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Abstract 

A Grounded Theory Case Study Examining the Impact on Policy Actors of 

their Engagement and Interactions with Educational Policy Implementation 

Processes. 

by Irfan Z. H. Sheikh 

 

 

In the field of Education there appears to be a gap in the literature examining 

policy implementation process from the viewpoint of educational stakeholders.  

This thesis attempts to address that gap by examining the impact on site based 

policy actors of the implementation of a policy in the form of a new mathematics 

curriculum. 

 

This dissertation endeavours to answer the question of how the interactions and 

engagement of policy actors with policy implementation processes are impacted 

by and impact such processes. 

  

The research approach adopted is that of a case study using a Classic Grounded 

Theory Methodology.  This approach permits the data to be approached from a 

conceptually neutral position, allowing theoretical understanding to be built from 

the concepts that emerge from the analysis.  The theoretical model developed 

from this grounded theory analysis is then filtered through two conceptual lenses, 

social cognition and affect/emotion, to determine an understanding of their 

theoretical relevance to the interactions and engagement of policy actors with 

policy processes.  

 

This study adds to the understanding of how policy processes unfold in a site 

based setting. In particular, it gives recognition to the affective responses of 

policy actors as they engage and interact with policy processes and how those 

responses may impinge on those processes. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction  

1.1 Overview 

Early manifestations of policy implementation research were primarily 

focused on understanding the “macro-implementation issues” (Odden 1991 p.3) of 

large scale system wide policy initiatives.  Researchers operating within these 

parameters engaged the topic at a macro level (Berman and McLaughlin 1976, 

1978, Berman 1978, Sabatier and Mazmanian 1979, 1980, Sabatier 1986, 

Laroque 1986, McLaughlin 1987) examining policy enactment processes from 

either top-down or bottom-up perspectives, where successful implementation was 

contingent upon the structural efficacy of such processes.  As Odden (1991) 

observes understanding policy implementation cannot be limited to the simple 

notion of a “lack of capacity and will” (p.3) to comply with system wide mandated 

change, but needs to consider the multiplicity of factors impinging upon the 

implementation process.  In this light over the past twenty years greater research 

attention has been focused on understanding policy processes in terms of the 

relationship to and impact on policy actors (Darling-Hammond 1990, McLaughlin 

1990, 2006, Ball 1993, Spillane 2002, Honig 2004, 2006, Braun et al 2010, Ball et 

al 2011a, 2011b).  This thesis attempts build on such approaches, in seeking to 

understand if, and how, the interactions, perceptions, attitudes and behaviours of 

individuals with policy processes in a school setting shape its implementation.   

The theoretical framework for this study will draw on relevant 

understandings gained within the fields of management and behavioural 

psychology, along with emergent ideas from educational research, to elaborate an 

analytical understanding of the research question. 

The remaining sections of this introductory chapter lay out the purpose, 

background and research question, followed by thoughts regarding the 

significance of the study.  The final section of this chapter details the structure of 

the thesis. 
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1.2 Purpose of the Study 

This study is of interest to me in my role as a member of a school 

leadership team with responsibilities for overseeing site based policy 

implementation.  In my role I am aware that the policy environment within schools 

is characterized by complex relationships between the multiple actors that 

engage with policy processes.  Within this context, teachers are charged with the 

primary responsibilities for site based policy implementation.  Thus the ongoing 

interaction and engagement of teachers with policy processes bears critical 

examination in order to gain an understanding of how policy processes unfold.  

This study sets out to unpack this interaction and engagement in terms of its 

relationship to and impact on policy processes, by examining the implementation 

of a new mathematics curriculum at a secondary school in the province of British 

Columbia, Canada. 

1.3 Background to the Research Question 

In 2001 in British Columbia, Canada, the Liberal party espousing a right of 

centre political philosophy assumed power after ten years of left of centre 

governance by the New Democratic Party (NDP).  As Chan et al (2007) contend in 

referring to BC educational policy, the Liberals undertook a transformation of the 

apparatus of government guided by the forces of neo-liberal thinking,. 

Political ideology is central to our interpretation of education and educational 
policies.  In the case of British Columbia, we see a trend towards conservatism 
since 1988 and neoliberalism since 2000.  As governments have limited the size 
of the public space in Canadian society, so too have the ideals of professionalism 
come under attack.  (Chan et al 2007, p.11). 

 

Chan et al (2007) further suggest that these ideologically based policy initiatives 

cast a large shadow in shaping new directions in educational policy. 

The New Right ideology of the government since 2001 is having a substantial 
impact on school agents.  The ideological perspective uses the language of 
flexibility, choice and accountability.  We are observing a clear allocation and 
imposition of values on the system at every level.  Reforms from 2001 to 2003 
have seriously undermined the morale of teachers in the province.  (Chan et al 
2007, p.26). 
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Subsequent to consultation with educational stakeholders and in 

collaboration with other provincial governments, the BC Ministry of Education 

redeveloped the mathematics curriculum for the entire K-12 system, with 

implementation beginning for the junior grade levels in 2007.   

The implementation for grades 10 to 12 commenced in 2010 with 

completion of the process to place over three years through to 2012.  This study 

examines the implementation process for the new mathematics curriculum at a 

secondary school in Vancouver, British Columbia. 

1.4 The Research Question 

As noted earlier, teachers are the primary policy actors responsible for the 

enactment of or implementation of policy at a school level.  As such, 

understanding the role of teacher in and their reaction to policy processes is 

critical to building an understanding how implementation plays out at the site 

level.  This consideration leads me to an investigation of the following research 

question regarding the site based implementation of a new curriculum.   

How do the primary partners in mathematics education at Southside 
Secondary School perceive, understand and engage with the new 
Provincial Mathematics Curriculum and what does this perception, 
understanding and engagement bring to bear on the implementation 
process? 

In examining this research question, acknowledgement needs to be made 

that in their role as policy actors, teachers may be impinged upon by a host of 

factors shaping their perceptions and engagement that may not be overtly 

identifiable or immediately apparent.  The investigative approach to this research 

question needs to afford me as the researcher the means to uncover such 

hidden factors and elaborate an understanding of their relationship to teachers’ 

responses to policy processes.  To this end the adoption of a classic grounded 

theory (CGT, Glaser and Strauss 1967) methodology is presented as a useful 

approach for this research investigation.  The inductive approach of CGT 

provides an analytical tool that identifies emergent concepts from the data, which 
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act as the structural foundations in building a theoretical explanation that 

addresses the research question.   

1.5 Significance of the Research Study 

This study purports to add to the understanding of the factors that 

influence and shape how policy is enacted and implemented in a school setting.  

Through consideration of the critical realist notion of mechanisms (Bhaskar 1975, 

2008) this study endeavours to elaborate how the forces at play during policy 

processes impact and influence policy actors.  Attention is focussed on building 

an understanding of emergent affective mechanisms arising from their 

interactions and engagement and how in turn these mechanisms reciprocally 

influence such interaction and engagement.  This study thus builds on and adds 

to the research examining the affective and emotional dimensions influencing 

policy processes.  By way of divergence however, this study departs from a focus 

on identification of the affective and emotional landscape within which policy 

actors operate, shifting instead towards locating and understanding the impact of 

the forces within that affective and emotional landscape. 

1.6 Thesis Structure 

The written structure of this thesis consists of five chapters, including this 

introductory chapter. Chapter 2 examines literature relevant to the scope of this 

study, chapter 3 elaborates the research methodology, chapter 4 unpacks the 

data analysis and lays out the research findings and finally chapter 5 presents a 

discussion of my findings. 

1.6.1 Literature Review 

The initial part of this chapter explores research in relation to the dynamics 

of policy implementation.  The literature is examined in terms of its progression 

from structural considerations of policy implementation processes, towards 

research seeking to understand the contextual factors impinging upon policy 

actors during implementation.   
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The focus of the chapter then drills down into this latter notion of context, 

in considering the cognitive and affective/emotional factors that may influence 

and shape meaning and understanding for policy actors in their engagement with 

policy processes. 

1.6.2 Research Methodology 

The research methodology chapter elaborates the details of the 

research process.   

The chapter begins by looking at contextual considerations framing the 

research study.  Focus then shifts to locating the research paradigm that 

informs my ontological and epistemological approach to this study. Specifics 

regarding the use of the case study utilizing a classic grounded theory 

approach are subsequently examined, followed by consideration of the 

importance of methodological reflexivity to the research process. 

Consideration then turns to a detailed account of the research methods 

employed, that includes an examination of all aspects of the research design 

for consistency with the case study and classic grounded theory approaches.   

Careful attention is then given to elaborating the process of coding and memo 

writing as important aspects of the classic grounded theory methodology. 

The final part of the chapter presents the categories that emerged from 

the concurrent process of data collection and analysis associated with a 

classic grounded theory approach.  While these categories are presented at 

the end of the chapter, they provided the foundation for ongoing additional 

data collection through the process of theoretical sampling. 

1.6.3 Data Analysis and Research Findings 

This chapter provides a detailed exposition of the analytical 

foundations of each of the eleven emergent categories presented at the 

conclusion of the methodology chapter. Samples of written memos are 

embedded within the text of the chapter, illustrating their contribution to the 

data analysis in terms of their analytical or reflective properties.  
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The chapter concludes with the presentation of a conceptual map of 

the eleven categories, leading to the articulation of six emergent concepts 

developed from the classic grounded theory analysis. 

1.6.4 Discussion 

The final chapter of this thesis draws together the analysis and 

research findings.   

In considering the six emergent concepts, ideas examined in the 

literature review are folded into the discussion in terms of adding to the 

understanding of the development of each of these concepts.  With the 

unfolding of this discussion, attention is turned to the theoretical relationships 

between the six concepts and a conceptual model built articulating those 

relationships in the form of a theoretical core concept framing an 

understanding of the impact of the interaction and engagement of policy 

actors with policy processes.  Discussion of the core concept draws on 

theoretical support from conceptual formations examined in the literature 

review.  

Discussion of the research findings then incorporates an examination of 

the limitations of the study and aspects of the methodology that bear re-

examination or additional consideration. 

The discussion then turns to a consideration of the implications of this 

study in terms of further research and in terms of implications for practice. 

Finally, the chapter concludes with a discussion of the significance of 

this thesis in terms of its contribution to adding to the understanding of how 

policy actors are impacted and influenced by their interactions and engagement 

with policy processes.  

1.7 Summary to the Introduction  

This introductory chapter has set out a roadmap for this thesis in 

providing an overview to the study and articulating its purpose.  In 
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presenting the research question, this introduction has also elaborated the 

significance of the study and detailed the structure in which the thesis is 

presented. 

Consideration in the following chapter now turns to a review of the 

literature pertinent to this study. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

2.1 Policy Implementation 

2.1.1 Introduction  

This chapter will discuss research literature examining the engagement 

by policy actors with policy processes and the possible impact of that 

engagement on policy implementation. 

The research question under consideration seeks to understand how 

policy actors perceive, engage and interact with the process of implementation 

of a new mathematics curriculum at Southside Secondary in Vancouver, British 

Columbia and the implications of that perception, engagement and interaction  

The first part of the chapter lays out research examining the interactive 

nature of policy processes and how those interactions frame the dynamics of 

policy engagement and implementation.  The latter part of the chapter focusses 

on the agency of policy actors, situating the theoretical lens of sensemaking as 

a heuristic to build an understanding of how policy actors react to and cope 

with those policy processes.  Consideration is also given to the role of the 

affective aspects presented by emotions and their relationship to and impact on 

the cognitive process of sensemaking. 

2.1.2 Implementation dynamics 

Policy implementation processes at the local or school level are in 

essence processes of change management.  Matland (1995) suggests that 

policy implementation occurs as either ‘top-down or bottom-up’ processes.   

…top-down theorists see policy designers as the central actors and 
concentrate their attention on factors that can be manipulated at the central 
level.  Bottom-up theorists emphasize target groups and service deliverers, 
arguing policy really is made at the local level.   
(Matland 1995 p.146). 
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Matland (1995) further argues that the adoption of either top-down or 

bottom up policy processes that create ambiguity and/or conflict influences how 

those policy processes are perceived by policy actors and how they evolve 

within the policy setting.      

