møller, 2007).  

 

Previous research by Mintzberg (1983) demonstrated the characteristics of management 

in this way as more reactionary based rather than representing long-term growth. The 

notions of answerability and accountability are so inextricably linked to questions of 

power, control and authority (Ball, 2001), which is likely to reinforce the role of a 

transactional approach to leadership. This clear focus on the process and purposes of 

educational outcomes, i.e.��µmanaged performance', is given prime importance to ensure 

that accountability and performance measures are being met. Therefore, staff are the 

primary resource to achieve these outcomes.  However, many management education 

programmes teach "overwhelmingly causal or functional" management theories that 

devastate good management processes (Ghoshal, 2005, p.78).  

 

Findings demonstrate that SLT leans towards a transactional and managerial leadership 

approach to achieve its goals. This does not fully align with developing a CI philosophy 

within the participating schools because this form of leadership assumes that the focus of 

leaders ought to be on clear purposes, tasks and behaviours and that, if these functions 

are carried out proficiently, the work of others in the organisation will be facilitated.  

School leaders' ability to engage a rebalance toward transformational leaders would allow 

them to network and innovate.  This is crucial to leading effective improvements. This 

can only be achieved by maintaining awareness of the broader educational landscape, 
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such behaviours seeking meaning from diverse and complex information, views and 

perspectives. In doing so, leaders can influence and encourage others to think creatively. 

Such behaviours are critical (Gewirtz, 1999; Lingard et al., 2002) for sustained CI 

success.  

 

To successfully implement CI, a change of attitude and behaviour among leadership and 

then gradually throughout the organisation is required. Leaders develop culture, so 

organisations must invest in creating leaders who carry the CI culture of the organisation 

in their thoughts, words and actions. If schools want to implement CI, they need to start 

with the leadership issue. Therefore, if the organisations wanted to adopt a CI approach, 

focusing on 'respect for people' is paramount. Such focus requires a clear direction on 

empowerment and participation to develop clear processes to achieve the organisational 

purpose.  

 

If schools see it at all, 'respect for people' is incorrectly understood as adding more 

resources rather than professional and personal growth of all internal stakeholders, which 

will improve CI implementation (Emiliani, 2003). As a result, schools will fail to realise 

the benefits of CI (Emiliani, 2003; Womack, Jones and Roos, 1990), as the school 

community will not commit to the school's overall direction (Gallear and Gobadian, 

2004). Therefore, under the identified processes outlined, staff may find it problematic to 

explain their commitment and contribution to the school's overall aims and goals 

(purpose) or improve any processes (Gallear and Gobadian, 2004; Johnson and Broms, 

2008) due to the hierarchical nature of school organisation. In effect, 'respect for people' 

is lost in translation within an educational context  
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In all systems, certain characteristics within a CI philosophy are not necessarily 

dichotomous but rather a continuum within the CSFs. Relying heavily on one end of the 

continuum would not support a CI philosophy; therefore, within this study, it is important 

to reflect on what was observed and what was not evident in the school system. Table 4.6 

identifies the CSFs identified in activity 1 and, consequently, those which would need to 

be highlighted in activity 2 when building conceptual models. 

 

4.2 SSM Activity 2: Building Models of Relevant Purposeful Activity  
 

 

4.2.1 Purposeful Activity System 
 
From the key themes and points explored in SSM activity 1 the purposeful activity 

system, which includes the transformation process and RD was explored with the six 

Table 4. 6 Identification of the nature of CSFs within school environment 
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headteachers (see Appendix I, for an example of headteacher feedback from the 

modelling process).  

4.2.1.1 Transformation Process 

The Transformation process represents the core of the Root Definition (RD). Table 4.7 

identifies the PQR for the conceptual model. When reviewing PQR with headteachers, 

what was clear was the need for the system to be effectively supported by leadership that 

builds incremental growth to ensure positive outcomes for young people. This allowed 

for the RD to be developed and shared with Headteachers. 

 

Table 4. 7 PQR of the conceptual model 

Where the Owner, Actor, Customer and Environmental constraints support P. This 

represents the µWransformation¶ process. Doing Q will lead to the achievement of P, 

resulting in R (there must be an arguable connection that makes Q an appropriate means 

IRU�GRLQJ�3���7KLV�UHSUHVHQWV�WKH�µ:RUOGYLHZ¶, or the statement of belief, within the RD.  

 

7KH�µWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶�for this study can be described as:  

 

A system to increase innovation, eliminate variation in critical processes, increase 

efficiencies and productivity, to improve performance, achieve a higher rate of return on 

investment (ROI) and create a culture of CI. Based on a belief, or worldview, that the 

successful application of a CI philosophy would allow this to occur.  

 



   

 

 

 

148 

 

CI principles and techniques can achieve this transformation and the overall 

Transformation process, T, can be reduced to:  

 

A system to apply a continuous improvement philosophy, where the input is represented 

by schools that are not applying a continuous improvement philosophy and the output of 

the Transformation process is the same school applying this philosophy (see figure 4.7).  

 

 

Figure 4. 7 The transformation process 

 

Two of the six headteachers¶� FRQILUPHG� WKH� transformation process to be presented 

clearly. Three headteachers suggested further definition of the phrase µeliminate variation 

in critical processes¶ as it pertains to the educational context. A question was also raised 

about the dichotomous nature of the Transformation process. Consequently, there was a 

suggested revision of the input language to the Transformation process from µSchool Not 

Applying a CI philosophy¶ to µSchool Not Fully or Effectively Applying a CI 

philosophy¶. This dichotomy was viewed as somewhat µextreme and artificial¶, 

particularly in the initial application of this methodology. However, the fundamental 

assumption in developing the transformation, currently, is that the participating schools 

presently do not apply a CI philosophy. The transformation process is intended to move 

the school from a state of not applying such philosophy to an altered state where this 

philosophy is applied. The quality of or extent to which these techniques are applied is 
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not addressed in the tUDQVIRUPDWLRQ��EXW�LQ�WKH�µPRQLWRU¶�DQG�µFRQWURO�DFWLRQ¶�UHIHUHQced 

in conceptual models.  

 

Headteachers confirmed the process was represented clearly and offered a comment for 

consideration rather than a suggested revision. Due to the many factors associated with 

education, they questioned the application of a CI approach beyond the finance and 

business functions.  

 

4.2.1.2 CATWOE 

The CATWOE elements that support the primary RD in this study are represented in table 

4.8. It should be noted that a worldview (Weltanschauung) represents the entire set of 

LQGLYLGXDO� EHOLHIV�� FRPELQHG� µPHQWDO�PRGHOV¶� �6HQJH�� ������� RU� WKH�ZD\� WKH� JURXS�RI�

Observers relevant to the situation sees and interprets the world. In this study, these 

Observers are represented by the Headteachers.  

  

Table 4.9 identifies the 5Es for the conceptual model, monitoring and control of the 

model. When reviewing the 5Es with headteachers, there was a clear need for the system 

to be effective, efficient, ethical (and moral) while being aware of working with others 

who are developing expertise. This needs to be supported by leadership to ensure positive 

RXWFRPHV��7KLV�DOORZHG�IRU�WKH�µ7UDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶�DQG�µ:RUOGYLHZ¶�WR�EH�µPRQLWRUHG�DQG�

evaluated¶�WR�HQVXUH�WKDW�WKH�5'�ZDV�UREXVW�DQG�YDOLG� 
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Table 4. 8 CATWOE elements that support the Root Definition 
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As part of SSM activity 2, Building Models of Relevant Purposeful Activity, 

Headteachers were asked to evaluate the elements of CATWOE.  Prior to responding, 

Headteachers were asked to review a supporting document that described all CATWOE 

elements as well as the RD.  

 

Headteachers were asked if the customers, actors, owners and environmental constraints 

presented in the CATWOE were accurately identified for the participating schools. Four 

of the six Headteachers confirmed the designated CATWOE elements were accurately 

identified for schools. One school leader stated they believed the representations were 

µIDLUO\�DFFXUDWH¶��KRZHYHU�WKDW�WKH�GHVFULSWLRQV�µGR�OHDYH�VRPH�URRP�IRU�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ¶��

$�VHFRQG�UHVSRQVH�VXJJHVWHG�WKH�µ2ZQHUV�DUH�DOVR�WKH�VWDNHKROGHUV (Customers) in the 

VFKRRO�FRPPXQLW\¶��WKDW�WKH�&XVWRPHUV�DUH�DOVR�2ZQHUV�DV�µWKH\�FDQ�FKDQJH�WKH�%RDUG�

RI�*RYHUQRUV��2ZQHUV�¶��DQG�WKDW�WKH�%RDUG�RI�*RYHUQRUV��2ZQHU��DUH�DOVR�$FWRUV��DV�

GHVSLWH�WKHLU�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�QRW�EHLQJ�GDLO\��µWKH\�GR�SDUWLFLSDWH�RQ D�UHJXODU�EDVLV¶��2QH�

school leader felt that education has much to learn from business due to the way education 

µLV�JRLQJ¶��+RZHYHU��D�VLJQLILFDQW�GLIIHUHQFH�LQ�HGXFDWLRQ�LV�WKDW�WKH�V\VWHP¶V�µFULWLFV¶�DUH�

Table 4. 9 The impact of the 5Es on the system 
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SUHVHQW�IRU�PDQ\�\HDUV��SURYLGLQJ�DQ�µRSSRUWXQLWy to define and redefine their own version 

RI�DQ\�SHUFHLYHG�VKRUWIDOO�LQ�WKH�V\VWHP¶��,Q�EXVLQHVVHV, there appears to be opportunities 

to relieve the system of their critics.  

 

The remaining three items associated with the evaluation of CATWOE addressed 

potentially differing Worldviews. Headteachers were asked to express the extent to which 

they agreed with the Worldview presented within CATWOE from the perspective of the 

Customer, the Actor and the Owner.  

 

The worldview is defined as follows:  

The successful application of a CI philosophy will reduce waste, improve quality, 

increase efficiency and productivity to improve performance, achieve a higher rate 

of ROI. Leading to a culture that embraces CI.  

 

In general, all Headteachers collectively indicated an agreement with the worldview as 

stated from the perspective of the Customer, Actor and Owner. One headteacher was 

unsure about the representation of the &XVWRPHU¶V�perspective. CATWOE identified the 

Customer as the µStudents, workforce and stakeholders form the entire school 

community¶. Two headteachers were unsure if this truly represented the perspective of 

the Actor. CATWOE identified the Actor as the µSchool leaders and school staff¶. All 

headteachers were happy representing the perspective of the Owner. CATWOE identified 

the Owner as the µBoard of Governors¶.  