Earlier work (Larocque 1986, McLaughlin 1987) supports Matland’s 

(1995) argument for the need to consider the beliefs and assumptions held by 

policy actors, framing their engagement with policy processes.   

Larocque (1986) argues that diverse groups of policy actors hold 

conflicting viewpoints, characterized as “technological”, “political” or “cultural” 

(p.497), shaped by their perspectives as to how policy processes should be 

conducted.  

Larocque (1986) suggests that the technological viewpoint is framed by 

those groups holding hierarchical perspectives where policy actors are seen as 

“passive consumers” (p.497) who will conform to prescriptive processes framed 

by “rational and technical” arguments that “attempt to justify the proposed 

change” (p.498).  Larocque (1986) frames the political viewpoint as the 

perspective held by policy actors whose engagement with policy processes is 

framed by groups.  Larocque (1986) suggests that these policy actors work as 

a collective “in engaging in a power struggle” to advance the policy goals and 

interests of the group and redress the “balance of power” through bargaining 

and negotiation (p.498).  Finally, Larocque’s (1986) cultural viewpoint suggests 

that diverse groups of policy actors demonstrate “beliefs, values, interest, 

norms and traditions may be so different” that policy processes must involve 

“mutual adaptation and clarification” (p.502) for the policy to be contextually 

meaningful for such groups. In essence, policy processes become negotiated 

spaces.  Larocque’s (1986) argument underscores the idea that policy 

processes that do not account for a range of viewpoints encounter inherent 

tensions and challenges. 
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Consideration of these multiple dimensions is further advanced by 

McLaughlin (1987) in framing the integration of the opposing paradigms of 

macro-analytic and micro-analytic approaches as necessary to better 

understand policy processes.  For McLaughlin (1987)  

“Macro analyses operate at the level of the system.  They stress regularities of 
process and organizational structures as stable outlines of the policy process 
and frame individual action in terms of position in a relational network.  
Microanalyses, conversely, operate at the individual level.  They interpret 
organizational action as the problematic and often unpredictable outcome of 
autonomous actors, motivated by self-interest (p.177).   

McLaughlin (1987) brings recognition to the dilemma of framing policy 

processes within one or other of these opposing paradigms, wherein macro 

analyses do not acknowledge localized policy contexts and micro analyses fail 

to incorporate system wide perspectives. The polarity of these positions leads 

McLaughlin (1987) to suggest that “The conceptual and instrumental challenge  

… lies in integrating these two communities of discourse in models that 

accommodate these multi-level multi-actor complexities” (p.177).  This 

argument recognizes that policy implementation processes occur in a complex 

environment, in which a broad spectrum of policy actors determine the 

outcome contingent on their varying needs and interests.  The underlying 

premise of individual self-interest creates a dynamic tension between 

compliance with and resistance to change, that requires mitigation through 

policy processes that create clarity and understanding for policy actors. 

This analytic approach, accounting for the range of policy actors’ 

perspectives, is further refined by Darling-Hammond (1990), who contends that 

an understanding of the variation in engagement with policy processes at the 

local level is critical to its framing successful implementation.  Darling-

Hammond (1990) suggests that the prior knowledge and experience of policy 

actors frames their understanding of new policy and thus subsequently their 

interaction with implementation processes.  In addition, it is noted that there 

exists a requirement for trusting, professional relationships between policy 

actors in order to create the credibility required for policy adoption.   
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It was not until researchers began to try to understand the local meanings of 
policy that they were able to begin to explain the phenomenon that Richard 
Elmore has called "the power of the bottom over the top" (Elmore, 1983).  
Those explanations …have helped us to understand that top-down policies 
can "constrain but not construct" practice; that local leadership and 
motivations for change are critical to policy success; that local ideas and 
circumstances always vary (therefore local agencies must adapt policies 
rather than adopting them); and that teachers' and administrators' 
opportunities for continual learning, experimentation, and decision making 
during implementation determine whether policies will come alive in schools 
or fade away when the money or enforcement pressures end.  
(Darling-Hammond 1990 p.341). 

 

For Darling-Hammond (1990), the acknowledgement and incorporation 

of prior knowledge of policy actors is essential for policy to be adopted in the 

intended manner and for this to occur, meaningful interaction and 

communication amongst policy actors are critical elements in establishing the 

required relationships for successful policy processes.  How this interaction and 

communication takes place and the outcome of its occurrence is the factor that 

requires further elaboration. 

The notion of the interconnected nature of policy implementation has 

become foundational to the examination of policy processes through the early 

work of Bowe et al (1992) and Ball (1993), who examined the interplay of policy 

processes using the concept of the policy cycle as a lens through which to 

examine such processes. 

For Bowe et al (1992) the policy cycle operates within a triumvirate of 

contexts – the context of influence, representing the discourses advanced by 

various groups and stakeholders intent on inserting specific priorities into policy 

formation; the context of text production, where complex written texts of policy 

documents may be subject to interpretation and re-configuration in order to 

negotiate textual understanding; and the context of practice, where the prior 

knowledge, understanding, beliefs and experience of educational practitioners 

may frame and shape their interaction with the intended policy.   
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Ball (1993) suggests that policy processes cannot be understood 

through simple examination of policy text, but must be looked at in terms of the 

existing relationships between policy actors that govern and direct the 

interpretation and enactment of policy as it plays out institutionally.  Ball (1993) 

adds that those relationships expand or constrict the interpretation of policy 

text, privileging some or disadvantaging others.   

Ball (1993) furthers suggests that policy actors do not only interact with 

the text of policy, but also with the policy process through their own agency 

through “making meaning, being influential, contesting, constructing responses 

dealing with contradictions, attempting reconstructions of policy” (Ball 1993, 

p.14) and it is this agency in the context of practice that reframes the policy 

effects. 

Finally, Ball (1993) advances the notion that policy actors “take up the 

positions constructed for us within polices” (Ball 1993, p14) through the 

dominant discourses embedded within policy which inherently act to direct 

agency. This notion of discourse as a driver of agency is particularly powerful, 

in that the attitudes, perceptions and behaviours of policy actors may be 

framed and influenced writ large by the dominant ideas of those discourses 

embedded within policy text formation, regardless of whether those ideas are 

immediately evident or apparent.  In Ball’s terms “we take up the positions 

constructed for us within policies’ (p.14).  Ball (1993) further suggests that 

those embedded discourses serve to limit the responses available to policy 

actors in that it “limits our responses to change and leads us to misunderstand 

what policy is by misunderstanding what it does” (Ball 1993, p.15). 

It is evident that the conceptualization of policy processes by Bowe et al 

(1992) and Ball (1993) encompasses a holistic view, presenting a dynamic 

interplay of forces internal and external to the policy actors, of whom key 

players are those individuals directly involved with policy processes at the 

ground level.  This suggests that building an understanding of the nature of the 
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interactions between policy actors, in order to develop insight into how 

individuals interpret those interactions, bears careful consideration in order to 

understand policy processes within the contexts of practice. 

The critical importance of this idea was recognized by Case (1994) in 

terms of the practical application of policy changes insofar as they provide 

meaning and purpose to those for whom the change is intended.  

The underappreciated challenge facing educational reform is to improve our 
collective ability to conceptualize and operationalize change initiatives.  In 
other words, we must learn to explicate the meaning and purpose of 
initiatives with adequate clarity and to translate them into sufficiently refined 
practical strategies so that they are commensurate with the intricately 
balanced matrix of countervailing factors operating within any education 
system. 
(Case 1994 p. 81). 

 

The preceding lines of inquiry elaborate a position that advances the 

importance of context in framing individual and collective engagement of policy 

actors with policy processes.   

In later research extending the foregoing ideas (Bowe et al 1992, Bowe 

et al 1992), Braun et al (2010) elaborate the importance of the interactive 

nature of policy actors’ influence in framing the outcome of policy processes. 

Braun et al (2010) underscore the idea that policy processes are decidedly 

interconnected at a human level.  They argue further that the outcomes of 

policy processes are contingent on intangible factors embedded within the 

personal interactions and relationships of policy actors and on contextual 

factors that shape understanding of those processes for the various policy 

actors.   

…an examination of policy enactment at a school level is about examining 
connections and inter-dependencies. It is important to consider, firstly, that 
policies are processes, even when mandated, and policy texts can be 
differently worked on and with. Secondly, policy practices are specific and 
contextualised. They are framed by the ethos and history of each school and 
by the positioning and personalities of the key policy actors involved. And 
thirdly, and related to the contextualised aspect of practice, policies are 
mediated by positioned relationships: between government and each local 
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authority, the local authority and each of its schools, and within, as well as 
between schools.  
(Braun et al 2010 p.558). 

 

Braun et al’s (2010) position bears careful consideration as being 

foundational to developing a clearer understanding of the interpersonal 

dynamics of  policy processes at a local level, where site based policy actors 

negotiate the constant stream of policy initiatives requiring their attention.  

Braun et al (2010) frame this interpersonal and social nature of policy 

processes  as a “creative process of interpretation and recontextualisation – 

that is the translation through reading, writing and talking of text into action and 

the abstractions of policy ideas into contextualised practice” (Braun et al 2010, 

p.549).  An important idea emergent from Braun et al (2010) is the notion that 

relationship dynamics between policy actors engaging with policy processes at 

the site level create shared understandings that act as lenses through which 

new policies are screened, filtered and dissected for meaning, resonance and 

relevance.  Furthermore Braun et al (2010) note that the implementation of the 

same policy in sites exhibiting different relationship dynamics may give rise to 

different perceptions, attitudes and degree of commitment to the policy, 

contextually bound to  variations in factors such as clientele, staff and 

resources. 

These site based implementation dynamics are further addressed in 

subsequent research presented by Braun et al (2011), Maguire et al (2011) and 

Ball et al (2011) extending the above line of inquiry and further conceptualizing 

frameworks that influence site based policy engagement and enactment. 

Braun et al (2011) build on the notion of policy contexts advanced by 

Bowe et al (1992) and elaborate the idea of situated, professional, material and 

external contextual dimensions impinging on policy processes.   

Situated contexts are “historically and locationally linked to the school, 

such as a school’s setting its history and intake” (p.588).  Implementation of 
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policies within individual sites may become defined by the tangible situational 

elements specific to a site.  Variations in policy engagement and enactment 

thus may arise as these situated contexts act to re-frame how the policy is 

received, developed and tailored to meet the conditions present within that 

particular site’s environment. 

Policy actors are positioned in a professional context framed by their 

“values, commitments and experiences” (p.591) that may determine the degree 

of individual and or group engagement and interaction with policy enactment.  

Braun et al (2011) suggest that “dissonances between embedded institutional 

values and national policy trends” (p.591) may give rise to site based tensions 

when policy processes are in conflict with the professional context of policy 

actors, thereby reframing the process of engagement and subsequent policy 

enactment. 

Material contexts reference the range of funding, resources, physical 

space and supporting infrastructure present and available across different 

institutional sites. Variations and discrepancies in these materials create 

impediments and inequity for policy actors to support policy processes. Braun 

et al (2011) cite the example of poorly resourced sites being challenged to 

attract and hold new staff, which in turn impacts the morale and degree of 

professional commitment of current staff to policy initiatives.  The positive or 

negative impact of material contexts on policy processes in essence become 

self-sustaining. 

The external contexts of Braun et al (2011) align with the notion of 

context of influence described earlier.  Distinct groups external to the site hold a 

range of “expectations” (p.594) aligned to their policy interests and 

preferences.  The degree to which these expectations dominate an institutional 

setting frames the degree to which compliance with policies reflecting those 

expectations will occur.     
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This notion of compliance is further developed by Maguire et al (2011) in 

examining the notion of discourse driving policy processes.  Discourse is 

represented by the language, beliefs and values that are overtly or covertly 

embedded within policy language and frame the practices to which policy 

speaks.  As Ball (1993) contends “we are spoken by policies, we take up the 

position constructed for us within policies” (p.14).  Maguire et al (2011) suggest 

that policy discourse embedded with institutional texts and artifacts serve to 

advance a preferred vision of reality, privileging that vision to the detriment of 

others. In essence, discourse becomes the tool that conserves power and 

authority within policy processes.   As policy actors are subjected to those 

discourses in their engagement with policy processes, it follows that the 

influence of those discourses may impact how they receive, construct and 

perceive policies in the course of their interactions. 

Ball et al (2011a) address this notion of discursive reflection in 

suggesting that “teachers make meaning with the discursive possibilities 

available to them” (p.612).  As discussed above, policy compliance may be 

linked to external contexts, however Ball et al (2011a) make the point that 

“different … kinds of policies, position and produce teachers as different kinds 

of policy subjects” (p.612).  Ball et al (2011a) differentiates between 

“imperative” and “exhortative” (p.612) policies; wherein the former constrains 

and narrowly defines policy manoeuverability and the latter delivers a degree of 

creative freedom for policy actors to “bring judgement, originality and ‘passion’ 

… to bear upon the policy process” (p.615). This suggests that the type of 

policy drives the manner in which engagement takes place and the 

concomitant reactions within policy actors arising out of this engagement. The 

manner of engagement is taken up by Ball et al (2011b) in framing a typology 

of policy actors. 

Ball et al (2011b) suggest that “Actors in schools are positioned 

differently and take up different positions in relation to policy” (p.625). The 

typology advanced by Ball et al (2011b) classifies policy actors in terms of the 
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approach they adopt with respect to policy engagement, their situated career 

stage and the role they assume or are invested in within the policy process.  

What becomes evident from the analysis is that policy actors are not uniform in 

their thinking, approach, motivation and attachment to policy processes.  

Furthermore this differentiation in perception amongst the different types of 

policy actors gives rise to different reasons for, methods of and reactions to 

engagement with policy processes.  This suggests a complexity to 

implementation, which cannot be assumed to have an identical impact and 

affect across the board with all policy actors. 

The above lines of research support a developing argument suggesting 

that policy processes should carefully gauge the understanding of policy actors 

regarding the purpose and intent of policies, prior to their incorporation into 

practice within a complex system that contains checks and balances that 

purposefully act to mediate their implementation. 

It is further evident from the preceding lines of inquiry that policy 

processes cannot and should not be considered as a top down process. 

Rather, recognition and acknowledgement should be given to the importance of 

policy actors, as individuals and groups, at all levels working through the 

process of de-constructing policy as text and re-constituting it as policy as 

practice in a manner that gives meaning and structure to those for whom it is 

intended. 

Honig (2006) advances a case for a deeper examination of interpersonal 

aspects framing meaning and structure, arguing that “implementation research 

generally revealed that policy, people and places affected implementation, 

contemporary implementation research specifically aims to uncover their 

various dimensions and how and why interactions among these dimensions 

shape implementation in particular ways” (Honig 2006 p.14).  In this vein, 

Honig (2006) recognizes the epistemological expansion of policy 

implementation research to include theoretical constructs from “disciplines not 
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traditionally applied to implementation” (Honig 2006 p.21) that explore notions 

of how human agency impacts, and is impacted by, interactions within the 

policy environment.  Honig (2006) further suggests the variation in policy 

enactment is “part and parcel of the basic operation of complex systems” (p.21) 

and that exploring this variation through alternate theoretical lenses builds an 

understanding of “how individual, group and cognitive processes contribute to 

implementers’ variable policy responses” and “to illuminate how particular 

dimensions of policies, people and places come together to shape how 

implementation unfolds” (p.21).  Alternate theoretical lenses suggested for 

consideration by Honig (2006) include “constructs from disciplines not 

traditionally applied to implementation such as those form anthropology, 

cognitive science, psychology and learning theory” (p. 21). The argument 

advanced by Honig (2006) suggests the enlisting of an inter-disciplinary 

approach towards building a clearer understanding of Ball’s (1993) notion of 

“the changing relationships between constraint and agency” (p.13/14) within 

the context of practice (Bowe et al 1992), where agency may be construed as 

representing distinct activities designed to construct meaning and shape 

personal understanding,  

Attention is now turned to this latter point of meaning and understanding 

for policy actors in terms of their engagement with policy processes.  As cited 

above, Ball et al (2011a, 2011b) elaborate how the type of policy drives the 

manner of engagement and the ways in which policy actors engage.  However, 

Ball et al (2011a, 2011b) do not consider the internalized reactions to policy 

processes that take place within policy actors that act shape and frame the 

manner of engagement.  In keeping with Honig’s previously cited position 

(2006) calling for an expansion of the epistemological framework of policy 

implementation research, an understanding of this notion may be built by 

considering research from the field of social cognition, with specific attention to  

the construct of sensemaking.  Sensemaking is a notion which purports to 

explain how individuals unpack external sources of information into meaningful 
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frameworks to enhance understanding.  This construct will be examined in 

terms of its relationship to how policy actors may deconstruct meaning during 

the process of policy implementation. 

2.1.3 Sensemaking and Policy Implementation 

Sensemaking is the process whereby individuals take note of external 

signals and decode them for understanding based on their existing cognitive 

apparatus established through prior experience and learning.  Earlier work 

(Louis 1980, Weick 1995) investigating the cognitive processes employed by 

individuals in coping with organizational change shaped the development of 

sensemaking as a theoretical construct to explain mechanisms of adaptation to 

new situations.   

Sensemaking is viewed by Louis (1980) as a recurrent, cyclical process 

of cognitive engagement with stimuli, designed to stimulate reflective 

processes in order to challenge accepted beliefs and practices, so as to 

incorporate new information in a meaningful way.  For Louis (1980) the process 

is iterative; as additional information is continually presented, the process is self 

repeating.  

A model framing sensemaking as a conscious, cognitive process was 

advanced by Weick (1995), with distinguishing characteristics which, when 

activated, act in a complementary manner to provide individuals with a scaffold 

around which to incorporate new information.  For Weick (1995) sensemaking 

is an organic process, in which self concept, prior history, social relationships 

and expected realities interplay with environmental cues and stimuli to create a 

re-conceptualized plausible reality, consistent with the individual’s constructed 

understanding of their environment. This conceptualization by Weick (1995) 

suggests that when faced with conditions that challenge established 

understanding, individuals enlist an internal cognitive mechanism to calibrate, 

sort, screen and select information to reframe that understanding under the 

new conditions. 
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Later research by Spillane et al (2002) examining sensemaking in 

relation to policy processes supports Weick’s (1995) contention, arguing that 

the social, environmental and contextual dimensions of human cognition 

mediate the interpretation and understanding of policy intent.   

Policy messages are not inert, static ideas that are transmitted unaltered into 
local actors’ minds to be accepted, rejected or modified to fit local needs and 
conditions.  Rather, the agents must first notice, then frame, interpret, and 
construct meaning from policy messages. 
(Spillane et al 2002, p.392) 

 

This reconstruction of policy by site based policy actors aligns with the 

notion of the context of practice (Bowe et al 1992) with respect to policy 

trajectories (Ball 1993).  Spillane et al’s (2002) argument seeks to build an 

understanding of how the cognitive agency of those policy actors works to 

facilitate and make sense of policy in relation to their every day practice. In 

advancing their position, Spillane et al (2002) argue that affective traits such as 

values, emotions and motivations, are also important aspects contributing to 

the sensemaking process.  According to Spillane et al (2002) the degree to 

which these aspects mediate and impact sensemaking influences the manner 

in which policy processes unfold.  Spillane et al (2002) articulate a position that 

calls for a move away from a purely behavioural focus in framing the actions of 

policy actors, towards developing an appreciation for how they “construct 

understandings of the policy message, construct an interpretation of their own 

practice in light of the message and draw conclusions about potential changes 

in their practice as a result” (p.392).  This argument thus locates sensemaking 

by policy actors as central to policy engagement.  Spillane et al (2002) further 

suggest that in addition to the implementing agency of policy actors framing the 

sensemaking process, it is also impacted by the “situation in which 

sensemaking occurs, and the policy signals” (p.392) within the policy arena. 

Based on these notions, Spillane et al (2002) advance an integrated 

sensemaking framework that considers individual cognition, situated cognition 
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and policy representation as key components of the process.  Consideration of 

this framework warrants consideration. 

As implementing agents, policy actors individually possess prior 

knowledge, experience, values and beliefs which are brought to bear in 

analyzing and evaluating new information with which they may be presented.  

Spillane et el (2002) advance the argument that previously established 

cognitive schemas within individuals may act as filters through which new 

information must be screened, which may lead to acceptance, rejection or 

modification of the new information prior to incorporation.  Thus, the strength of 

these schemas in acting as filters for the sensemaking process depends on the 

degree to which new information aligns with or presents challenges to the 

previously embedded knowledge, beliefs and practices that guide behavioural 

actions. A reasoned conclusion from the foregoing suggests that ongoing 

engagement with policy processes may be contingent upon the manner in 

which previous policy interactions were shaped and influenced by an 

individual’s sensemaking framework.  This notion of prior cognitive schema 

framing individual action is elaborated by Spillane et al (2006), in advancing the 

idea that individual differences frame individual understanding, regardless of 

whether the information being received by all policy actors is identical.  In 

effect, individual policy players see and interpret information based on what 

they expect to see, and on what they expect the outcome to be based on prior 

knowledge and personal experience.  This is a particularly powerful notion, 

since it portends the notion of multiple interpretations of a policy text, an idea 

that resonates with earlier research (Ball 1993).  The interesting question this 

poses is whether the sensemaking that occurs at an individual level may be 

mediated by sensemaking that may occur at a group or collective level, and if 

so what are the conditions for this to occur?  A further question posed is an 

understanding of the influence of this collective sensemaking on individual 

policy actors within the social context of the local policy arena. 
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Another aspect of individual cognition impacting sensemaking resides in 

affective responses to policy processes based on embedded values, beliefs 

and/or biases. Spillane (2002) suggests that “Emotional associations are an 

integral part of knowledge structures used to reason about the world” (p.402) 

and that any changes initiated through policy processes potentially impacting 

values or beliefs may elicit negative affective responses.  This notion resonates 

with the concept of core affect advanced (Russell 2003) to describe the 

activation of an emotional state in response to positive or negative responses 

to environmental stimuli and its impact on motivation (Seo 2004).  These ideas 

will be further explored later in the chapter. 

The notion of situated context for Spillane et al (2002) engenders the 

multiple environments in which policy processes occur.  Spillane argues that 

the “situation or context is not simply a back drop for the implementing agent’s 

sensemaking but a constituting element” (p.389).  Policy processes unfold 

within diverse environmental contexts, each framing different interpretive 

perspectives for policy actors. Thus the idea of sensemaking being contextual 

is reinforced by Spillane et al (2002, 2006), who posit that accepted practices 

and beliefs within a specific environment may shape the sensemaking process 

by promoting conformity to the social norms of behaviour of that environment  

thereby mitigating individual action against those norms.  This line of reasoning 

suggests that if indeed actions and behaviour are socially contextual, the 

formal and informal environments in which policy actors operate may create 

internal conflict within individuals arising from affiliations and allegiances to 

diverse social and professional groups.  This conflict may in turn mediate 

individual sensemaking, subjugating personal interpretation and understanding 

through the group lens, thereby marginalizing individuality in favour of 

conformity.  Spillane (2002) advances the notion of multiple “thought 

communities” and “worldviews” that contextually shape collective 

understanding and interpretation, which in turn shape individual sensemaking 

processes.  An interesting parallel that helps to explain this phenomenon is the 
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notion of ‘groupthink’, coined by Irving Janis (1972), which attempts to explain 

the effect of the desire for conformity to a group taking precedence over the 

need to rationally analyze and weigh alternative courses of action. 