 

The results of this evaluation are that headteachers generally agreed that the CATWOE 

elements were relatively clear and represented accurately. There was also consistent 

agreement that the Worldview and the Environmental constraints would hold from the 
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perspective of the Customer, the Actor and the Owner. Therefore, one may interpret this 

as a universal acceptance of these system constraints as presented.  

 

There appear to be questions from some regarding the meaning of µHOLPLQDWLQJ�YDULDWLRQ�

LQ�FULWLFDO�SURFHVVHV¶�ZLWKLQ�WKH�HGXFDWLRQDO�HQYLURQPHQW��,Q�DGGLWLRQ��WKHUH�DSSHDUV�WR�EH�

a view that the various roles as defined in CATWOE in some cases may overlap (e.g., 

Customers may be viewed as Owners and Owners as Customers and/or Actors).  

 

4.2.1.3 Root Definition  
 
The stated, transformation process and CATWOE elements lead to the primary Root 

Definition (RD) which can be defined as:  

An educational system, governed by a Board and operated by a 

headteacher, their senior leadership team and staff, to increase innovation, 

improve quality and increase efficiency, effectiveness and productivity.  

This is achieved by applying a CI philosophy to raise performance, achieve 

a higher rate of ROI and lead to a culture that embraces continuous 

improvement within the organisation's unique environmental constraints. 

 

4.3 SSM Activity 3: Comparing Conceptual Models to the Real World  

A CM created a purposeful activity model that represented a system in which to apply a 

CI philosophy. The process used to develop this CM considered the Transformation 

process, CATWOE elements, PQR, 5Es and RD. The resulting CM is presented in figure 

4.8.  
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This combines free body diagrams illustrating subsystems and strategic direction to 

demonstrate the union between the school DQG�µIRUFH�ILHOG¶�analysis to balance external 

system constraints through the Strategic Constraint Management subsystem. Double-

headed arrows represent the exchange of knowledge and data and serve as a monitor and 

FRQWURO�IXQFWLRQ��7KH�UHVXOWLQJ�IUDPHZRUN�UHSUHVHQWV�D�µFORVHG�ORRS�V\VWHP¶�FRPSULVHG�

of several critical interconnected subsystems, based on CSFs of CI. 

 

)RU�WKH�H[SORUDWLRQ�RI�WKLV�DFWLYLW\��µLQIRUPDO�GLDORJXH¶�ZDV�XVHG�WR�FRQILUP�WKH�VWUXFWXUH�

and defensibility of the CM and to assess the transfer of these concepts to the real-world 

situation. In evaluating the purpose, logical connections and ideas represented in the 

model would allow for real-world application.  

 

As a reminder, when testing the model, two fundamental questions should be asked: First, 

³'RHV�WKH�PRGHO�GHULYHG�DFKLHYH�WKH�SXUSRVH�GHILQHG"´ and VHFRQG��³+DYH�DOO�WKH�ORJLFDO�

connections betweHQ�WKH�DFWLYLWLHV�EHHQ�LQFOXGHG"´�7KH�UHPDLQLQJ�IHDWXUHV�RI�WKH�IRUPDO�

V\VWHPV�PRGHO�PD\�EH� DVVHVVHG� WKURXJK� WKH�PRGHO¶V� ³PRQLWRU� DQG� FRQWURO´� DFWLYLWLHV�

(Wilson, 2001, p.18).   

 

The results of this assessment led to the development of a CI Framework for School 

Improvement model (section 4.4), the proposed intervention to address the current 

situation. 
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4.3.1 Assessment of the Conceptual Model (CM)  
 
Through an open dialogue, headteachers were asked to express the extent to which they 

agreed that:  

x the model achieves its purpose as defined by the Transformation process  

x logical connections and dependencies between the activities have been included  

x measures of performance (not explicitly specified) are included where appropriate 

x DQ\�ERXQGDULHV�IRU�WKH�µVXEV\VWHPV¶�UHSUHVHQWHG�LQ�WKH�PRGHO�DUH�SURSHUO\�GHILQHG� 

x human resources are considered where appropriate (physical resources are not 

specified in the RD for this model)  

x the existence of a wider system or organisational hierarchy is represented 

accurately through the specification of the Owners, Actors and Customers  

x D�µPRQLWRU¶�DQG�µFRQWURO�DFWLRQ¶�KDV�EHHQ�LQFOXGHG�LQ�WKH�DSSURSULDWH�VXEV\VWHPV�� 

 

This allowed for the assessment of the CM in respresenting a system to apply a CI 

philosophy.  

 

4.3.2 Activities of CM in the Participating Schools  
 
The CM representing a system to ensure successful application of a CI philosophy was 

carefully constructed considering the rules and system elements required by SSM. It is 

LPSRUWDQW�WR�QRWH�RQFH�DJDLQ�WKDW�WKLV�PRGHO�UHSUHVHQWV�DQ�µLQWHOOHFWXDO�GHYLFH¶�± a set of 

concepts ± used to derive real-life solutions to the problem situation.  

 

Headteachers ZHUH� DVNHG� WR� UHIOHFW� RQ� WKH� &0� DQG� DFNQRZOHGJH� LI� WKH� µDFWLYLWLHV¶�

represented by the model could exist and occur within the the participating schools. All 

headteachers agreed that the CM as presented could map to the real-world situation; 

however, headteachers felt that the conceptual model was µhighly complex¶, difficult to 

understand and a µhurdle for school leaders to sell¶. School headteachers suggested 

simplifying the model to make it more µadaptable¶ and µunderstandable¶ by all constituent 
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groups. One headteacher indicated that there were too many variables µbeyond the 

business end of education¶ for a defined map to be created.  

 

Headteachers were asked if they could accept or µOLYH�ZLWK¶�WKH�V\VWHP�UHSUHVHQWHG�E\�WKH�

CM. All school leaders confirmed they could µlive with¶ the CM as presented. One 

headteacher reiterated the concern regarding the complexity of the model and the need 

for simplification. The participant indicated that the model as presented was µacceptable 

for the finished product¶ and suggested the need for a simpler model to be presented 

initially to ensure stakeholder comprehension. One headteacher indicated µthe problem is 

that one would need to add a long list of factors that would impact the utility of the model¶.  

 

These results suggest that although headteachers are generally able to accept or µlive with¶ 

the CM as presented, there appears to be fundamental concerns regarding the potential 

complexity of a final improvement model when presented to the school. The headteachers 

raised the important concept of µsystem complexity¶. As referenced in the literature, CI 

implementations have frequently been perceived as being highly complicated. Moreover, 

headteachers implied a level of apprehension concerning the µforeign¶ nature of CI 

thinking within the education arena, which represents another critical issue that should be 

addressed.  

Also, of some concern, however, is the apparent misconception by some pertaining to the 

intent of the CM. Headteachers appear to imply that the CM represented was the µfinal 

product¶��7KLV�EHOLHI�ZRXOG�QDWXUDOO\�DQG�ORJLFDOO\�OHDG�WR�FRQFHUQV�UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�PRGHO¶V�

complexity and RWKHUV¶� misunderstanding of it.  However, because the study was 

interpretative and exploratory, looking at the school system from the headteacher 

perspective I felt the concepts would be easier to express in a symbol than in words. 
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Conceptual Models developed as part of the SSM are tools used exclusively to support 

discourse among members of the problem-solving team. They represent ideas that can be 

debated in developing accepted solutions to the situation which all participants can µlive 

with¶. The CM is never intended for widespread distribution or to serve as an 

RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V formal µmodel for application¶. Despite the provision of SSM resources to 

headteachers, this misinterpretation by headteachers appears to represent a deficiency in 

clearly conveying information to them regarding the methodology.  

 

4.4 SSM Activity 4: Defining Action to Improve  

This final SSM activity involved the construction, review and acceptance of a 

Framework, this was defined as a CI framework for school improvement (Figure 4.9).  

The application of this framework is proposed as action to improve the situation. A 

diagram of the CI Framework for school improvement was developed to illustrate the 

various subsystems and their relationships. The physical design utilises the metaphor of 

a µsimple PDFKLQH¶��FRQVLVWLQJ�RI�JHDUV�DQG�VSURFNHWV�WR�LOOXVWUDWH�VWUDWHJLF�GLUHFWLRQ�DQG�

connectivity, inertia and speed between subsystems. 

 

As part of SSM Activity 4, Defining Action to Improve, headteachers were asked to 

express the extent to which they agreed with statements describing various properties of 

the proposed framework. This was explored during the informal dialogue with 

headteachers to reflect and evaluate the framework present, to discuss the complexity, 

relationship between subsystems and its desirability and cultural feasibility as an 

approach to performance excellence in the educational environment.  
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Headteachers generally agreed that the framework presentation was easy to understand. 

The responses from one leader suggested difficulty in understanding concepts from a 

visual perspective. However, the response from another school leader suggested potential 

concern with how this improvement process was presented.  

 

Finally, headteachers were asked to reflect on the cultural feasibility of applying the 

framework as an approach to performance excellence within their school. Despite general 

agreement, there was some possible apprehension and, to some extent, a lack of 

confidence among the the participating schools. The SSM requires finding 

Figure 4. 9 CI Framework for School Improvement 
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DFFRPPRGDWLRQV�WR�D�VROXWLRQ�WKDW�WKRVH�HYDOXDWLQJ�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�FDQ�DFFHSW�RU�µOLYH�ZLWK¶��

Headteachers were asked if they could accept the proposed Framework for Performance 

Excellence as presented. Five headteachers FRQILUPHG� WKH\� FRXOG� µOLYH� ZLWK¶� WKH�

framework as presented. One school headteacher was unable to accept the proposed 

framework in its present form. The following responses were received, describing 

accommodations to the initial framework:  

 

µI doubt that in schools the level of CI involvement will be significant enough to make 

the type of contribution shown in the diagram. Rather, culture will be the driving force if 

it is continually supported by leadership. Sadly, I see CI as a much µsmaller wheel¶.  

 

µProcess Management is a much more important factor than most organisations think! If 

used properly it can serve as a safeguard about determining the viability of your 

processes. Simply put, LI�\RX�FDQ¶W�FKDUW�\RXU�progress, you have a disconnect in your 

processes NOT your map «�which represents a fatal error!¶  

 

µI do not believe the framework sufficiently considers the limitations imposed on schools, 

the constraints resulting from staff turnover, Ofsted and the monopoly that some teaching 

school and academies have in my area.¶  

 

I think that CI can be achieved without constant innovation and that leadership itself can 

be a driving force even without the force of innovation or constraints.¶ 

 

These accommodations, based on individual worldviews, were integrated into the 

framework as revisions. Modifications included substantive changes to the physical 

presentation, as well as revisions to subsystem descriptions. 
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4.5 Implications for Professional Practice 

A CI philosophy allows for the discovery of innovative ways to do things differently to 

better human and organisational circumstances. Schools should note that emphasis should 

be placed on the critical elements of effective leadership and culture before engaging in 

a CI journey. Indeed, this study recommends that to ease the processes of CI 

implementation, leaders must first foster a culture of respect and institutional readiness, 

along with a system designed to generate countermeasures to anticipated obstacles. To 

that end, I now address the implications of CI implementation for educational leaders and 

schools.  