Policy representation (Spillane 2002) pertains to the lack of interpretive 

clarity regarding policy processes required by policy actors to facilitate their 

sensemaking with respect to that policy.  This arises from incoherent 

communication attached to and articulating the policy as implementation 

unfolds.  This notion resonates with earlier research (Bowe et al 1992, Ball 

1993) examining policy as text, where the interpretation of the text is contingent 

on the frame of reference brought to the text by the reader.  Policy processes 

that fail to “unpack the key change ideas and justify the changes” create “a very 

real tension between communicating abstract principles and being concrete 

enough to provide adequate constraints on the understanding process” 

(Spillane et al 2002, p. 416).  Thus, when policy language lacks clarity, policy 

actors synthesize their own meaning, falling back on established cognitive 

schema and practice to shape sensemaking. 
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In examining the role of sensemaking in mediating policy processes, 

Coburn (2001, 2005, 2006) extended the argument regarding the influence of 

thought communities and worldviews.  Coburn (2001) found three elements at 

play in collective sensemaking in the enactment of reading policy; interpersonal 

interaction between individuals, gatekeeping, and technical and practical 

considerations of practice.  Coburn (2001) argues that the nature of the 

collective engagement and interpersonal interactions during policy 

implementation framed each individual’s understanding of the new policy. In 

essence, individual actions, thoughts and beliefs may be shaped by the 

dynamics of collaborative processes and by the dominant discourse driving the 

group’s deliberations.  The development of shared understandings of the policy 

intent thus becomes dependent upon the diversity or conformity of individuals 

to the group’s values and beliefs, which in turn is dependent on the degree of 

alignment with individual values and beliefs.  This latter point is a critical 

element in sensemaking, since for alignment of group and individual values 

and beliefs to occur, the latter may be required to frame and re-frame their prior 

conceptual understanding in order for the new idea to resonate.  In later studies 

Coburn (2005, 2006) extended the concept of group processes and 

interpersonal interactions in relation to sensemaking, by examining the role of 

leaders in policy implementation processes.  Coburn (2005) concluded that the 

mediating role of leaders in framing a policy problem acted in a similar, but 

sharply heightened manner, to the group dynamics during interactions between 

peers.  The inference is that leaders may influence group sensemaking through 

controlling access to information, thereby privileging or devaluing certain policy 

directions.  However, this also suggests that the degree to which the leader’s 

values and beliefs influence the dynamics of group sensemaking is contingent 

upon the leader’s ability to set the limiting parameters and discussion 

guidelines for unpacking policy details that frame policy processes.  A critical 

question posed by Coburn’s conclusions relates to the perceived relevance and 

importance for policy actors of positional authority and leadership in their 

sensemaking towards policy processes.  If policies are indeed framed by “ethos 
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and history of each school” and the “positioning and personalities of the key 

policy actors” as Braun et al (2010, p.558) suggest, this may indicate that policy 

processes may be more highly attenuated to the sensemaking of policy actors 

who are directly engaged with those processes as opposed to being contingent 

on leadership that is detached and disengaged from the immediate policy 

arena. Coburn (2005) suggests that the relevance of such leadership to policy 

processes is further called into question through sensemaking, when policy 

processes are shaped by leaders’ knowledge, values and beliefs that are 

incongruous with those of the primary policy actors.  Under these conditions, 

policy actors used sensemaking as a process to negotiate policy meaning 

through personal and professional filters, thereby mediating the incongruity 

presented by leaders’ positions. This suggests a need to reframe the lenses 

examining policy processes away from approaches which focus on external 

factors that may act to impose policy, to those that pay increased attention to 

the interactive processes between policy, people and places in shaping 

implementation processes, where “the benefits or limitations of one dimension 

cannot be adequately understood separate from the other” (Honig 2006, p19). 

As previously elaborated (Spillane 2002) policy actors face many 

diverse worldviews and beliefs arising from the diverse thought communities 

with which they interact.  Coburn (2001) observed that policy actors took on a 

gatekeeping role that filtered out information deemed not relevant to the 

sensemaking process.  In essence, policy actors try to sort policy information in 

order to understand the intent.  Once sorted, information is categorized into 

that which is relevant to the group, and that which is not, with the latter being 

rejected in terms of influencing group sensemaking.  Coburn’s (2001) findings 

regarding policy actors rejecting information they deemed irrelevant may be 

couched in a range of factors, including, the degree of confidence they posses 

in engaging with the ‘unfamiliar’; the belief in their own competency with 

respect to the ‘new’ policy approach and the challenge it may represent to that 

competency; the applicability to their current practice and the degree of 
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philosophical resonance they encounter with the new policy.  This latter point 

may be particularly important in group sensemaking, where it may be employed 

to advance a specific agenda and invalidate philosophically competing 

positions.  For this to occur, the gatekeeping role becomes one of sustaining a 

specific discourse and reinforcing its cognitive validity, through leveraging the 

relationships within the group structure.  These relationships may arise out of 

alignment with individuals or sub-groups who have a vested interest in 

sustaining or advancing a particular policy track based on the philosophical 

discourse being advanced.  In this instance gatekeeping serves the purpose of 

promoting and sustaining a dominant perspective within the group’s 

deliberations designed to drive forward the specific position.  

Technical considerations of practice were deemed to be limiting 

conditions (Coburn 2001) framing the sensemaking process, based on the 

adherence of policy actors to “Pre-existing practice and structural constraints” 

(p.155)  Based on this notion, Coburn (2001, 2005, 2006) suggests that policy 

actors had difficulty disengaging from old habits of practice and rather than 

examining how structures need to be adapted to accommodate the introduction 

of the new policy, used sensemaking as a process to determine how new 

policy would fit into existing structures of practice,.  Coburn (2001) found that 

during group sensemaking, different affiliations to a technical aspect of 

instruction created points of disagreement that acted to compartmentalize the 

group process into pedagogical camps, thereby disrupting the collective 

sensemaking effort towards building consensus and agreement with respect to 

implementation of the new policy.  Concomitantly, the group dynamics at play 

seemed to privilege a particular sensemaking viewpoint depending on the 

positional influence of those advancing that viewpoint or a tacit recognition of 

the expertise framing that viewpoint, necessitating a compromise position to 

accommodate competing views.  Under these conditions, sensemaking 

reinforced established beliefs and practice to the detriment of the new policy. 

This highlights the organic nature of policy processes as suggested by Weick 
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(1995) requiring individuals to adapt to environmental conditions through an 

iterative process as proposed by Louis (1980), framing and re-framing mental 

schema, until acceptable conditions are created that cognitively resonate with 

the sensemaker.  In this situation, (Coburn 2001) the collective sensemaking 

process leveraged pre-existing mental schema by groups advancing the 

viewpoint maintaining current structures of practice.  An interesting point arising 

from Coburn (2001) is the potential for internal dissonance when individual 

sensemaking is in conflict with collective group sensemaking with respect to 

policy processes (Coburn 2001), thereby creating an affective impact on the 

individual as sensemaker. 

Revisiting Weick’s (1995) notion of sensemaking as a structured, 

process involving social cognition with a theoretically discernable framework of 

calibrating, sorting, screening and selecting information, an examination of 

factors that may impact these components bears consideration.  Since policy 

actors operate in multiple environments, there are potentially multiple points of 

influence on these components that may act to frame and re-frame the 

sensemaking process. Several lines of investigation examining policy 

processes (Coburn et al 2001, 2005, 2006, Bartunek 2006, Stensaker 2008, 

Avey 2008) highlight the emergence of these potential influences on 

sensemaking for policy actors. 

In investigating the implementation of reading policy, Coburn (2001, 

2005, 2006) found that patterns of interaction and dialogue between policy 

actors impacted sensemaking.  The nature of this impact was framed by the 

type of the relationships between the participants during their interactions.  In 

interactions of a formal nature, where the relationships were framed by 

pedagogical approaches to practice, participants with similar worldviews or 

philosophies aligned themselves in terms of their interpretation of the proposed 

policy.  During informal interactions, participants aligned to specific social 

networks used the influence and tacit authority imparted by ‘membership’ in 

those networks to advance the policy interpretation advocated by these groups.  
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Thus, the patterns of interaction acted to promote a discourse influencing the 

sensemaking process in a specific direction.   

Additional lines of policy implementation research suggest that the 

sensemaking of policy actors may be impacted by the degree and type of 

involvement of leaders with the implementation process.  Leaders at different 

levels of an organization bring differing perspectives to bear on the 

implementation of policy, which in turn impacts policy actors’ sensemaking and 

engagement in differing ways. 

Earlier work by Spillane (2000), suggests that the lens through which 

policy actors in a leadership role filter information and frame the dialogue 

driving the policy forward may impact engagement at the local level.  While 

Spillane (2000) contends that the perspective of these policy actors may be 

directed towards framing the discourse through which implementing policy 

actors actively engage with the policy, the prior discussion of Coburn (2001) 

relating to technical considerations of practice suggests that these policy actors 

may be more focused on activating their sensemaking apparatus.  This focus 

may be driven by a desire to pay greater attention to the practical 

considerations of policy processes, thereby negating or nullifying the leadership 

perspective, deeming it to be inconsequential to everyday practice. 

Coburn’s (2005) investigation into the shaping of teacher sensemaking 

by leaders, suggests that when the latter adopt clear and specific positions with 

respect to a policy, a critical mass of policy actors need to subscribe to that 

position in order for it to be considered.  This suggests the necessity of creating 

the conditions, opportunities and willingness for policy actors to validate the 

leaders’ conceptualization through their sensemaking lens.  Where this 

sensemaking leads to alignment of the implementing policy actors’ vision with 

that of the leader, policy implementation may be successful; where the 

sensemaking process leads to a conflicted understanding, implementation 

aligned to that vision may be problematic. 
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Whilst sensemaking is framed as a cognitive process with recognizable 

structural elements (Weick 1995), later research (Weick 2005, Bartunek 2006, 

Avey 2008) suggests that it does not occur in isolation as a structured process, 

but operates in concert with, and is impacted by, affective emotional 

components.  In Weick’s (2005) conceptual construction the “interplay of action 

and interpretation rather than the influence of evaluation on choice” (p.409), 

shifts the sensemaking construct away from a purely rational, cognitive process 

towards one that considers affect and emotions as dimensions of sensemaking  

that may act interpretively in framing a particular course of action.  This notion 

was previously recognized by Nias (1996) in suggesting that as “emotions are 

rooted in cognition” individuals cannot “separate feelings from perception, 

affectivity from judgement” and further that “neither cognition nor feeling can be 

separated from the social and cultural forces which help to form them and 

which are in turn shaped by them” (p.294).  Nias (1996) thus recognizes that 

emotional responses are structurally embedded processes within policy actors 

that operate parallel to, and are reciprocally activated through, interactions with 

their cognitive apparatus.  In essence, emotion and cognition, whilst being 

separate constructs, are inexorably linked.   

Research examining the formation of these notions of affect and 

emotion (Russell 2003, Seo et al 2004, 2010) and their impact now bears 

consideration.  

Russell (2003) advances the notion of core affect, which is located as an 

emotional/affective state of individuals in terms of physiological activation and 

emotional response to environmental stimuli along a pleasure/displeasure 

continuum.  Russell (2003) graphically illustrates this notion of core affect along 

two axes (fig 2.1).  The bottom hemisphere of figure 2.1 denotes physiological 

deactivation and the top hemisphere activation.  Another way to frame this 

notion of activation/deactivation represented by the north-south axis of the 
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the model is as a manifested state of physical alertness and readiness to cope 

with environmental conditions.  The right and left hemispheres denote the 

emotional state emanating from elicited pleasure or displeasure reactions in the 

face of environmental conditions.  This east-west axis thus serves to position 

an individual’s emotional state of being in relation to their pleasure valence 

when presented with external stimuli.  In essence core affect for Russell (2003) 

represents “that neurophysiological state consciously accessible as the 

simplest raw (nonreflective) feelings evident in moods and emotions” (p.148).  

This notion thus embeds core affect within an emotional framework 

independent of cognitive processes, which may be seen to “affect other 

psychological processes accordingly” and “guides cognitive processing 

according to the principle of mood congruency” (p.149). 

Seo et al (2004, 2010) further explore this idea of core affect in terms of 

its relationship to work related emotional behaviour.  Seo et al (2004) argue 

that core affect “is the appropriate place to start thinking scientifically about 

emotion related phenomena” in that “core affective feelings influence work 

motivation via their influence on judgement … involved in conscious 

Fig. 2.1 Core Affect Russell 2003 p.148

Activation

Deactivation

Displeasure  Pleasure 



 43

behavioural choices” (p.424).  For Seo et al (2004) this judgement is impacted 

by the emotional frame of mind established by different states of core affect in 

which the individual is located arising out of their interactions with the forces 

shaping the environmental conditions in which they are operating.  This latter 

point is underscored by the further argument that “people often experience 

affective reactions that are divergent from or in conflict with their conscious 

assessments, and when such divergence occurs, affective reactions often exert 

a dominating influence on behaviour” (p.432), Later work by Seo et al (2010) 

extending their initial consideration concluded that the positive or negative 

dimensions of core affect “systematically predicts behavioural choice, intensity 

and persistence” (p.964). This leads to the suggestion that if core affect is 

integral to shaping behaviour in terms of the framing of an emotional/activation 

response, it thus is also integral to the sensemaking process, extending it 

beyond simply being a cognitive process, to one that incorporates an 

emotional/affective component.  This suggests that affect and emotion must be 

accounted for in any conceptual framework that purports to advance an 

understanding of how policy actors negotiate engagement with policy 

processes. 