 

Implications and contributions for practice are interesting and relevant. This study has 

produced evidence that specific school behaviours are more valued than others. As 

identified in the literature and explored throughout this thesis, the roles of leadership, 

people, process, purpose and culture are critical. 

 

The findings of this study can be applied and are relevant to different sectors and 

organisations. The study has provided an awareness into the differing principles of 

possible CI implementation and conditions that would help to sustain its application. 

Consequently, this study has recognised a series of critical issues that must be carefully 

considered to ensure successful implementation of a CI philosophy, with particular 

reference to developing leadership and culture that supports innovation and 

experimentation.  

 

The model proposed by this study could be used as a tool for an organisation to reflect on 

the applicability of CI. In essence, the results of this research will help leaders to focus 

on crucial factors of implementation and to determine critical areas of measurement that 
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will help organisations to sustain a CI approach. This study has sought to contribute to 

this area of research and practice. It adopted an integrated approach based on a review of 

a large body of literature relevant to schools and CI literature. 

 

4.6 Activity 5: Critical Reflection on the Process 

Revisiting the LUMAS model offered an approach that structures the complexity of the 

situation while providing an insight into the SSM activities (Figure 4.10). During the 

development process, a set of principles was incorporated into a generic LUMAS model 

(chapter 3). These principles are incorporated into SSM, which prioritises user learning. 

The model focuses on the user (U) element, from and into, which all other elements flow. 

This process allowed for the researcher to reflect on the process and what has developed 

during the journey, acknowledging that the user (U) perceptions, positions, focus and 

alignment have affected both what was explored and the lens of what is perceived as 

natural within the process. 

 

The lens that allowed for a critical reflection process of this research was developed 

through the LUMAS model. This allowed for the differentiation of the methodological 

(M) approaches, the subject matter and the role of the researcher (U). Furthermore, the 

model allowed for the interaction between tacit knowledge and the application of 

knowledge that occurred between myself and the school leaders, to be demonstrated.  
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Figure 4. 10 LUMAS revisited 

This process allowed for the following themes to be offered for exploration:  

x as an educationalist by engaging school leaders to reflect upon their process, 

purpose and culture to develop their learning community 

x development of a greater understanding of the complexity of leadership and the 

contextual environment in which it exists 

x the attainment of being appreciative of the needs of practitioners to engage in a 

reflective process based on a research-informed approach based on their own 

environments 

x engaging leaders with this process allows for the integration of the concept of 

leadership as an art, craft and science 
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This VWXG\¶V originality is based on exploring the school system and its characteristics 

associated with a CI philosophy, in particular leadership, people, process, purpose and 

culture. This allowed for the development of an approach that is not mutually exclusive 

to a particular element of leadership. Furthermore, the use of SSM has facilitated the 

unpicking and conveying of the conceptual understanding of the nature of leadership and 

a CI philosophy associated with the research question. The use of SSM has enabled me 

to unravel and articulate the personal, professional and organisational culture that allows 

for successful CI implementation. 

 

4.7 Final Remarks 

The aim of this research was to investigate the applicability of CI in education. Therefore, 

the research is exploratory and explanatory in nature, to generate empirical findings and 

conceptual models rather than to test hypothesis. The study explored the current context 

through the research question, using SSM: 

 

RQ: Can a continuous improvement philosophy be applied to a school environment? 

 

This question was developed based on the literature and was used to explore any 

relationships with the current context of education and a CI philosophy. In doing so, the 

research addressed the aim and objectives of the study, while attempting to respond to a 

need of exploring a CI philosophy that could be applied to education. The study identified 

that there were specific influencing variables which could allow for such an 

implementation. Implementation of CI is based around five key themes:  

 

Leadership, People, Process, Purpose, Culture 
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Though these themes appear straightforward, putting them into practice would prove 

challenging for the participating schools in the study. In situating this study, several 

common challenges in the participating schools were identified, which align with the 

conceptual framework for the CSF for CI implementation. These included the following:  

 

x Responding to local and system-level demands and urgencies when they might not 

always be compatible with a CI philosophy (leadership). 

x Accommodating external accountabilities and internal responsibilities while 

demonstrating a commitment to a CI philosophy (purpose). 

x Developing creative synergies with others through a collaborative endeavour 

ensuring the development of a CI philosophy (people).  

x Driving a sustainable vision for their schools in intermittently changing and 

challenging times while developing human and cultural dimensions of a CI 

SKLORVRSK\�DQG�PDQDJLQJ�WKH�UHDOLWLHV�RI�µWKH�QRZ¶�ZLWKLQ�VFKRROV��FXOWXUH��� 

x Allocating resources in effective, efficient and equitable ways to develop a CI 

philosophy and maximise outcomes (process). 

 

Sustained CI success requires a change of attitude and behaviour within the participating 

schools. Leadership develops the culture so organisations must invest in creating leaders 

who carry the CI culture of the organisation in their thoughts, words and actions. If 

schools in the study wanted to implement CI, they will need to start with the leadership 

issue. A µWRS�OHYHO¶�model is proposed, which stresses that leadership and culture must be 

the foundations for CI implementation to succeed (figure 4.11). This would further 

support engagement with the CI framework for improvement (figure 4.9). This study 

further develops the work of Laureani and Antony (2012), who explored CSFs in design, 

manufacturing and engineering, noting that leadership and organisation culture were the 

two main drivers for ensuring successful implantation of a CI philosophy. 



   

 

 

 

166 

 

 

 

In focusing on these two key drivers, the participating schools should mentor and coach 

their leaders at any level to support the culture. Sustainability is the main the goal in CI 

transformation. This model can also give a direction to the leader for inculcating culture 

among the staff. However, culture is most responsive to change if one or more of the 

following circumstances arise (Hargreaves, 1999, p.213):  

 

x The school faces an obvious crisis, such as a negative inspection report 

or declining student numbers.  

x The leader is very charismatic, commanding loyalty and 

followership.This is a strong feature of transformational leadership. 

x The leader succeeds a very poor principal, so that staff are seeking a new 

direction. 

 

Even in such conditions, however, cultural change is not assured. Consequently, 

leadership frequently choose to modify structure. Although the structure may be seen as 

Figure 4. 11 Framework towards creating a CI philosophy 

 
Figure 4. 12 Framework towards creating a CI philosophy 

 
Figure 4. 13 Framework towards creating a CI philosophy 

 
Figure 4. 14 Framework towards creating a CI philosophy 

 
Figure 4. 15 Framework towards creating a CI philosophy 

 
Figure 4. 16 Framework towards creating a CI philosophy 

 
Figure 4. 17 Framework towards creating a CI philosophy 

 
Figure 4. 18 Framework towards creating a CI philosophy 

 
Figure 4. 19 Framework towards creating a CI philosophy 

 
Figure 4. 20 Framework towards creating a CI philosophy 

 
Figure 4. 21 Framework towards creating a CI philosophy 
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WKH��SK\VLFDO�PDQLIHVWDWLRQ�RI�«�FXOWXUH���%XVK�������S�������6FKHLQ��������FDXWLRQV�

that culture is not necessarily a condition of the structure as it could result from different 

assumptions. Therefore, of the five CSFs, leadership appears to be the most important 

attribute in the participating schools presently, followed by culture. Such leadership is 

characterised by an approach where the leader as an individual plays a key role in 

empowering others to funnel their opinions, knowledge and beliefs.  

 

However, the finding suggests the current school system has less desire to focus on 

culture or people, both identified as critical factors for CI implementation. Therefore, 

such an organisational mindset focuses on structures and processes to ensure that staff are 

purposefully deployed and directed towards improving. Such results indicate that 

leadership focusing on task management and implementing short-term initiatives features 

more frequently among leading improvement than relational, interpersonal behaviours. 

Thus, demonstrating leadership overvaluing transactional behaviours. This was 

demonstrated by the leaders' least preferred themes, for example, "school leadership 

encourage experimentation". 

 

This characterisation does not resonate with elements of the literature moving away from 

'leader as individual' towards a more collaborative concept of leadership (Lakshman, 

2006; Bradley and Alimo-Metcalfe, 2008) and coalition leadership, for example, system 

leadership. Notable aspects of leadership of a CI philosophy in organisations are sustained 

leadership with a clear purpose, effective communication among teams and total 

commitment by the SLT, which focuses on a transformative culture. Thus, leaders must 

have the ability to realise precise and expressed vision by managing CI CSFs to encourage 

the organisation to transfer to using CI practices (Idris and Ali, 2008).  
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The adoption of CI is possible through a transformational leader who can inspire and 

direct staff. However, as the current system is heavily predicamental due to 

managerial/transactional leadership, there needs to be a rebalancing towards leadership's 

transformational/moral form. Leaders must inspire, motivate and encourage the entire 

workforce to contribute, develop, learn, innovate and embrace change. This was borne 

out when leaders were comparing the conceptual model to the real world, with leaders 

emphasising that these changes are systemically desirable but are not culturally feasible 

due to the nature of accountability and auditing. 

 

A hierarchy model dominated the nature of social and political aspects within the 

participating schools, emphasising the relational culture, while developmental and group 

culture types were not as frequently represented. Group culture is characterised by 

teamwork, participation and a mentoring leadership on the one hand and developmental 

culture by creativity, risk taking and a creative leadership (Jabboun and Sedrani, 2005), 

which provides the most favourable conditions for CI. 

 

This was further established when exploring any relationship with school leadership and 

CI; the lack of emphasis on collaborative shared decision-making models that support 

entrepreneurship and innovation was evident. The lack of these processes to a point is a 

consequence of ongoing education reform, which has emphasised changes in the 

disposition of legitimate influence through an accountability and audit regime that has 

become high stakes. Therefore, it is reasonable to imply that if these participating 

organisations were planning to implement a CI programme, they need to focus more on 

developing characteristics of a more CI-friendly culture; in other words, one with a 

greater group and developmental cultures. Through the SSM, leaders recognised this and 

that such processes were systemically desirable and culturally feasible changes. 
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Where "school leadership encourage experimentation" arguably has more to do with 

attitude than action, it differs from the identified task-focused behaviours. This key 

competence is about having a 'mindset' focused on CI rather than on the current status. 

This continual insistence on pursuing improvement by striving for excellence is an 

ongoing quest while overcoming obstacles to ensure better outcomes even in difficult, 

uncertain, or ambiguous situations. It is not the only attitudinal aspect of performing 

effectively, but central to school improvement. 

 

These findings have interesting links to debates in the literature about the importance of 

leadership attitude to CI, which is "fundamentally an attitude of mind and one that formal 

and ordinary leaders will increasingly need to adopt if improvements" are to be 

sustainable (Lucas and Buckley, 2009, p.45). This study's lack of such traits implies that 

current school improvement is more to do with planning in a task-driven focus on 

accountability and less to do with being prepared for change. Therefore, the conceptual 

aspects of leading improvement appear to be secondary among school leaders, whose 

focus is on a managed performance mindset. As such, the participating schools prioritise 

behaviours relating to staff as a resource, managing them using clear processes for 

ensuring performance and accountability.  

 

Moreover, organisations that have successfully created a CI culture consistently realise 

more innovative, team-directed solutions; lower staff turnover; greater success in 

sustaining improvements; and greater numbers of improvement actions. At face value, 

this indicates that school actions and interactions are developing a culture based on staff 

improvement activities rather than thinking and cognitive processes. Therefore, CI 



   

 

 

 

170 

leaders need to function as role models through their values and commitment and 

involvement in planning, communicating and developing staff (Ulle and Kumar, 2014).  

 

As previously mentioned, this can ultimately be achieved through a long-term 

commitment to developing a culture that supports innovation and creativity. To have a 

solid culture of innovation and experimentation, there must be two fundamental 

principles: 'continuous improvement' and 'respect for people' (Ohno, 1988). This cultural 

change, although necessary, is acknowledged to be challenging to achieve (Kanji, 1996) 

because it implies modifying people's attitudes and behaviour. It is one of the sharpest 

barriers to overcome in CI implementation (Kie and Palmer, 1999; Quazi and Padibjo, 

1998). 

 

Developmental culture is characterised as flexible and creative and could be integral to 

effective change initiatives and strategies (Bluedorn and Lundgren, 1993). The nature of 

this culture is for the organisation to become adaptable, flexible and creative. Therefore, 

staff must be able to acquire new knowledge and interpret new information continuously. 

Such a culture would tend to promote innovative processes and spur involvement in a 

learning organisation. The results of this research support the expectation that the 

developmental culture is a positive in developing a learning organisation. However, it is 

currently systemically desirable; it is not culturally feasible due to the perceived financial 

implications or staff absence. To transition to a CI organisation, schools in the study will 

need to develop their developmental and group culture to support and facilitate this 

transformation.  

 

However, what is evident is that leadership and organisational culture have partially 

positive characteristics of CI implementation (Cameron and Freeman, 1991). The primary 
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characteristics of relational culture are a focus on external factors and a need for market 

share. Organisations within this culture are described as results-oriented, with 

competitive and goal-oriented focus who define success as the amount of market share 

achieved (Cameron and Quinn, 2011).  

 

Meanwhile, the other primary characteristics of hierarchy culture are seen, focusing on 

internal maintenance and the need for stability and control with efficient, smooth 

operations. Due to the dominant hierarchical culture role of control-oriented processes 

within the participating schools, they demonstrate a propensity for a stable, predictable 

and mechanistic character, while CI is perceived to require a changing, adaptable and 

organic character to flourish (Naor et al., 2008) fully. School leaders identified 

environmental constraints as a key driver for placing increased challenges on the system. 

Primary constraints of concern include the educational funding system and fiscal 

uncertainty, high stakes auditing and accountability, government regulation and 

mandates, teacher and administrator quality and changes in demographics.  

 

Many of these constraints present unique challenges beyond the participating schools' 

control and require proactive and innovative action to minimise the negative impact on 

system performance. Evidence, therefore, implies that the current dominant culture 

represents an error-prevention culture. Again, Hofstede's (1991) work on culture is 

pertinent, focusing on error prevention. The error prevention culture displays a general 

orientation toward proactivity instead of reactivity and towards avoiding mistakes. This 

reflects a more advanced and proactive orientation towards quality and the ability to align 

with a CI philosophy. 
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This aligns with previous work from Hofstede's (1991) which demonstrated that 

collectivism (group culture) must be replicated throughout the organisation to ensure 

sustained improvement.  Furthermore, Dellana and Hausser (1999) asserted that cultures 

characterised by flexibility rather than control are most likely to implement CI 

comprehensively. This assumes that leadership attempts to please and satisfy customers 

and create customer trust. Though this is evident in the findings, one could argue that this 

customer satisfaction is based around attainment rather than acting on the 'voice of the 

customer¶. When speaking to leaders, this 'voice' was a systemically desirable but not 

culturally feasible change due to the nature of accountability. 

 

The current accountability and the high-stakes system drives demand. Leaders need to 

balance the need for better examination results against long-term sustainable 

improvement by reviewing their school improvement approaches. In the current climate, 

this direction may be met with some resistance. Nevertheless, systemic changes of this 

nature impact the school leadership and culture, therefore supporting the values 

embedded within CI philosophy. 

 

4.8 Summary 

This chapter explored the applicability of CI in the school system. The research was 

conducted through an SSM approach. This led to the definition of an action to allow this 

to happen in the current educational climate. This system thinking approach was applied 

to developing a framework for CI at the school system level. The research question sought 

to uncover how CI can be enacted within schools. 
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Consequently, this research has explored and evaluated a conceptual model for system 

thinking of the nature of CI philosophy within schools. The application of this systems 

model to address the stated problem situation is encouraging. A framework represented 

the proposed application of CI was developed.  

 

This exploration allowed the research question to be discussed, highlighting how the 

research addressed this point. The framework design focused on building a CI philosophy. 

The findings suggested that some aspects of CI are culturally desirable while not feasible 

in the current English school system. Schools need to rethink their leadership, people, 

process, purpose and culture, ensuring that respect for people is at the heart of their 

improvement models. Therefore, the practical implications of the research in developing 

a CI philosophy have been highlighted, giving a potential framework for development 

within schools. 

 

Ultimately, schools must be given room to make their journey to success. Doing so 

requires them to develop their talent, culture, execution skills and knowledge to make 

decisions that will improve outcomes, which needs to be a broad focus than accountability 

measures. Standards and assessments have their place in identifying what is going well, 

but they should serve as tools for improvement, not as the overarching indicators of 

success for schools. Chapter 6 reflects on the key themes of this study and the next steps 

regarding CI and SSM. 
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Chapter 5: Concluding Remarks and Recommendations 

 

5.0  Introduction 

The purpose of the study was to explore the applicability of a CI philosophy in a school 

context. This exploration was facilitated through an SSM approach and investigated the 

CSFs of CI within 3 primary and 3 secondary schools. This methodology allowed for a 

CM to be constructed to represent a system to apply CI in the participating schools and 

be examined with school leaders. This chapter brings together the assorted strands of the 

study by providing a summary of the significant findings and considers their potential 

implications by discussing how they contribute to relevant fields of research, practice, 

policy and future directions for research.  

 

First, this chapter begins by reflecting on the research question before considering the 

studies wider research contribution. Following this, a focus on practice and the academic 

implication of the research is discussed. The chapter then moves to a critique of the 

limitations in its conceptual framework and its methodology. Finally, a discussion 

specifically addressing further possible work is explored, summarising the overall context 

of contemporary education. 

 

5.1  Addressing the Research Question and Contribution to the Evidence 

In a climate of developing a school-led system combined with globalisation, greater 

uncertainty and strategic environmental change concerning developments in teaching, 

learning and business functions of schools, alternative approaches need to be explored for 

a sustainable school system. Indeed, the practical implications of neoliberal 

managerialism for leaders are considerable, particularly if, as Leaton-Gray (2006) 
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FRQWHQGV���PDQDJHUV�EHFRPH�D�GLVWLQFW�RFFXSDWLRQDO�JURXS�>UDWKHU�WKDQ@�«�D�SURIHVVLRQDO�

peer" (p311). This is further compounded using data-driven analysis, benchmarking and, 

most recently, data warehousing to ensure school improvement.  

 

The study investigated evidence, at a whole-school level, of exploring the CSFs of CI 

being enacted to address the research question 'can a continuous improvement philosophy 

be applied to a school environment?'. The feasibility and desirability of these CSFs were 

developed via a CM. This model was then compared to the real world to assess if the 

activities presented could/want to exist and, if so, could they occur within the school 

environment. These CSFs of CI have been demonstrated throughout the literature to be 

essential for developing, implementing and ultimately impacting outcomes.  

 

The success of CI across sectors has been associated with the commitment of leaders to 

change the culture of the organisation. The most successful organisations to have 

embraced these principles apply these processes to all facets of their operations and 

functions. However, considering the historical response, the numerous initiatives and 

failed attempts to apply business and quality models to education and the lack of empirical 

evidence to support the implementation of a CI methodology in the participating schools 

at this time, one may be sceptical as to its success in the current educational environment. 

CI has demonstrated sustained success in attaining positive outcomes across public and 

private organisations as a proven transformational strategy. 

 

Nevertheless, elements of a CI philosophy were evident and held promise within the 

educational sector; for example, the study results indicated that the participating schools 

have a clear focus on relational culture with a focus on reducing error within the system.  

These have been identified as critical success factors for adopting philosophy (see 
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appendix A). Thus, the organisational and quality cultures established, via exploring the 

organisation's current situation, social and political systems, would suggest congruence 

with some of the CSFs. 

 

Although the five CSFs of CI were observed, the participating schools' focus was not 

across the spectrum of CI characteristics within these five themes. The findings indicate 

that the participating schools focus heavily on a hierarchical, transactional environment 

that is risk-averse, with a view to outcomes for the organisation's survival rather than 

individual growth.  Although CI processes could be developed and, to a degree, 

implemented, nevertheless, due to the nature of school leadership and culture within the 

school environment, the longevity and impact of a CI philosophy would be limited, for 

example, the study identified that the lack of leadership beyond a hierarchical process did 

not develop a group and developmental culture and therefore limiting a culture of 

experimentation.  

 

These findings described the need for a changed standpoint founded on the nature of 

schools' system if a CI philosophy was to be adopted. Finding accommodation of both 

desirable and culturally feasible elements allowed for representation of an action for 

improvement to the situation that schools can 'live with'. However, assessment of the 

school leadership and culture needs to be a priority, which necessitates the same 

understanding of the internal and external environment if any long-term sustainable 

application of CI is embraced.  