One such conceptual framework situating the mediating roles of 

sensemaking and affect in understanding change processes has been 

proposed by Bartunek et al (2006) (Fig. 2.2).  This framework suggests that the 

degree to which individuals actively participate in the process may positively or 

negatively impact both the sensemaking process and the emotions activated in 

response to the proposed change.  This further suggests that the arousal of 

positive or negative emotions in policy actors, related to their participation, may 

be contingent on the ‘locus of control’ framing their participation.  Positive 

emotional responses may be encountered where this is within their domain; 

negative responses where it is not, thereby creating an emotional mindset 

complimentary or antagonistic to the cognitive framework governing 

sensemaking.   
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The model proposed by Bartunek et al (2006) allows for the conceptualization 

of a boundary between the activation of the conscious, cognitive process of 

sensemaking and the arousal of unconscious feelings, attitudes and emotions 

driving the affective responses of human behaviour to external cues and 

stimuli, driven by change.  This finding is particularly interesting since it 

suggests that whilst sensemaking may be an independent cognitive process, 

the outcome of its activation may be dependent on emotions and feelings that 

may be aroused by intangible factors not accounted for as part of the 

sensemaking process.  A further implication is that while sensemaking in of 

itself is an important process allowing individuals to adapt to change in a 

meaningful way, there is need to understand the role of emotional disposition 

and affect in mediating effective adaptation to change as represented by new 

policy initiatives.   

Dimensions of this notion of emotional disposition and the role it inhabits 

in mediating change are elaborated by a number of researchers (Hargreaves 

2001, 2004, 2005, van Veen et al 2005, Schmidt and Datnow 2005, 

Kelchtermans 2005), and more recently Gorozidis (2014).  
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Fig. 2.2 Bartunek et al. 2006 p.186 
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Hargreaves (2001) advances the conceptual framework of “emotional 

geographies” in response to the lack of a “systematic understanding of how 

teacher’s emotions are shaped by the changing and variable conditions of their 

work” and the impact of these emotions in terms of how they become 

“embedded in the conditions and interactions of their work” (p.1058).  

Hargreaves (2001) argues that threats to emotional stability are locationally 

situated in terms of the socio-cultural, moral, professional, physical and political 

distance between the policy actor and other elements embedded within the 

policy environment. The greater the separation, the greater the potential for 

emotional mis-alignment, resulting in a greater threat to emotional stability.  An 

important consideration from Hargreaves’ (2001) framework is the identification 

of multiple dimensions to the emotional geography facing policy actors, each of 

which has the potential to shape and influence affective emotional responses.   

Hargreaves (2004, 2005) unpacks this notion further in examining the 

responses of policy actors to two such dimensions of emotional geography, 

externally imposed versus self initiated change (2004) and career path and life 

stage (2005).   With respect to the former, Hargreaves (2004) looked at 

“teachers’ differing emotional experiences of educational change in terms of 

whether the change is mandated or self-initiated” (p.291).  A difference 

emerged in the emotional responses to each.  Negative emotions were 

associated with mandated changes arising out of factors associated with “being 

forced to change without consultation” … “poor design of the changes” … “too 

much pressure and insufficient support” … “poor implementation” and “weak 

leadership” (p.295).  Further to this, these externally imposed changes are 

perceived as contradicting the self identified moral purpose of teaching, thereby 

further exacerbating affective negativity.  Self-initiated change on the other 

hand elicited positive emotional responses due to their engagement with and 

sense of control over the process and the potential outcomes.  Hargreaves 

(2004) concludes that negative emotions derive from the mis-alignment of 

mandated changes with the values and purposes of policy actors, whereas the 
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emergence of positive emotions from self-initiated change is linked to feelings 

of personal control and fulfillment.  Hargreaves (2004) further emphasizes that 

regardless of the initiating source of the change, the type of emotional 

response that will be elicited is also contingent on two overarching features 

associated with the change.  These identified features are open and inclusive 

implementation processes and the realization for students of real benefits 

arising out of any proposed change.   

In examining the relationship of career path and life stage (Huberman 

1989) as aspects of emotional geography, Hargreaves (2005) suggests a 

differentiation in emotional responses is demonstrable contingent on the career 

stage at which policy actors are located.  Of interest from Hargreaves (2005) is 

the idea that as policy actors at different stages of their careers exhibit different 

priorities, they also adopt different methods of coping with change that are 

specific to the pressures associated with their career stage.  An implication 

arising from this suggestion is that differentiated affective responses to similar 

aspects of emotional geography may be exhibited by policy actors who are at 

different stages of their career life cycle.  In this vein, Hargreaves (2005) 

suggests that negative emotional affective responses are intensified for policy 

actors in their late career and less evident for those at the early stages of their 

career cycle whose priorities were more focused on survival.  Mid-career 

individuals on the other hand maintained an even emotional keel in the face of 

change and were ”typically more relaxed, experienced and comfortable about 

their job and themselves than they had once been” (p.979). 

In an exploration of identity as an aspect of emotional geography, van 

Veen (2005) builds on the notions advanced by Hargreaves (2001, 2004, 

2005).  van Veen (2005) suggests that when alignment of change processes to 

an individual’s core purpose is evident, positive emotional disposition emerges.  

When this core purpose is challenged by change, negative emotions emerge 

that threaten self esteem, motivation and individual moral purpose, all 

important factors in maintaining professional identity.  Van Veen (2005) 
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identifies that “different aspects in the environment” … “play a role in how the 

teacher experiences a reform” wherein such experiences produce emotionally 

based responses that act to reposition “perceptions of personal and 

professional identity” (p.931).  Van Veen  (2005) thus concludes that this 

“interplay of situational demands and the cognitive-affective processes … 

shape different emotions” (p.931). 

Schmidt & Datnow (2005) in recognizing that “emotion and cognition are 

tightly interwoven” (p.952) examine sensemaking in terms of its contextual 

relationship to the landscape of emotional geography Hargreaves (2001, 2004, 

2005).  Schmidt and Datnow (2005, p.950) suggests that “human beings act 

towards things on the basis of the meaning and emotion they have for them”.  

In these terms Schmidt and Datnow (2005) argue for an examination of the 

relationship between “how teachers make sense of reform and the emotions 

that might result from the sensemaking process” (p.950).  This question is 

explored by Smith and Datnow (2005) in comparing emergent collective and 

individual sensemaking and emotions in the face of structured and unstructured 

change processes.   

At the collective level Smith and Datnow (2005) noted a “consistency” of 

“understanding” and a “uniformity of meaning” with respect to structured 

change, however a consistent emotional response could not be identified 

wherein “teachers were always comfortable and enthusiastic” (p. 955) about 

those changes. On the other hand, unstructured change produced a range of 

cognitive and emotional responses, due to “ambiguous or vague 

understandings of the reforms they were implementing” (p.957) giving rise to 

conflicting positions on the efficacy and relevance of the change. 

At the individual level, change was viewed in terms of its impact at the 

classroom level, and took on a more personal meaning for teachers with 

respect to their professional practice.   Structured change was critically 

examined for alignment to personal values and beliefs and for beneficial impact 
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on learners.  When cognitive processing did not align with these lenses, 

emotional responses were predominantly negative.  Unstructured change was 

filtered through the lens of current classroom practice and cognitively screened 

for alignment to those practices, which teachers deemed as being in the best 

interest of learners.  If alignment to current practice was not evident, and there 

was cognitive ambiguity in individual understanding of the intent and purpose of 

the change, higher incidences of negative emotions were precipitated.  

Kelchtermans (2005) unpacks another layer of the emotional responses 

of teachers in elaborating their feeling “powerless, threatened” (p.997) in the 

face of being “questioned by others” (p.997) with respect to their practice.   This 

challenge to their “professional identity and moral integrity” (p.997) precipitates 

feelings of vulnerability that require mediation through personal and/or 

collective agency in order to reclaim professional identity.  For Kelchtermans 

(2005) vulnerability is not in of itself an emotional response; rather it is an 

internal structural condition arising from specific contexts and conditions within 

the teaching environment that threaten teacher identity and self image.  

Vulnerability thus acts as an instigator of actions and behaviours to counteract 

the negative emotional responses precipitated by such threats.  

More recent research (Gorozidis 2014) enlists the notions of 

autonomous and controlled motivation from Self Determination Theory (SDT) in 

building an understanding of how implementation of change is taken up by 

policy actors.  While motivation is not an emotional response, it is situated 

within the affective dimension governing agency and action.  The essence of 

this approach suggests that autonomous control over individual action is 

deemed to have greater motivational impact than externally imposed control.  

Furthermore, with autonomous action, the motivation is based on self 

determined outcomes through choice, as opposed to prescriptive outcomes 

with no choice.  The issue thus becomes one of control over choice and 

outcome.  This notion links well with aspects of emotional geographies 
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(Hargreaves 2001) wherein distance and control may be presented as a 

parallel constructs influencing agency and action. 

The above discussion supports Bartunek’s (2006) understanding of the 

relationship between the cognitive and emotional dimensions mediating policy 

actors’ responses to change processes.   Further clarity is brought to bear by 

the work of Avey et al (2008).        

The mediating effect of attitudes and behaviours on emotional states 

and their impact on the psychological capital required for meaningful 

information processing was further explored by Avey et al (2008).  The 

research focussed on how the notion of psychological capital (defined as hope, 

efficacy, optimism and resilience) which, along with mindfulness (heightened 

awareness), act in concert to develop positive sensemaking with respect to the 

implementation of change processes.  Figure 2.3 is a representation of Avey et 

al’s (2008) model.   
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Essentially Avey et al (2008) concluded that the creation of positive 

psychological capital through emotions may be requisite factors in mitigating 

attitudes and behaviours that constrict successful policy implementation and 

change processes.  Additionally, Avey et al (2008) suggest that change 

recipients’ heightened awareness of their thoughts and feelings contributes to 
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Fig 2.3  Avey et al 2008 
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building positive psychological capital, which better equips them to cope with 

the negative stresses associated with change.  This coping ability thus 

contributes to a positive sensemaking experience with respect to change.  

Avey et al (2008) build on the work of Bartunek (2006) by further elaborating 

the complimentary role of affect and emotional responses to the cognitive 

process of sensemaking.  This construct lends support to the position of this 

thesis in examining policy processes through a lens of social cognition, which is 

framed by the myriad interactions between policy actors at different levels of 

the policy processes. The relevance of this approach is enhanced and 

supported by Ball’s (1993) earlier identification and consideration of the internal 

and external interactive forces at play on policy actors and further extended by 

the research previously cited in this chapter (Braun et al 2010, Braun et al 

2011, Maguire et al 2011, Ball et al 2011a and Ball et al 2011b) on the 

contextual nature of those interactions and their potential influence on policy 

processes.  Within this framework of interactive policy processes and social 

cognition an important question that needs elaboration is how these 

interactions frame the emotional mindset of policy actors, thereby impacting 

their existing beliefs, practices and predispositions towards change.  It is 

evident the preceding line of inquiry makes strong arguments that an 

understanding of the emotional mindset of policy actors, who are the critical 

players in the enactment and implementation of policy processes, becomes a 

key component of understanding the unfolding sensemaking with respect to 

those policy processes, thereby reinforcing the notion advanced by Spillane et 

al (2002) of the need to reconstruct policy contextually through an active 

process of building personal understanding and meaning of any  proposed 

policy process.  

In a study that builds additional insight into an understanding of this 

question, Stensaker et al (2008) looked at policy processes being framed at the 

mid and lower levels of organizations and the contrast between planning for 

change and actually engaging with change.  Stensaker et al (2008) found that 
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at these levels there was a bias towards action in the operationalization of 

change, rather than a focus on the planning and communication aspects.  

... we have argued that action may be a viable alternative to a focus on planning 
and cognitive understanding prior to action.  One might ask if it is possible to 
understand everything up front and prior to any action and whether action prior to 
a cognitive understanding might induce speedier and more lasting 
understandings of the reasons for and effects of change.  Managers should 
therefore aim to introduce more implementation activities that focus on trial and 
error … 
(Stensaker et al 2008 p.183). 

 

It may be argued that this orientation towards action, at these levels of the 

organization, arises out of the prior experiences of policy actors with change, 

wherein an overdependence on the planning process in previous policy 

processes resulted in little attention being paid to the practical aspects of the 

proposed change.  This consideration is particularly important where planned 

changes may disrupt established operational processes and patterns of work 

that ground level policy actors deem to be established and working, thereby 

eliciting dissonance in the emotional security offered by the status quo.  This 

may suggest that policy actors are motivated to engage in an action orientation, 

in order to redress the emotional imbalance created by the proposed change, 

by comparing it against the established procedures with which they are familiar.  

In essence, Stensaker’s (2008) contention suggests that the cognitive aspect of 

the sensemaking process, through pragmatic evaluation of the new policy in an 

operational setting, may impact the emotional processing of a change process.  

This implication is notable, since it suggests that for policy actors at the ground 

level, policy processes may be emotionally attenuated by actual observable 

policy outcomes, based on their direct, day-to-day interactions with the policy, 

as opposed to conceptual outcomes as intended by the policy.  This line of 

thinking suggests that the emotional states aligned with sensemaking may be 

rationally mediated by interactive processes that allow individuals to weigh the 

advantages and disadvantages prior to policy implementation.  In essence, the 

“trial and error” manipulation of the policy by policy actors advanced by 
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Stensaker et al (2008, p.183), provides them with the “feel” for the policy 

process, thereby creating a positive emotional capital (hope, efficacy, optimism, 

resilience) and a heightened degree of mindfulness (awareness) (Avey et al 

2008) with respect to implementation outcomes.  

The notions advanced by  Bartunek et al (2006), Stensaker et al (2008) 

and Avey et al (2008) integrating cognitive and emotional constructs into the 

sensemaking framework are strengthened by consideration of lines of research 

in social and organizational psychology extending the linkages between 

sensemaking and emotional constructs.  Seo et al (2004, 2010), as previously 

cited,  explored the linkages between affect and motivation, Meyer (1999) and 

Meyer et al (2004) looked at commitment in relation to affect, Sonenshein 

(2012) examined meaning making in engaging with change and Maitlis (2013) 

explored emotions and sensemaking in relation to change processes.  The 

common thread to each of these lines of investigation is that affective, 

emotionally driven responses internal to individuals shape the manner in which 

they interact with their environments.  These interactions in turn act to reinforce 

the affective foundation framing the original response. 

This lens of sensemaking and affect lends support to the social 

constructivist view of how understanding is advanced and underscores the 

importance of the interactive, organic nature of policy processes, albeit 

circumscribed within a structural framework of policy ‘texts and trajectories’ 

(Ball 1993).  However, it is the foundation of this structural framework that 

sensemaking actually addresses, for as Ball (1993) reminds us, ‘agency’ and 

‘discourse’ are the critical elements framing the interplay of the contexts of 

influence, of text production and of practice, with respect to policy 

implementation processes.  In this instance, sensemaking may be viewed as 

the ‘cognitive discourse’, operating on an individual and group level and affect 

may be considered as the ‘emotional agency’, operating primarily on an 

individual level, but mediated by group interactions and processes.  This notion 

of agency, or human action, is crucial to policy processes and building an 
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improved understanding of how this agency, or engagement, is impacted as 

policy is implemented is the aim of this thesis. 

This literature review has endeavoured to examine the engagement with 

policy implementation from the viewpoint of policy actors.  It has located policy 

implementation as being complex and interconnected, with multiple contexts 

and discourses shaping the engagement of policy actors during policy 

enactment processes.  While the lines of investigation examined shed light on 

the structural elements of how and why such contexts and discourses impact 

policy processes, further clarity is needed with respect to the internal 

responses of policy actors arising from their agency and engagement with such 

processes.  This proposition has led me to consider lines of inquiry from 

outside of the dominant approaches examining educational policy research, 

towards those that explore sensemaking and affective/emotional responses as 

constructs in building an understanding of the internal responses of policy 

actors.  Since there appears to be a research gap in utilizing such an approach, 

this thesis will attempt address this gap by linking multidisciplinary theoretical 

lenses from the fields of educational policy, social psychology and 

organizational management in order to expand the understanding of the impact 

on policy actors of their engagement and agency with policy processes.   

However, in utilizing a grounded theory case study approach examining 

curriculum implementation, this study will set aside pre-established theoretical 

explanations of agency and behaviour, permitting explanatory constructs to be 

developed through unfiltered analysis of the data.  The multidisciplinary 

constructs examined in this literature review will thus only be referenced as and 

when they become relevant to enhancing the theoretical understanding 

unfolding through the grounded theory analysis.   

From the foregoing discussion locating sensemaking and affect as 

constructs processes mediating the engagement of policy actors with policy 
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processes and with due consideration for the contexts and discourses framing 

those processes, this thesis will address the following research question:  

How do the primary partners in mathematics education at Southside 

Secondary School perceive, understand and engage with the new 

Provincial Mathematics Curriculum and what does this perception, 

understanding and engagement bring to bear on the implementation 

process? 

This research will examine the policy processes related to the 

implementation of a new Mathematics curriculum at Southside Secondary 

School that is taking place over a three year period from September 2009 to 

September 2012.   During the course of those three years eight new 

Mathematics courses, representing three new curriculum strands, are replacing 

four existing curricula.  The four existing curricula cover a broad range of 

student achievement in Mathematics: from a low level of competency 

represented by Essentials of Mathematics, to Applications of Mathematics for 

non-technical oriented learners and finally to two courses for advanced 

learners Principles of Mathematics and Calculus.  With the new curricula the 

Essentials curriculum level targetting low Mathematics achievers is eliminated 

and each of the four new strands, Application and Workplace Mathematics, 

Foundations of Mathematics, Pre-Calculus and Calculus, all demand of 

learners higher levels of Mathematics competency.  

This research thesis will adopt the case study methodology of Yin 

(1984), employing the classic Grounded Theory approach of Glaser & Strauss 

(1967) to investigate the engagement and interactions of policy actors at 

Southside Secondary with the policy processes related to this curriculum 

change and how they are impacted by such engagement and interactions.  

The following chapter will lay out the methodological approach to be 

followed in the course of the research. 
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Chapter 3 Research Methodology 

3.1 Methodology Overview 

As the literature review chapter has laid out, the environments within 

which policy processes take place are shaped by a variety of contexts and 

factors.  This suggests that the engagement of policy actors within these 

environments is in itself fraught with complexity in terms of how such 

engagement plays out in terms of shaping, influencing or reacting to those 

policy processes. Unpacking the complexity of this engagement thus becomes 

essential in order to build an understanding of its significance to policy 

processes.  This research study attempts to add to this understanding. 

The research question I am addressing in this thesis examines how the 

primary partners in mathematics education at Southside Secondary School 

perceive, understand and engage with a new Provincial Mathematics 

Curriculum and what this perception, understanding and engagement brings to 

bear on the implementation process. 

As a member of Southside’s School Leadership Team (SLT), taking on 

the role of an embedded researcher, my purpose in exploring this case study is 

to develop insight into stakeholder interaction and engagement with policy 

implementation at the school level, in order to understand how those 

interactions influence site based policy processes.  Teaching staff and the SLT 

form the primary policy actors engaged in curriculum implementation at the 

school level and my research approach will focus on the interactions of these 

two groups with policy processes at Southside Secondary.   

Southside Secondary as a case study site provides a vehicle for 

examining the research question employing the Classic Grounded Theory 

approach (CGT) of Glaser and Strauss (1967) as the analytic methodology.  

This approach allows me to develop a theoretical framework inductively from 

the data (Glaser and Strauss 1967) that offers insight into how stakeholders 
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impact, or are impacted by, engagement and interaction with policy processes 

during implementation.  The juxtaposition of the case study approach with that 

of classic grounded theory fits within the research design parameters 

suggested by Miles & Huberman (1994) where a case is deemed to be “a 

phenomenon of some sort occurring within a bounded context” (Miles & 

Huberman 1994, p. 25).  This is supported by Stake (1994, 2005) who 

suggests that the “case study is defined by interests in individual cases, not by 

the methods of inquiry used” (1994, p. 236) and further that a “case is not a 

methodological choice, but a choice of what is to be studied” (2005 p. 443).  In 

this instance, Southside Secondary is interesting to me as a case study site in 

that it represents a school setting that operates with a culturally dominant Indo-

Canadian student population and is consistently positioned at the lower end of 

publicly published school performance rankings, factors which may have 

potential impact in shaping the perceptions of educational stakeholders 

regarding the school.  As a member of the Southside SLT operating within this 

contextual environment, I have observed that regardless of the these factors 

potentially shaping perceptions, the teachers and staff as key stakeholders at 

Southside are fully engaged professionally, show a passion for teaching and 

demonstrate a high degree of care and compassion for the students under their 

tutelage.  I have also observed that the staff take ownership to initiatives and 

establish strong working relationships within a collaborative and collegial 

framework.  These aspects present Southside as an interesting case study site 

within the Vancouver School District, providing me as the researcher with an 

opportunity to examine stakeholder engagement and interaction with policy 

processes framed by a range of contexts, such as notions of student needs, 

beliefs regarding curriculum, prior experiences with policy processes or any 

other perspectives that may arise from the ensuing analysis.  This wide range 

of contexts speak powerfully to the use of grounded theory as the 

methodological framework, which articulates a central tenet that theoretical 

frameworks must emerge from the data without any preconceived notions on 

the part of the researcher as to how those frameworks are structured.  This 
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approach forces me as the researcher to consider all contexts and all 

explanations in arriving at any theoretical explanation suggested by analysis of 

the data.  

The foregoing literature review located theoretical constructs for framing 

an understanding of the engagement and interaction of policy actors with 

implementation processes.  While the literature review provides a theoretical 

framework within which to situate current knowledge for this particular inquiry, 

for the purposes of this thesis I will adopt a neutral position with respect to any 

elaborated theoretical positions, in order to allow authentic utilization of the 

inductive processes explicit to the Classic Grounded Theory methodology in 

considering the research question.  

It is worth noting at this juncture that my use of a Classic Grounded 

Theory as the analytical tool permits me to approach the data free of theoretical 

encumbrances that may influence me conceptually with respect to the research 

problem. Ensuring that I remain true to this neutrality of approach will be crucial 

in preserving the inductive nature of the grounded theory approach, avoiding 

the referencing of established theoretical frames that may lead to deductive 

interpretations that are not authentically grounded in the data.  I will further 

address this notion at a later point in the chapter. 

This chapter details the methodological approach used to examine the 

research question.  The initial part of the chapter locates policy and site 

considerations framing the research inquiry, in order to understand the 

contextual factors encountered by policy actors framing their engagement with 

policy processes, 

The middle section of the chapter articulates my research paradigm in 

terms of my ontological and epistemological worldview.  Consideration is then 

turned to the adoption of a case study approach utilizing grounded theory as 
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the investigative lens, along with methodological considerations faced by the 

researcher in adopting such an approach 

The final section of the chapter provides a detailed elaboration of the 

procedures employed in applying the classic grounded theory methodology to 

this research study.     

3.2 Research Context 

3.2.1 Locating the Case Study in Curriculum Policy 

Since 1993 in Western Canada a ‘collaborative policy space’ has 

been occupied by the Western Canadian Protocol (WCP), which was 

established to foster inter-provincial collaboration in the formulation of 

educational policy.  The protocol framed its terms of reference in a 

discourse of ‘educational improvement’, through the establishment of a 

Common Curriculum Framework (CCF) across key subject areas, including 

mathematics.  (In 2000 the Canadian territory of Nunavut joined the group, 

which was renamed the Western & Northern Canadian Protocol - WNCP).  

Arising out of the WCP, a CCF for mathematics from K-12 was developed 

in 1996, governed by the following beliefs framing the discourse of the 

document. 

Mathematics is a common human activity, increasing in importance in a 
rapidly advancing, technological society. …  
It is important for students to develop a positive attitude toward 
mathematics so that they can become confident in their ability to 
undertake the problems of a changing world, … 
All students should receive a level of mathematics education appropriate 
to their needs and abilities.           
(WCP 1996 p. 3). 