 

The development of a framework for CI for educational improvement is an original 

contribution to the field of school improvement, where such a model did not previously 

exist. While further research is required concerning clarification of the exact nature of 
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such an association, it is a distinctive contribution and provides a solid basis on which 

further work can be based. The CM consists of subsystems that reflect organisational 

attributes aligned with CSF. The findings suggest these attributes are a) necessary, as they 

relate to the successful and sustained implementation of quality and CI system; and b) 

have a greater likelihood of being fully realised within a school environment. The findings 

provided a rich description of critical challenges and environmental constraints acting as 

pressures on schools, i.e., high-stakes and high accountability.  

 

These present-day forces on the school environment necessitate that the transformation 

to a CI organisation should be considered by the school leadership. In this current school 

environment, the challenge is to generate contexts in which staff can continuously learn 

and obtain new knowledge rather than 'knee-jerking' reactivity responding, adapting and 

compromising. Organisations must be experimental and strive for the creation of new 

knowledge. Reform agendas that impose different beliefs are likely to trigger strong 

feelings and provoke resistance actions (Kelchtermans, 2005). Therefore, resources must 

be allocated based on the long aims of the school (purpose), based on political, 

environmental, social, economic progress. It is also essential to understand that CI cannot 

be achieved overnight. Consequently, the current research has demonstrated that, due to 

the constraints within the school system, implementing CI philosophy to be unfeasible, 

though many would consider the philosophy desirable.  

 

Moreover, this research has demonstrated the complexity of this subject matter. Many 

unknowns continue to be hidden around the determinants of CI philosophy and the 

potential moderation of variables within the participating schools. Future research in 

these areas would build a more exhaustive model for an organisational application. The 

role of leadership, culture, people, purpose and process may further enhance the 
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understanding of CI, while situational and contextual factors must be explored to 

appreciate the topic as fully as possible. 

 

5.2 Critique of the Methodological Approach 

SSM is a non-reductionist process that recognises the importance of subjectivity and, as 

such, is open to criticism based on its inductive and non-functionalist nature. The 

interpretative systems thinking paradigm presented in SSM offers a practical approach, 

which considers the requirements for complex adaptive systems while allowing for the 

amalgamation of the positivist and post-positivist approaches in a pragmatic, goal-

oriented manner, yet in the tradition of a participative worldview (Wilber, 2001). 

 

SSM focuses on the soft tissues within the organisation's culture (Mingers and Taylor, 

1992). Moreover, the benefit of using SSM is that it provides structure (structured 

process; structuring thinking of analysts and actors in the situation; structuring complex 

and messy situations). SSM was noted to provide a more complete or 'holistic' view of 

the situation and better consider other people's worldviews and perspectives, with the 

overall process improving communications between individuals. 

 

Every methodology has its flaws and SSM is no exception. This approach can be regarded 

as a problem-solving methodology because of its interpretive nature (Mingers and Taylor, 

1992). The normative nature of SSM models, developed from the activities used to 

explore the real world (Lane and Oliva, 1998), may lead such models challenging to 

comprehend. Nevertheless, such criticisms do not give any better credence to using any 

reductionist approaches, which could be argued, are deficient in confronting 
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organisational issues arising from the complex and intricate nature of social situations 

involving the relatively unpredictable human activity. 

 

As with any methodology, differing opinions often prevail, leading to criticism and debate 

regarding philosophy, process and application. Jackson (2003) conducted a study to 

assess the extent to which SSM was used in practice. Practitioners reported difficulties 

with various stages of the methodology (i.e., RP, RD and CM), with little agreement on 

which stage was the most important. Generic problems were that SSM was too time-

consuming, that it was difficult to get initial buy-in to adopt the process and required 

considerable experience for its practical use.  

 

The findings presented in this study could be restricted by the procedure and sequence of 

SSM activities in the enquiry process. The number of schools used in the study could also 

be regarded as a potential limitation and a larger number of schools are suggested for use 

in future research. Although the study results are interesting and support the model 

presented, the limitations of this research should be considered when interpreting or 

referring to the findings in this work.  

 

Although SSM has proved to be an advantageous methodology for addressing 'messy' 

situations, it still demonstrates some limitations. This research demonstrates that there is 

little guidance for producing a fundamental change, as SSM tends to result in 

conventional and regulatory rather than radical change, mainly because it pragmatically 

tries to accommodate the desire of all the stakeholders involved (Bergvall-Kåreborn, 

2002; D'Ortenzio, 2012). 
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Moreover, specific methodological issues surfaced during this study, which should be 

noted. One is related to the school leader's review of the CM representing a system to 

apply CI developed through the SSM. This study involved school leaders actively 

evaluating the CM and confirming whether the activities represented in the CM could 

exist and occur within the school system. One school leader indicated, "Beyond the 

business end of education there are too many other variables to create a defined map."  

 

Despite its apparent benefits, the language of SSM intervention and its conceptual 

modelling can present challenges for those who are not well versed in this methodology. 

Although specific efforts were taken to provide background information for school 

leaders, it became clear that this information may not have been well presented. The idea 

WKDW� WKH�&0�UHSUHVHQWV�DQ�µLQWHOOHFWXDO�GHYLFH¶ and not a practical framework was not 

clearly stated. Participating school leaders appeared to view the CM as a physical 

representation of a CI deployment and commented on its complexity for public 

FRQVXPSWLRQ��2QH�OHDGHU�QRWHG��³I believe that most educators would view this as highly 

complex and not immediately within their grasp´.  

 

To be achieved, I believe that, at least initially, the model would need to be simplified to 

support understanding by all constituent groups. Not everyone can be assumed to be at 

the same level of understanding and commitment." A second indicated, "the problem will 

be that the controlled and scientific model will be a hurdle for school leaders to sell and 

perhaps understand. It seems that the simpler the model, the more adaptable and 

understandable it will be." Though comments regarding the model's complexity were 

valuable and guided the framework design, there was evidence of misinterpreting the CM 

as an 'intellectual device'.  
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In their assessment of the advantages and limitations of the SSM process, Mingers and 

Taylor (1992) noted that SSM utilises unique terminology and jargon and requires 

considerable experience for its practical use. Checkland (1999) also acknowledges the 

difficulty SSM practitioners initially have LQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� WKH�&0�DV�DQ� µLQWHOOHFWXDO 

GHYLFH¶. Therefore, tasks directly involving CM development might be excluded for 

participants with a limited understanding of this methodology. As such, one could argue 

that it is impossible to perceive the world through different perspectives. It is possible to 

listen to people describing their perspectives ± a fundamental point of any interpretative 

approach ± and it is possible to imagine a different perspective, an espoused theory of 

action and not how one might think and behave (Mathewson, 2019, pers. comm.).  

 

For me, one of the biggest drawbacks to the SSM approach is that it is slow in a system 

that is subject to rapid changes in dynamics. During this research, several governmental 

policies were announced that could change responses, i.e., removing academisation for 

all schools. Therefore, the learning process in SSM necessitates enough time to reach the 

final phase of accommodation and action. SSM is meant to accommodate different 

interests by replicating a learning process, but it does not consider that participants' 

worldviews might change, not only because of learning but also due to external events, 

making the models redundant even before reaching the end process. 

 

Despite these limits, this study provides further insights into how SSM can be utilised to 

explore the perception of people within a system by applying the activities of Mode 2 

SSM (chapter 3) (Checkland, 1972, 1981, 1999; Checkland and Poulter, 2007; Checkland 

and Scholes, 1990; Wilson, 1990, 2001) to schools, the principles for using SSM as a 

methodology was satisfied, i.e., developing RP, RD and a CM. Following this 
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methodological approach, a clear pathway was provided, which presents meaningful 

rigour to the methodological approach.  

 

The developed educational CI model also gives a visible direction on how CI can be 

implemented, improving existing CI implementation models. Comparison of the CM with 

the real world was provided so that the learning cycle of evaluating viable and desirable 

options could be accommodated, although this study did not explore the implementation 

phase of any accommodations, as this was not part of the study. 

 

The SSM was able to gather a more complete, holistic and contextual representation of 

the current educational system. It recognises the HAS within the process in this research. 

This understanding and exploration of HAS is a strength of SSM. SSM uncovers the 

complexity and uncertainty within the participating schools in achieving a CI 

environment because divergent and varied views enhance the understanding of the 

organisational complexity (Karatas-Ozkan and Murphy, 2010).  Consequently, the SSM 

methodological approach and application in the pursuit for CI creates "an awareness of 

multiple perspectives" (Leslie and Taccogna, 2015, p.13), alternatives and contrasting 

explanations.  

 

This system thinking based methodology was ideal for this research, as most scholars 

have described CI as a complete system that welds the activities of everyone, from 

leadership to front line workers and suppliers, into a tightly integrated whole that can 

respond almost instantly to resource variation and market requirements. As a system 

philosophy, CI should be approached from a µsystems¶� view, such as SSM, which 

captures a more holistic and contextual representation of the various elements under 

observation. This methodology allows for further validation and generalising after 
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removing the contextual limitations (Jick, 1984) and is most suitable for any organisation 

research framework. 

 

A further possible limitation of my research was the choice of schools. This study can be 

seen as a small sample of schools. However, greater depth with fewer schools could be 

highlighted as a key strength, giving a richer understanding of the integration of CI 

philosophy. Nevertheless, I would extend this to several further cases to increase the 

comparison level in future research. Furthermore, I did not speak to all the stakeholders 

within the system, i.e., the 'customers', 'suppliers' or 'owners'. Therefore, I would also 

conduct a broader stakeholder data collection and analysis to enhance further our 

understanding of CI in education. 

 

The research structure adopted allowed this research to focus on the practical applicability 

of a CI philosophy. Most of the participating schools within this study had not thought of 

integrating CI before, so if other methods where the researcher sought to observe without 

influencing the research setting had been employed, it would have been unlikely that the 

applicability of CI could have been explored. The schools taking part in the research were 

based in one region of England, from different categories, with various approaches and 

various scales (in terms of size and complexity). However, their small number and the 

fact that they chose to participate in research focusing on CI might mean that they do not 

truthfully represent the views or practices of other schools in England and beyond.  

 

The research question selection focused on exploring possible integration rather than a 

requirement to prove that it worked. This was useful in preventing subconscious bias 

against data that might have implied integration did not work. I was also careful to explain 
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this to participants where appropriate to remove any obligation to withhold any 'negative' 

data.  

 

I employed various methods to minimise bias from sources in the research, such as 

'reading' too much into the evidence, over-emphasis on one organisation and getting too 

close to the participating schools (Miles and Huberman, 1994). In analysing complex 

HAS such as schools, however, there is a need to classify configurations and recognise 

the consequences of actions taken that require me to undertake a degree of interpretation. 