 

In 2004 the WNCP engaged in consultations with groups invested in the 

outcomes of educational practice – business leaders, industry and post-

secondary institutions – to determine their degree of satisfaction with the 

preparation provided by the original CCF for mathematics and to address 

whether changes were needed in order to better prepare students for the 
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life after secondary school and the world of work.  The following quote 

encapsulates the discourse driving the move for change. 

 

As the world of today’s student rapidly changes more and more they find 
themselves affected by things involving technology and mathematics.  In 
order for today’s students to be prepared and succeed as productive 
members of society it is essential that they become knowledgeable in the 
many areas of mathematics. … (p 57) 
The curriculum must extend beyond the realm of the school and the 
classroom to focus on the role of mathematics in employment… 
(WNCP Mathematics Final Report 2004 p. 63). 

 
 

As a result of these consultations, recommendations for a restructuring of 

mathematics courses from grades 8-12 was deemed necessary, in order 

meet the perceived needs of students in regards to their post-secondary 

career and education requirements.  However, underpinning these 

recommendations was a general degree of dissatisfaction by industry with 

the mathematics preparation afforded students for entry-level work and by 

post-secondary institutions offering applied/consumer courses, where 

advanced mathematics skills were not requirements (WNCP 2004).  The 

recommendations called for three strands of mathematics within the CCF 

from grades 10-12. 

3. In order for the CCF to effectively meet the needs of our secondary 
students, it includes three distinct programs for Grades 10 to 12. 
Specifically, it is recommended that the secondary programs be 
developed to meet the needs of students who are: 
3.1. Entering post-secondary programs that require calculus (e.g., 
Mathematics, Sciences, Engineering, Commerce, etc.). 
3.2. Entering post-secondary programs that do not require calculus (e.g. 
Humanities, Fine Arts, some Trades and Technical programs, etc.); and, 
3.3 Entering the workforce, Trades or Technical programs that do not 

require advanced mathematics.     
(WNCP Mathematics Final Report 2004 p. 146). 

 

The recommendations were adopted in British Columbia (BC), leading to 

the 2007 revision of the entire K-12 Mathematics curriculum aligned with 

WNCP principles, with the three curricular strands being: Foundations of 

Math 10, 11, 12; Pre-Calculus 11, 12 and Apprenticeship & Workplace Math 

10, 11, 12, which were perfectly aligned with the CCF directions.  
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Subsequent to these revisions, an implementation schedule was adopted 

for the three mathematics pathways, beginning with grade 10 courses in 

2010, with full implementation of the grade 12 courses to be completed by 

September 2012.  Whilst curriculum implementation is mandated for BC 

school districts by the provincial Ministry of Education, each school district 

in turn assigns the operational responsibility for implementation to individual 

school sites.  Southside Secondary School is one of the 18 secondary 

schools in the Vancouver School District that is engaged in implementing 

the new curriculum.   

3.2.2 Case Study Site 

Southside Secondary School is located in a well established, 

ethnically diverse, urban neighbourhood in British Columbia within the 

Vancouver School District.  It is a school of 1300 students, 80 teachers and 

support staff, with a School Leadership Team (SLT) of three administrators.  

For this study, I am embedded in the field as the primary researcher, being 

a vice principal within that three person leadership team with a range of 

responsibilities including program and policy implementation.  My status as 

an “insider” within the school structure may have methodological 

implications, highlighting the need for personal awareness and reflexivity 

(Creswell 2000, Hammersley 2007a) regarding the perceptions of 

stakeholders towards my role in policy implementation and the potential 

impact of that role on aspects of the research process.  This notion 

reinforces the need for me to consider that my site based history as a 

member of the SLT acting in the role of researcher bears important 

consideration during the research process, for as Hammersley (2007a) 

suggests, “the orientations of researchers will be shaped by their socio-

historical locations, including the values and interest that these locations 

confer upon them (p. 15). This gives rise to the implication that, “people … 

will often be more concerned with what type of person the researcher is 

than with the research itself” (Hammersley 2007a p. 65), with a further 
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suggestion that “the researcher must reflect on how he or she has 

influenced the situation and the people being studied in order to monitor 

reactivity, so as to minimize any distorting effect on the research findings” 

(Hammersley 2007b, p.2).   

These considerations necessitated that I pay close attention to any 

vested policy positions embedded within my leadership role of being 

charged with the responsibility of curriculum implementation at the case 

study site.  Recognizing these positions, how they played out during policy 

processes and their possible influence on the research process were all 

elements that had to be reflexively considered in terms of my dual role as 

policy actor and researcher.  This forced me to carefully consider whether 

these positions shaped policy actors responses to me as a researcher, as 

well as whether they framed my own engagement with the research 

protocol and interpretation of the data.  Exemplifying this notion of 

researcher reflexivity is my recognition and negotiation of the tension 

between my professional responsibility for establishing compliance to the 

new curriculum and my need to maintain an open stance as a researcher 

during data collection in order to capture the positions of policy actors with 

respect to curriculum implementation. This led me to pay careful attention to 

the manner in which interviews were conducted, forcing me to refrain from 

any personal observations on the policy processes during the interviews in 

order to mediate this tension.   

Richardson (1994) earlier advanced a process for classifying field 

notes and memo writing which I find useful in terms of assisting the process 

of researcher reflexivity.  Richardson (1994) frames field notes and memos 

as being observational, methodological, theoretical or personal (p. 526) 

vehicles for recording researcher reflexivity.  From an analytical 

perspective, this categorization permits the researcher to differentiate 

between reflexive and analytical field notes and memos and appropriately 

locate their significance during the ensuing data analysis. I will elaborate on 
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these issues of field relations and reflexivity (Hammersley 2007a) later in 

this chapter. 

The school population is made up of two dominant ethnic groups, 

one well established in the community, the other consisting of relatively 

recent immigrants to the geographic area.   I have observed that these 

groups of students appear to have strong connections to family and 

community and that they are highly respectful of the school, of the teaching 

staff and of the SLT.  These observations are borne out by the plethora of 

positive student-adult relationships that I have witnessed between a wide 

cross section of the student body and members of the teaching staff and 

SLT.  

Southside Secondary has an enriched educational program that 

provides enhanced educational programs to thirteen percent of its 

population, who gain entry to the program through a selection process.  In 

addition, Southside has seven special education programs delivering 

specialized services to seven percent of its population, half of whom attend 

regular classes to varying degrees depending on the student’s learning 

profile.  An additional thirteen percent of the students are also designated 

as special needs and are fully integrated into mainstream classes, making 

the special needs students twenty percent of the total student population.  

Another significant group of learners are represented by new arrived 

students studying English as a Second Language who constitute thirteen 

percent of the population (Fraser Institute 2010).  In my observations both 

of these groups of students appear to be well integrated socially within the 

fabric of the school, however in many cases I have seen that students from 

these two groups are streamed into upper and lower levels of Mathematics 

and Science classes based on perceived needs suggested by their learning 

profiles.  
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The majority of Southside students perform reasonably well on 

standardized government exams. However, the school has historically 

ranked in the lower echelons of the publicly published school performance 

league tables.  Evidence from previous lines of research examining school 

performance rankings suggests this discrepancy may be due to factors 

characterizing the makeup of  the student population including: (1) the wide 

variation in language abilities of new immigrant families, (2) the integration 

of a large number of students with special needs and (3) the wide variation 

in family socioeconomic status.  These educational contexts are reflective of 

and relevant to the Southside student population, where many of the 

second language learners and students with special needs do not 

participate in government examinable courses and/or meet graduation 

requirements by the end of their grade 12 year.  These factors serve to 

skew the two key measures that frame the ranking of the school within the 

published league tables; the percentage of students writing government 

exams and the percentage of grade 12 students fulfilling graduation 

requirements.   

Despite the school’s profile as reflected by external perceptions 

embedded within the performance rankings I am aware of a strong sense of 

school community and a strong culture of caring and connectedness within 

the school.  These attributes are nurtured and sustained by a teaching staff 

that consists of a core group of experienced veterans and a cohort of 

dynamic, highly engaged, younger teachers.  The demonstrated 

enthusiasm and passion for teaching by this group of teaching staff seems 

to have a positive and motivating effect on the student body, negating any 

perceived limitations framed by externally imposed representations of the 

school.  It is evident to me from the perspective of being a site based policy 

actor and researcher in a leadership role that the teaching staff are highly 

invested in the school, work diligently towards developing strong 
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connections with students and focusses on building a school culture based 

on a climate of care.    

In supporting this approach, the SLT nurtures the establishment of 

ethical, collaborative and collegial decision making processes in order to 

build trust and credibility in their relationships with staff.  As a fully engaged 

member of the SLT, this approach has allowed me to establish high 

credibility and trust with those engaged in a variety of policy processes and 

other initiatives at Southside Secondary.  In this respect, my opinion has 

been sought out and my input valued regarding policy processes that are 

not under my direct purview.  This latter point is particularly significant for 

me as an embedded researcher, since policy actors may be conflicted by 

their professional experience of an open and candid dialogue in my SLT 

role as a policy actor, in contrast to their perceptions of me in the role of 

researcher, where I am forced to disengage from two way dialogue in order 

to elicit perceptions at arms’ length regarding policy processes.  It thus 

becomes critical for me to clearly articulate my role as researcher, from both 

an external and an internal perspective.  In essence, policy actors need to 

understand that (i) I have no vested interest in their advancing a particular 

viewpoint regarding the policy processes under consideration and (ii) I need 

to remain fully aware of the need to conduct the research process in a 

manner that does not consciously or unconsciously inflict, impose or 

otherwise frame the viewpoints of respondents.  An additional level of 

awareness also requires me to recognize, and analytically account for, the 

occasions where respondent viewpoints are impacted by my dual role. This 

recognition is accomplished through analytical auditing by careful attention 

to the utilization of reflexive procedures that permit me as the researcher to 

consider how my role within the research site setting plays out during the 

course of data collection and other research procedures.   This latter point 

is methodologically critical in order for me to be confident that the generated 

data are authentic and not influenced by my site based position as a policy 
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actor.  Examples of this reflexive approach will be presented throughout this 

chapter as the methodological procedures are elaborated.  

This diverse student population exhibits a wide range of 

mathematical abilities and competencies, to the degree that the teaching 

staff recognize the need to maintain mathematics course offerings at both 

the higher and lower ends of the achievement spectrum, in order to provide 

students with the utmost opportunities to achieve success and meet BC 

graduation requirements.  These course offerings included three strands: 

Essential Mathematics, Applied Mathematics and Foundations of 

Mathematics, in order of increasing rigour.  However, as previously 

described, the new curriculum is replacing these three strands.  As the 

member of the SLT liaising with the Mathematics department in the 

implementation of the new courses, it is evident to me through informal 

conversations with teaching staff that these proposed changes to the 

curriculum are being met with a heightened degree of concern for the 

students who will be faced with the new courses.  

Within this context I will undertake this case study, using a grounded 

theory methodology, examining the perceptions, understanding and 

engagement of the staff with the implementation of the mathematics 

curriculum at Southside Secondary, in order to gain an understanding of 

what these factors bring to bear on the implementation process. 

3.3 Framing the Research Approach  

3.3.1 Research Paradigm 

Guba and Lincoln (1994) suggest that the research paradigm 

“represents a worldview that defines, for its holder, the nature of the ‘world’, 

the individual’s place in it, and the range of possible relationships to that 

world and its parts” (p. 107).  Miles and Huberman (1994) further advance 

that knowing “how a researcher construes the shape of the social world” 
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allows us to understand the “conversation” (p. 4) being advanced by the 

researcher.  In these terms the adoption of a research paradigm “sets down 

the intent, motivations and expectations for the research” (MacKenzie and 

Knipe 2006, p. 2) shaping the “subsequent choices regarding methodology, 

methods, literature or research design” (p. 2).   