I implemented a robust and methodical approach to both data collection and data analysis, 

but I also am an instrument in both cases. Therefore, I may introduce subconscious bias 

within the analysis and interpretation. 

 

Another aspect of the study, which arguably transpired to be a weakness, was the lack of 

consideration of context when examining the school phase and the contextual nature of 

the school or any process of enacting CI to improve school improvement. This was a 

pragmatic decision because it was not a priority at that time. Furthermore, should the 

distinction between the phases been incorporated, it would have changed the nature and 

focus of the study beyond what the research question explored.  

 

Finally, my own experience in educational improvement may have resulted in researcher 

bias. To alleviate this risk, I continued to maintain an awareness of this possibility and 

specifically targeted this potential limitation while developing the different frameworks 

for gathering and exploring data. The framework development and writing of the thesis 

was evidence led. Data checks were made and peer and colleague reviews occurred. 

 



   

 

 

 

185 

5.3 Further Research and Recommendations 

The phenomenon of CI in schools is limited; endless opportunities exist for establishing 

this philosophy.  Womack and Jones (2003) argued that "what's happening today is that 

the inefficiencies of the existing system are eating up all available resources, so spending 

time on finding new cures is being curtailed to pay for present services" (p.290). Although 

the authors referred to the nation's healthcare system, the same statement could likely 

apply to education.  For example, from 2011 onwards, school spending has been largely 

frozen, translating into a real-term reduction of around 6.5% between 2015±16 and 2019±

20 (Belfield, Crawford and Sibieta, 2018; Williams and Grayson, 2018). For this reason, 

schools must position themselves to contend with inevitable financial challenges, among 

others (i.e., staff retention). It will be worth exploring the implications and role of 

adopting a CI philosophy to address these and other challenges. 

 

The research needs to be extended to include other schools to explore and extend the 

findings. This should include the school phase and contextual nature of the school setting. 

This may be further enhanced by undertaking a longitudinal study of a CI implementation 

in a school. Given the study's time frame, a CI culture might also be more effectively 

examined from an individual and organisational perspective. The study would also 

provide schools with a better lens through which to judge the sustainability and efficacy 

of CI in an educational context.  

 

From the analysis, the proposed model could be used as a baseline for quantifying the 5 

themes for CSFs. The measurable variables can be modified accordingly depending on 

the organisational culture. If researchers interested in CI implementation use the same 

constructs as a community, we can focus future research on longitudinal studies that could 

be replicated across different regions and even countries. Further application of the 
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proposed model to an international context for analysis within manufacturing and service 

organisations is worth exploring. As the first step in this process, this research will be 

presented to CI experts. 

 

Critical implementation factors of CI do differ according to the sector and market need. 

Therefore, continuous research is always required. Furthermore, another potential area 

for further research is examining the relationship between individual CSFs. Further 

research also needs to consider whether similar CSFs of CI can be identified in other 

schools or schools from other countries. Additionally, the proposed taxonomy of critical 

factors could include more measures to study their full impact on organisational 

performance.  

 

One of the most interesting outputs of this study has been its contribution to school 

improvement through developing a framework for educational implementation of CI. The 

value of such a framework lies in its potential to help navigate the vast arena of 

educational effectiveness and improvement models. This is not merely an academic 

exercise but has the potential for practical application to support school improvement and 

effectiveness. 

 

5.5 Summary 

This chapter brings together the literature, the research question and the identified 

contribution to professional and academic evidence. In doing so, it demonstrated how the 

breadth and depth of knowledge had been improved. The SSM approach has been 

reflected upon and a critique of methodology given. Further possible professional and 

theoretical research within contemporary education were also suggested. 
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Appendix A: Critical Success Factors of Continuous 
Improvement (Mixed Sectors) 

 
CSF Factors Associated literature 

Leadership  x commitment 

x economic awareness 

x goal commitment 

x leadership style 

x political awareness 

x social awareness 

x top management 

leadership 

x top management 

support 

x visionary leadership 

Achanga et al., (2006) 

Antony (2006) 

Antony et al., (2007) 

Antony et al., (2012) 

Brun (2011) 

Coronado and Antony (2002) 

Dahlgaard, Pettersen and Dahlgaard-

Park (2011) 

Dahlgaard-Park et al. (2013) 

Dale (2000) 

Fryer, Antony and Douglas (2007) 

Henderson and Evans (2000) 

Jha and Iyer (2006) 

Lande, Shrivastava and Seth (2016) 

Laureani and Antony (2012) 

Leung, Ng and Cheung (2004) 

Low and Teo (2004)  

Noori (2015) 

Pande (2007) 

Pande, Neuman and Cavanagh (2002) 

Santana, Marzagao and Carvalho 

(2016) 

Sivakumar and Muthusamy (2011) 

Snee and Hoerl (2002) 

Suresh et al., (2012) 

Taylor and Wright (2003)  

Tsang and Antony (2001) 

Yang (2004) 

People x cohesiveness of team 

x continuing education 

Antony (2006) 

Antony et al., (2007) 
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x customer satisfaction 

x customer focus 

x customer relationship 

x customer satisfaction 

teamwork  

x employee involvement  

x employee training 

x fair rewards 

x human resource 

management 

x internal customers-

supplier attitude 

x participation 

x people and customer 

management 

x stability of people 

x supplier partnerships 

x workforce management 

 

Bartram and Casimir (2007)  

Breyfogle, Cupello and Meadows 

(2001) 

Dayton (2001) 

Fryer, Antony and Douglas (2007) 

Goldstein (2001) 

Halliday (2001) 

Jha and Iyer (2006) 

Kedar and Borikar (2016) 

Laureani and Antony (2012) 

Leung, Ng and Cheung (2004) 

Manville et al., (2012) 

McAdam (2009)  

Motwani (2001) 

Naoum (2001)  

Noor, Mohamed and Fauziah (2008) 

Papke-Shields Beise and Quan (2010) 

Snee and Hoerl (2002) 

Tsang and Antony (2001)  

Zhang et al., (2015) 

Zu, Robbins and Fredendall (2010) 

Purpose x customer satisfaction 

orientation  

x employee relations 

x focus on metrics 

x performance 

measurement  

x quality improvement 

rewards  

x stakeholder value 

x supplier reationships 

x vision of quality 

x zero defect mentality 

Albliwi et al., (2014) 

Breyfogle, Cupello and Meadows 

(2001) 

Claver, Tari and Molina (2003) 

Fryer, Antony and Douglas (2007) 

Goldstein (2001) 

Lande, Shrivastava and Seth (2016) 

Laureani and Antony (2012) 

Noori (2015) 

Santana, Marzagao and Carvalho 

(2016) 

Seetharaman, Sreenivasan and Boon 

(2006) 
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Snee and Hoerl (2002) 

Soetanto and Proverbs (2004) 

Timans and Antony (2012) 

Zhang et al. (2015) 

Zu, Robbins and Fredendall (2010) 

Process x benchmarking 

x communication 

x continuous 

improvement system 

x external cooperation 

x operational quality 

planning 

x quality information 

x resource availability 

x teamwork structure 

x use of data  

x use of statistical 

techniques 

Albliwi et al., (2014) 

Aleu and Aken (2015) 

Bayazit (2003) 

Coronado and Antony (2002) 

Fryer, Antony and Douglas (2007) 

Goldstein (2001) 

Habidin and Yusof (2013) 

Henderson and Evans (2000) 

Khoo and Tan (2002) 

Lande, Shrivastava and Seth (2015) 

Manville et al., (2012) 

Papke-Shields, Beise and Quan (2010) 

Pheng and Hong (2005) 

Rungasamy, Antony and Ghosh 

(2002) 

Santana, Marzagao and Carvalho 

(2016) 

Seetharaman, Sreenivasan and Boon 

(2006) 

Yang (2004) 

Zu, Robbins and Fredendall (2010) 

Culture x change culture 

x innovation 

x experimentation 

x corporate quality 

culture innovation 

x employee 

empowerment 

Achanga et al. (2006) 

Ankrah, Proverbs and Debrah (2009)  

Antony et al. (2007) 

Barthorpe Duncan and Miller (2000) 

Coronado and Antony (2002) 

Dahlgaard and Dahlgaard-Park (2006) 

Dayton (2001) 

Desai, Anthony and Patel (2012) 
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x equality culture 

x organisational culture 

x safe environment 

x social responsibility 

x supplier relationships 

Eckes (2001) 

Fryer, Antony and Douglas (2007) 

Goldstein (2001) 

Harry and Schroeder (2000) 

Huq (2005) 

Kedar and Borikar (2016) 

Laureani and Antony (2012) 

Lewis, Pun and Lalla (2006) 

Lok and Crawford (2004)  

Noori (2015) 

Nwabueze (2001) 

Skitmore, Tone and Tran (2004)  

Snee and Hoerl (2002) 

Yukongdi (2004) 
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Appendix B: Questions to support the development of the Rich 
Pictures 

 
 

 
I would like you to present a rich picture by describing the key elements, describing 
the key elements of school improvement for their school and current situation. 
 

Please identify key issues through addressing the following question: 
 

How does the school develop school improvement practices within the 
current education climate? 

 
As you draw please reflect upon how the role of leadership, culture, people, purpose 
and processes of school improvement impact on your school. 
 
To help you please: 

 
1. Use a large sheet of paper and symbols, pictures and words, draw a "rich 

picture" of the leadership behaviours that support improvement programs.  
 

2. Start by reflecting on all the physical entities involved, for example, the 
critical people, organisations or aspects of the landscape. 

 
There is no time limit and you may keep updating your picture.  
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Appendix C: OCAI Questions and Representative Organisational 
Culture 

 

Question 
No. Statement Organisational 

culture 

1 High cohesion and morale in our school are 
important Group 

2 
Middle managers (e.g., department heads, program 
directors and first line supervisors) play a key role in 
setting priorities for quality improvement 

Group 

3 Our school emphasises growth Developmental 

4 Our school is effective because it has an emphasis on 
being first Relational 

5 Our school is very formalized and structured place Hierarchy 

6 Our school seem to allow people to share a lot of 
themselves Group 

7 Our school is a very dynamic and entrepreneurial 
places Developmental 

8 Our school is a very personal place. It is a lot like an 
extended family Group 

9 School leaders act as mentors or guides Group 

10 School leaders actively develop (and enables the 
development) of other leaders Developmental 

11 

School leaders actively promote and communicate 
the need for the organisation to reduce traditional 
organisation metrics that do not support continuous 
improvement behaviours and outcomes 

Relational 

12 School leaders actively seek out knowledge, skills 
and mentors Group 

13 School leaders allow staff to be independent Developmental 

14 
School leaders are able to share relevant information 
to allow for a consistent approach to school 
improvement 

Hierarchy 

15 
School leaders are capable of extending, stabilising 
and standardising tools and principles to support 
school improvement 

Hierarchy 
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16 
School leaders are capable of identifying whether 
appropriate strategies are being used to support 
improvements 

Hierarchy 

17 
School leaders are capable of readily identifying 
people who use tools without an underlying 
understanding how they support improvements 

Hierarchy 

18 School leaders are capable of setting goals to support 
continuous improvement Relational 

19 School leaders are capable of setting vision & 
strategy Developmental 

20 School leaders are coordinators and coaches Group 

21 School leaders are fully capable of establishing 
contingency and crisis plans Developmental 

22 
School leaders are fully capable of 
teaching/mentoring others on the use of more 
complex tools to support continuous improvement  

Group 

23 School leaders are highly visible in maintaining an 
environment that supports quality improvement Developmental 

24 

School leaders are personally involved in 
improvement activities on a regular basis to 
demonstrate the importance of these activities 
to everyone 

Group 

25 School leaders are risk-takers Developmental 

26 School leaders are rule-enforcers Hierarchy 

27 School leaders are the judges of employee 
achievement Hierarchy 

28 School leaders are warm and caring Group 

29 School leaders are willing to set the bar ever higher Relational 

30 School leaders assist staff in accomplishing their 
tasks Developmental 

31 School leaders believe efficient, smooth operations 
are important Relational 

32 School leaders believe improvement should focus on 
work processes rather than performance Developmental 

33 School leaders believe measurable goals are 
important Relational 

34 School leaders communicate and align the 
school effectively Hierarchy 



   

 

 

 

255 

35 School leaders communicate the school's mission 
effectively to members of the school community Group 

36 School leaders constantly seek and provide frequent 
feedback Group 

37 School leaders create a learning organisation Group 

38 
School leaders create and set improvement strategies 
and priorities, to ensure alignment with long term 
goals 

Relational 

39 
School leaders develop and enable the 
implementation of common management and 
reporting systems across the school community 

Group 

40 School leaders develop succession planning to 
ensure professional development Developmental 

41 School leaders emphasise an understanding of the 
root cause of problems Developmental 

42 School leaders emphasise human resources Developmental 

43 School leaders emphasize competitive actions and 
achievement Relational 

44 School leaders emphasize permanence and stability Hierarchy 

45 School leaders enable the implementation of plans 
directed at the achievement of objectives Relational 

46 School leaders ensure frequent communication 
between leaders and staff Hierarchy 

47 
School leaders ensure measurement systems include 
metrics for employee involvement and professional 
development impacts 

Relational 

48 School leaders ensure skills of the staff are always 
improving Developmental 

49 School leaders ensure staff are part of the decision 
making process Group 

50 School leaders ensure that teachers are held 
DFFRXQWDEOH�IRU�WKH�DWWDLQPHQW�RI�WKH�VFKRRO¶V�goals Hierarchy 

51 
School leaders ensure that the classroom priorities of 
teachers are consistent with the goals and direction 
of the school 

Hierarchy 

52 School leaders evolve organisational design to drive 
continuous improvement Developmental 
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53 School leaders expect staff to follow established 
rules, policies and procedures Hierarchy 

54 
School leaders facilitate and enable the extension of 
strategies to drive a depth of understanding for 
continuous improvement 

Developmental 

55 School leaders find ways to link rewards and 
recognition to desired results Relational 

56 School leaders get the right people in the right 
positions Group 

57 
School leaders go to the actual place of where the 
work is done to seek understanding of strengths and 
weakness  

Developmental 

58 School leaders go to where the work is done to 
facilitate improvement efforts Relational 

59 School leaders have an effective system for staff to 
make suggestions on how to improve quality Group 

60 
School leaders have capability to assess 
organisational design and policies/procedures to 
ensure the promotion of human development 

Developmental 

61 
School leaders have the ability to establish a culture 
of continuous improvement within all areas of the 
school 

Developmental 

62 School leaders have the ability to sustain and protect 
improvements that have been made Hierarchy 

63 School leaders monitor staff closely for efficiency Hierarchy 

64 School leaders possess a deep understanding of how 
strategies are used to support school improvement Developmental 

65 School leaders provide instructions and clarify 
procedures Hierarchy 

66 
School leaders see it as a responsibility to ensure all 
relationships within the school community continue 
to strengthen over time 

Group 

67 School leaders see the inter-relatedness of all 
functions within the school Developmental 

68 School leaders seek to develop staff full potential Group 

69 
School leaders set direction for measurement and 
reporting systems that align with improvement 
strategies 

Group 
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70 School leaders set expectations for the school to 
work cross-functionally Hierarchy 

71 School leaders set high expectations for potential 
leaders to reach new levels of excellence Hierarchy 

72 
School leaders set high expectations of staff and 
hold them accountable for measuring and monitoring 
progress 

Relational 

73 School leaders share information freely, within 
acceptable disclosure guidelines Relational 

74 School leaders share their own knowledge, skills and 
experience with others Group 

75 School leaders think in terms of trends, seeking 
steady improvement in key measures over time Relational 

76 
School leaders understand the importance of sharing 
gains with employees, stakeholders and the 
community, for long term sustainability 

Relational 

77 
School leaders understand the number of leaders and 
personnel that must be developed in order to 
maximise progress 

Group 

78 School leaders uses data on stakeholder expectations 
when considering future provision Relational 

79 School leaders uses data on stakeholder satisfaction 
when considering future provision Relational 

80 
School leaders will promote the use of a small 
number of meaningful measures as opposed to many 
measurements 

Relational 

81 School leadership act on suggestions to improve the 
quality of school outcomes Developmental 

82 School leadership articulates a clear vision for 
improving school outcomes Hierarchy 

83 School leadership generate confidence that efforts to 
improve quality will succeed Developmental 

84 School leadership have quality improvement goals 
shared throughout the school Hierarchy 

85 
School leadership seek information on needs and 
suggestions for quality improvement directly from 
external stakeholders (for example: parents) 

Relational 

86 School leadership uses a wide range of data and 
information about the quality of outcomes Relational 
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87 The glue that holds our school together is formal 
rules and policies Hierarchy 

88 The glue that holds our school together is loyalty and 
tradition Group 

89 The glue that holds our school together is the 
emphasis on tasks and goal accomplishment Relational 

90 The principal/headteacher is a primary driving force 
behind quality improvement efforts  Hierarchy 

91 
The school leadership needs to demonstrate an 
ability to manage the changes needed to improve the 
quality our school outcomes 

Hierarchy 
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Appendix D: Q-sort Statements 

 
CSFs Card 

No 
Statement 

Leadership  52 school leadership ensures that the process supersedes the leader ± 
creating an environment where leadership changes are non-
disruptive to the process 

13 VFKRRO�OHDGHUVKLS�DUH�WKH�µDUFKLWHFW¶�RI�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�HIIRUWV 
30 school leadership have the organisational vision and requirements, 

establishing a system that drives improvement and involvement that 
is aligned with the needs and objectives of the entire organisation 

18 school leadership drive programmes and processes for people 
development 

58 school leadership drive a sense of urgency throughout the 
RUJDQLVDWLRQ�DURXQG�WKH�QHHG�IRU�µFRQWLQXRXV�LPSURYHPHQW¶ 

50 school leadership lead by example 
87 school leadership model the desired behaviours and corporate 

values 
34 school leadership have the ability to sustain continuous 

improvement 
72 school leadership set direction to embrace continuous process 

improvement throughout the organisation 
56 school leadership possess a passion for effective deployment of 

continuous process improvement techniques 
31 school leadership have the ability to define the value streams that 

exist within an organisation 
2 school leadership drives the organisation beyond the strategies of 

continuous improvement to total transformation 
4 school leadership understand and enable continuous improvement 

every day 
10 school leadership are capable of demonstrating continuous 

improvement principles and strategies 
47 school leadership encourage experimentation 
75 school leadership see the measurement process itself as ripe for 

improvement 
85 school leadership require that measures can be directly linked to 

desired results 
44 school leadership ensure a periodic review of measures to make 

certain that the right processes and systems are being measured and 
evaluated (closed loop process) 

People 40 school leadership establish and enable proper training and 
professional development 

23 school leadership provide opportunities for continuous growth and 
learning 

88 school leadership foster mentoring/coaching throughout the 
organisation, enabling all staff to develop 

64 school leadership understand the strategic value and impact of 
reward and recognition of staff 
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CSFs Card 
No 

Statement 

46 school leadership ensure that all goals align to quality, cost, 
stakeholder, delivery, safety, environment and staff 

32 school leadership establish programmes and processes for leader 
development 

29 school leadership have the willingness and skills to coach and 
mentor new leaders 

8 school leadership are capable of integrating all key stakeholders as 
appropriate 

66 school leadership see the sharing that goes on as part of a 
continuous improvement process as being an important component 
of human development  

54 school leadership recognise the importance of establishing and 
sharing metrics that drive local improvements that in turn will 
impact on organisation level performance 

1 school leadership are comfortable holding people accountable for 
meeting goals but are expected to get input when goals are being 
set and measures are being established 

5 school leadership understand the impact any gains may have on 
stakeholder satisfaction, market share and growth 

55 school leadership see the sharing that goes on as part of a 
continuous improvement process as being an important component 
of the reflection process 

73 school leadership design key metrics that are stakeholder focused 
69 school leadership hold others accountable for upholding the values 

of the organisation 
Purpose 51 school leadership have the organisational vision that allows for the 

alignment of the needs and objectives of the entire organisation 
19 school leadership promote process improvement as a means to an 

end, not an end in itself 
28 school leadership have the ability to align improvement vision 

across the enterprise 
42 school leadership utilise continuous improvement thinking as the 

underlying principle for all strategy selection and application 
24 school leadership possess a profound capability in the use of 

planning strategies to set strategy and direction 
57 school leadership possesses a deep understanding of the 

interrelationship between the various strategies of continuous 
improvement 

17 VFKRRO�OHDGHUVKLS�GULYHV�DQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�µZK\¶�IRU�
appropriate strategies 

21 school leadership use the strategies of continuous improvement to 
VXSSRUW�WKH�VWUDWHJLF�JRDOV�RI�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V�SURJUHVV�DW�HYHU\�
level and drive organisation results 

77 school leadership constantly align plans, goals and objectives to 
organisational purpose 

45 school leadership have the ability to determine organisational 
design, policy and procedural issues that must be modified to 
support strategic continuous improvement initiatives 
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CSFs Card 
No 

Statement 

74 school leadership set direction for development of standard work 
for leadership 

78 school leadership can GHWHUPLQH�WKH�µUHWXUQ�RI�WKHLU�LQYHVWPHQW¶�
from improvement activities 

86 school leadership take a long-term view of improvement rather than 
expecting immediate results 

81 school leadership constantly seek to revise the organisation and 
support activities to add more value 

83 school leadership actively promote the concept that most functions 
exist to support the creation of value 

3 school leadership are fully capable of selecting metrics that are 
simple, appropriate and meaningful 

63 school leadership understand how to build a sustainable 
organisation through long-term planning, establishing metrics 
appropriate to effectively measure performance over time 

61 school leadership understand the cause and effect of related 
measurements 

Process 84 school leadership actively eliminate barriers by establishing and 
enabling effective communication 

15 school leadership develop succession planning for long-term staff 
development 

16 school leadership develop a closed-loop system for driving 
improvement  

79 school leadership demand fact-based process knowledge from 
others  

53 school leadership expect the correct strategies will be selected and 
utilised to solve the most important problems affecting stakeholders 

41 school leadership have a solid understanding of what moves 
measurements positively or negatively (cause and effect) 

43 school leadership have the ability to stabilise and standardise 
process inputs, activities and outputs by using best practices 

7 school leadership are the driving force behind visual management 
35 school leadership have the ability to recognise the behaviours that 

particular measures will drive 
33 school leadership enable the evolution of processes to the point 

where irregularities become readily apparent 
59 school leadership have the ability to implement appropriate school 

measurement systems that drive correct behaviours and support 
attaining organisation goals 

6 school leadership are capable of designing closed-loop 
improvement systems that include frequent feedback against goals 
and milestones 

20 school leadership promote a steady rate of improvement within all 
areas of the school 

71 school leadership set expectations that progress will be checked 
frequently 
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CSFs Card 
No 

Statement 

76 school leadership deploy and redeploy resources as needed to meet 
objectives 

25 school leadership establish formal systems for feedback on the 
strategic goals of the organisation progress at every level 

65 school leadership are fully capable of selecting, developing and 
driving appropriate metrics systems to support a continuous 
improvement model 

26 school leadership use measurements to drive improvements 
22 school leadership promote real-time visual metrics and frown on 

after-the-fact or hidden measurements 
68 school leadership hold others accountable for agreed expectations 

Culture 49 school leadership create a climate of success for all 
48 school leadership establish a culture of empowerment  
80 school leadership create an environment that believes growth 

occurs from mistakes 
67 school leadership see their leader role as being analogous with 

encouraging and supporting attainment of stretch goals that focus 
on increasing stakeholder value 

36 school leadership enable the establishment of idea systems, 
engagement programmes, reward and recognition programmes 

12 school leadership are acutely aware that there is still much more to 
learn on their own journey 

89 school leadership build a corporate strategy that promotes and 
rewards staff involvement 

11 VFKRRO�OHDGHUVKLS�DUH�FDSDEOH�RI�DVVXPLQJ�WKH�UROH�RI�D�µFDWDO\VW¶�WR�
ensure progress to desired outcomes are achieved 

38 school leadership enable the evolution of strategies to being staff 
driven versus leader driven 

60 school leadership understand that strategies are a means to an end 
to drive continuous improvement philosophy into the organisation 

39 school leadership establish and maintain a constancy of purpose 
with flexibility 

37 school leadership engage in long-term performance versus short-
term results 

9 school leadership are completely engaged in the improvement of bi-
directional feedback at every level 

62 school leadership define value as identified by the stakeholder 
70 school leadership see it as a responsibility to establish 

organisational structures and policies where teams can thrive  
27 school leadership use measures to drive enterprise improvement 
82 school leadership require that appropriate measures be put in place 

to promote change and drive improvement 
14 school leadership drive change to support organisation needs 
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Appendix E: Letter of invitation to schools 

Dear, 

I would like to invite you and your school to participate in a research study conducted 
by myself, Sean Starr.  I am a student on the Doctoral Program in Education at the 
University of Wolverhampton. This study aims to gain a greater understanding of the 
applicability of a continuous improvement philosophy with schools. 

I hope this research will be valuable to you by offering evidence-informed practice to 
you and your school. Furthermore, I would hope that the anonymous findings of this 
research will benefit other educational organizations and the broader academic research 
community.  

Your participation in this study is voluntary. You should read the information below 
and ask questions about anything you do not understand before deciding whether to 
participate. The research will involve a variety of processes, for example: 

� Development of a Rich Picture
� Discussions with yourself, to take place at a mutually agreed time.
� A card sort for your senior leadership team,
� A questionnaire for all staff

All information you or your staff provide will be considered completely confidential. 
PaUWLFLSDQWV¶�QDPHV�RU�VFKRRO�QDPHV�ZLOO�QRW�DSSHDU�LQ�DQ\�WKHVLV�RU�UHSRUW�UHVXOWLQJ�
from this study; however, anonymous quotations may be used with your permission. 
Data collected during this study will be retained for one year in a secure location. There 
are no known or anticipated risks to you or your school as a participant in this study.  

You may decide to withdraw from this study at any time without any negative 
consequence by simply advising the researcher. With your permission, some elements 
will be audio recorded to facilitate information collection and will be later transcribed 
for analysis.  
If you have any questions regarding this study or would like additional information to 
assist you in reaching a decision about participation, please get in touch with me at 
[e-mail address redacted] or [telephone number redacted].
I look forward to speaking with you and thank you in advance for your assistance in this 
project.

Yours Sincerely, 
Sean Starr  
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Appendix F: School data  
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Appendix G: Example OCAI responses, question 1 to 28 
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Appendix H: Factor Matrix and Z scores from Q-sort 

Factor Matrix with an X Indicating a defining Sort 

  Component 
School 1 2 3 4 5 

RP3 0.5181X -0.6274 -0.3522 -0.3603 0.1167 
RP1 0.5828X 0.3483 -0.4646 0.3475 -0.376 
RP2 0.5247X -0.1195 0.7538 0.0986 -0.1739 
RP4 0.5298X 0.6398 0.045 -0.344 0.419 
RP6 0.7156X -0.0313 0.0463 -0.3461 -0.3257 
RP5 0.6482X -0.2324 -0.0153 0.5422 0.4081 

Eigenvalues       1.9065 0.9684 0.0654 0.1073 0.0356 

% Explained 
Variance         22 4 1 2 1 

   

 

The factor loading data on the screen plot shown below illustrates a one-factor solution. 

The first factor accounted for 22% of the variance, an amount more than 5.5 times 

greater than the next-greatest eigenvalue, indicating that a single-component, or 

mindset, solution was the most appropriate for this data set.  

 
 
Z-scores 
 
The z-scores indicate how much the identified mindset agrees with a statement. They 

are ranked in order of 'importance' to that mindset.  
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Appendix I: Example of Headteacher Feedback from the 
modelling process 

 
Headteacher RP1 
 

� A further definition of the phrase eliminates variation in critical processes 

pertaining to the educational context is required. 

� CATWOE element is fine. 

� There are too many variables beyond the business end of education for a 

defined map to be created. 

� I do not believe the framework sufficiently takes into account the limitations 

imposed on schools, the constraints resulting from staff turnover, Ofsted and 

the monopoly that some teaching school and academies have in my area. 

� The most critical aspect of cultural change is modelling by the leadership and 

building trust that you are the real thing and you mean it.  

� In no particular order: 1. Inconsistent and inadequate funding; 2.  Audit 

mentality of department of education. It currently exists to assure compliance, 

not to listen to or support quality in the field. In general, it over-regulates and 

drives by mandate 5. Inadequately trained boards 6. The testing regime;  

� The leader of a school should be representative of the goals of the community 

and staff. The leader must provide the support necessary for the school to 

achieve their goals. 

� Just as leadership has been proven to make a significant difference in student 

success, so does middle leadership. Top school leaders send messages to staff, 

students and the community in the things the leader chooses to do or not do, 

say or not say and assessor not. Top leaders need to model the kind of thinking, 

eagerness, commitment and focus they expect from others. Top leaders let 

people know it is okay to experiment and fail but not to refrain from trying. 

Most importantly, top leaders focus the school and all those involved on 

students and their learning. 

� Teachers often play specific roles within particular parameters, which is not 

conducive to a cross-functional, multi-disciplinary systems approach. 

� Having a plan is an essential step in the visioning process. Developing a 

common purpose and a shared vision is also important.  It is unclear how a long 

term strategic plan was created when developing a common purpose and shared 
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vision is only in the planning stages. Generally, the vision and shared purpose 

drive the strategic plan and not the other way around. The short term and long 

term goals are also important steps. 

� Assessing progress regularly is also an appropriate step. 

� I believe that it is possible for every school to create a long-term or strategic 

plan. The robustness of the plan, its use and its connection to everyday life are 

critical. 

� While the planning is important, it is not the be-all and end-all. Too many 

schools create plans that sit on shelves. Suppose the plan is truly going to be 

strategic and key to making systemic changes. In that case, it must embody 

action plans which push the envelope and support initiatives that move the 

school toward cutting-edge performance. 

� The strategic vision is essential in that you need to chart a course for the 

organization - just as individuals need some sense of direction in their lives - 

the strategic plan is the life plan of an organization. Without planning, there is 

chaos or ad hoc decision-making which may or may not be leading to specific 

goals. A good strategic plan should be the bedrock on which the organization 

rests and flourishes. 

� The thoughtful and strategic use of data should inform the critical decisions 

made in the school. This prevents people from pursuing fads and hunches 

without evidence or accountability. 

� This is a very limited strategy for continuous improvement. Although schools 

may be able to acquire the tools and put them into appropriate use, tools cannot 

provide the rich solutions that are needed to impact performance. Usually, 

more blended solutions are needed to really make a difference. The tools may 

provide a starting point for discussion about solutions, but they rarely provide 

that actual solution needed in a specific case. 

� Schools have a plethora of data to analyze student performance. This provides 

a basis for the professionals in the school to react to the data for the benefit of 

students. We have consistently found that the process is much more important 

than the tools. The tools and the insistence on using quality terms can easily 

kill off the initiative. Keep it simple. 

� Data must be provided at regular intervals to help assess progress and resources 

must be made available to support initiatives and change. 
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� Top leadership should acknowledge an unwavering commitment to 

collaboration with the teachers and staff. Then top leadership needs to 

demonstrate that commitment in how they involve others in decision making, 

problem-solving and planning for the future. 

� Education has much to learn from business, yet in fairness to the complexity 

of the profession, I see marked differences. The primary differences were that 

in education, our critics are with us for many years. During that time, they have 

the opportunity to define and redefine their version of any perceived shortfall 

in the system. In private business, these managers described a variety of 

opportunities to relieve the systems of their critics. 

 