In adopting a research paradigm a researcher thus puts forth a 

statement of position in terms of a worldview that advances a personal 

conceptualization of the nature of reality (ontology) and the nature of 

knowledge construction (epistemology).  This worldview becomes the 

researcher’s touchstone with respect to making “knowledge claims”, to 

enlisting a “strategy of inquiry” and to adopting “methods of data collection 

and analysis” (Creswell 2003, p. 5) 

Research paradigms are classified by several authors (Guba and 

Lincoln 1994, Huberman and Miles 1994, Creswell, 2003) as being linked to 

the quantitative or qualitative nature of the research study.  In these terms, 

quantitative studies are more readily associated with positivist ontology and 

an objectivist epistemology, whereas the paradigms for qualitative studies 

are more readily located along the interpretivist/subjectivist framework.  

The positivist/objectivist paradigm relates to the historical “received 

view of science” (Guba and Lincoln 1994, p. 106) where the focus is on the 

verification and quantification of an objective reality.  Critiques of this 

approach suggest that the positivist focus on quantification and verification 

fails to account for factors such as context, human agency, embedded 

perceptions of reality and the recognition of individuality.  Furthermore, it is 

suggested that this paradigm fails to consider or account for ideas outside 

of those being verified in terms of their relevance to the research inquiry.  In 

Guba and Lincoln’s (1994) terms “Quantitative normative methodology is 

thus privileged over the insights of creative and divergent thinkers” (p. 106) 

under this received view of science.  Guba and Lincoln suggest that this 
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imbalance may be redressed by the “greater use of qualitative data” (p. 

107).   

Additional criticisms relate to the absence within the positivist 

paradigm in addressing (1) the inter-dependent relationship between fact 

and theory, (2) the divergence between deductive verification and inductive 

reasoning in building theoretical understanding and (3) the relationship of 

the researcher to those being researched and the resulting impact on the 

research study.  Such criticism lead Guba and Lincoln (1994) to suggest 

that “fundamental adjustments in the assumptions” (Guba and Lincoln 

1994, p. 107) guiding the inquiry are required to counteract structural 

concerns associated with the positivist paradigm. 

The interpretivist/subjectivist paradigm seeks to address the above 

criticisms by taking the view that reality is socially constructed and relies on 

the “participants’ views of the situation being studied” (Creswell 2003, p. 8).  

These views are subjective in nature and through their “interactions with 

others” (p. 8), act to coalesce meaning and understanding for participants of 

processes within the environment in which they operate.  The interpretivist 

researcher thus focusses on the interactions of individuals with these 

processes in order to build an understanding of their impact.  In addition to 

focussing on interactions, the interpretivist paradigm also addresses the 

“contexts in which people live and work” as well as assessing their insertion 

into the research context by asking how “their own background shapes their 

interpretation” (p. 8) in terms of impacting the research situation.  The goal 

of the researcher in adopting an interpretivist paradigm is to “make sense of 

(or interpret) the meanings others have about the world” through developing 

a “theory or pattern of meaning” (p. 9) by way of explanation of those 

meanings. 

While both of these approaches represent paradigmatic opposites, I 

accept that each has something to offer to my worldview as a researcher.  I 
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concur with the position held by Miles and Huberman (1994) that “Human 

relationships and societies have peculiarities that make a realist approach 

to understanding them more complex – but not impossible (p. 4).  As Miles 

and Huberman (1994) suggest human activity takes place within social 

structures that are “invisible, but nonetheless real” (p. 4) and it is recognition 

of the real impact and influence of these structures that leave them open to 

inquiry and investigation.  I also accept the premise of a socially constructed 

reality that is contextual and shaped by interactive forces that are 

inadequately interrogated within the positivist paradigm.  I further concur 

with Miles and Huberman (1994) in positioning the aim of research as 

transcending subjective experience through “building theories to account for 

a real world”, not from a positivist paradigm, but from a perspective of how 

“a social process, a mechanism, a structure at the core of events” may be 

viewed as providing a causal description of the forces at work” (p. 4),  In 

essence, my worldview aligns with a post-positivist paradigm represented 

by transcendental or critical realism, which “calls for both causal explanation 

and for the evidence to show that each entity or event is an instance of that 

explanation” (p. 4).  Further elaboration of this research approach now 

bears consideration. 

Critical realism lies within the boundaries of a post-positivist 

paradigm that is positioned between positivist and interpretivist 

conceptualizations.  Critical realism argues that while “reality is assumed to 

exist”, it is “imperfectly apprehendable” due to “flawed human intellectual 

mechanisms” (Guba and Lincoln 1994, p. 10).  Critical realism overcomes 

these arguments in establishing research approach that “offers an ontology 

that can conceptualize reality, support theorizing, and guide empirical work”, 

while concurrently addressing “the role of both agency and structural factors 

in influencing human behaviour” (Clark 2008, p. 168).   

Critical realism, located as a middle ground between positivist and 

interpretivist research paradigms, originates with the 1975 publication by 
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Roy Bhaskar of A Realist Theory of Science (e-book later republished in 

2008 by Taylor & Francis).  The central tenet of Bhaskar’s proposition is the 

“existence of three realms of reality: the actual, the real and the empirical” 

(Clark 2008, p169).  For Bhaskar (2008) each realm or domain represents a 

stratification of reality, where “causal structures and generative mechanisms 

of nature must exist and act independently of the conditions that allow men 

to access them” (p. 46).  The empirical domain is characterized by “that 

which we can observe – things that happen and exist according to our 

immediate experience” (Alvesson 2009, p. 40).  The actual domain 

encompasses “that which transpires independently” and the domain of the 

real “includes those mechanisms that are productive of different events” 

(p.40).  Critical realism as a paradigm concentrates its focus on 

investigating the domain of the real, focussing on those mechanisms and 

events in terms of their impact on shaping reality.   

This notion of mechanism is central to the construction of critical 

realism.  Mechanisms may be defined as inherent structures or processes 

that are “capable of making things happen in the world.” (Alvesson, p. 42) 

and “are taken to exist, even when they are not triggered or their effect 

impossible to trace” (p.42).  Essentially, Bhaskar (2008) advances an 

argument for the intransitive nature of such mechanisms and events in the 

natural world, where their existence is independent of whether they are 

observed or not.  

For Bhaskar (2008) these mechanisms and events are embedded 

within the domain of the real.  Bhaskar (2008) further argues that empirical 

paradigms fail to differentiate these three levels of reality and fall into the 

anthropocentric trap of merging them into one, wherein the merged reality  

can only be uncovered via experiences, thereby committing the “epistemic 

fallacy” where “statements about being can always be transposed into 

statements about our knowledge of being” (p. 5).  Alvesson (2009) suggests 

that “it is the interest in mechanisms of a ‘deeper dimension’, which 
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distinguishes critical realism from other traditions” (p. 40).  While critical 

realism shares positivism’s focus on objectivity, pattern recognition and 

causality, it also distances itself from the avoiding consideration of the 

unobservable that characterizes positivism.  In these terms, critical realism 

embraces the duality of a qualitative focus on “synthesis and context”, while 

simultaneously emphasizing the “objective nature of reality” (Alvesson 

p.40).   

The conceptualization of a stratified reality characterized by the 

existence of real mechanisms and events as proffered by critical realism is 

open to contestation and criticism.  First, the notion of an intransitive 

objective reality is contested.  The idea that structures and mechanisms 

exist regardless of their recognition is problematic in that such recognition is 

attributed to elements that are unknowable outside of a philosophically 

constructed paradigm. This places the integrity of the research process in 

question if the researcher presupposes the presence of an existent 

structure or mechanism, and then proceeds to investigate that it indeed 

does exist.  Second, the notion of structure and mechanism are themselves 

called into question as constructs.  In framing structures and mechanism as 

causation of events or action, can we be sure that the observed events or 

actions are indeed the only outcomes of causation?  Are there other 

explanations and have they thoroughly considered? Finally, does critical 

realism as a paradigm pay adequate attention to researcher reflexivity and 

attendant issues arising from such consideration?   

Despite the critiques, critical realism offers a research approach that 

serves to address and integrate the divergent positions represented by 

positivist and interpretivist paradigms.  Pring (2005) offers support for the 

adoption such a paradigm that seeks to reconcile the dichotomy presented 

by positivism and interpretivism.  Pring (2005) suggests there is an 

“untenability” (p.258) to the either/or of both paradigms.  Pring (2005) 

further acknowledges that a balance between the two paradigms bears 
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consideration wherein qualitative work ”simply sets limits and gives greater 

refinement to the more general verifiable and (where possible) quantifiable 

claims which research should constantly be seeking” (p.259).   Critical 

realism as a paradigm permits this reconciliation in that it allows the 

researcher to set aside concerns that may arise from employing a purely 

interpretivist paradigm, while preserving access to its analytic techniques to 

deepen meaning and understanding beyond the empirical.  

Clark (2008) suggests that the strengths of critical realism relate to 

its ability to “render complexity intelligible, its explanatory focus, its 

reconciliation of agency and structural factors, and its ability to recognize … 

the importance of social meaning to humans” (p.168).  Furthermore, for 

Clark (2008) the approach is “well suited to approaches that seek to explain 

outcomes”, where the “overriding importance is on understanding reality” 

(p.168).  In this context qualitative or quantitative considerations of 

methodology are secondary to research outcome.  In terms of this latter 

point Alvesson (2009) suggests that critical realism “is more and more often 

suggested as a counterweight to and alternative to social constructionist 

ideas” and as a “ground for critique of social constructionism, in a time 

when positivism has lost its appeal” (p.39).  Alvesson reinforces this 

position by suggesting that critical realism as an approach “shares the 

interest of positivism in the objective world, patterns, generalizations” but 

negotiates an understanding that the “study of the observable is too 

superficial” in that it “disregards the unobservable mechanisms that produce 

the phenomena that positivists seek to measure and explain” (p.40).  It is in 

seeking to address this latter point that the position of critical realism as a 

research paradigm is strengthened.  In Alvesson’s (2009) view critical 

realism thus offers a “relevant critique against research that refrains from 

leaving the surface level; approaches that never go outside or beyond the 

empirical, to analyse other aspects that affect this level” (p.49).   
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From the foregoing it is evident that critical realism presents a 

research paradigm advancing a worldview wherein meaning and 

understanding should not be dependent on strict adherence to a rigid 

research paradigm.  Furthermore, its recognition of both positivist and 

interpretivist constructs in elaborating an understanding of a complex 

reality, lends strength to its adoption for the purpose of this research study 

aimed at unpacking and understanding the nature of the interactions and 

engagement of policy actors with policy processes.  It is within this premise 

that critical realism is adopted as the theoretical lens for this study. 

Attention is now turned to case study and grounded theory as 

methods of inquiry. 

3.3.2 Case Study  

In the seminal work outlining the case study, Yin (1984) identifies 

three conditions for its use as a research approach: when the research 

question is framed by how or why, when there is little or no control over 

behavioural elements and when the phenomenon under investigation is 

contemporary, rather than of a historical nature, allowing the researcher to 

engage in direct observation and systematic interviewing as data collection 

techniques.  Yin (1984) further elaborates three types of case study: 

exploratory, descriptive and explanatory, the latter of which specifically 

focus on answering the why & how aspects of a research inquiry.  This 

approach is understood as being an empirical research strategy that 

examines a phenomenon within its real life context; when the boundaries 

between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident.  Yin (1984) also 

suggests that when the context in which a phenomenon occurs potentially 

impacts the phenomenon itself, there is a need to consider the 

interdependence of both dimensions in order to develop an understanding 

of the phenomenon.  The case study approach thus permits an examination 

of the phenomenon in situ, while enabling the researcher to investigate the 

case in toto, when the researcher believes that political, social and other 
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contexts need to be considered in terms of their potential influence on the 

phenomenon under examination.  Consideration of these multiple contexts 

in terms of the case study becomes part and parcel of the overall process of 

“analytic generalization” (Yin 1994, p. 31) that locates case study as a 

vehicle for theory generation or refinement.  This approach permits the 

analysis gained by examining events from a case, or series of cases, to 

infer a theoretical understanding of the phenomenon.  In essence, the 

generalization is arrived at inductively, based on an analysis of observed 

phenomenon, rather than deductively, based on a statistical analysis of 

empirical data. 

Yin’s (1984) formulation is supported by Stake (1994) who argues 

that case study is not a methodology; rather it is a means of framing the 

focus of an inquiry. 

Case study is not a methodological choice but a choice of object to be 
studied. … As a form of research, case study is defined by interest in 
individual cases, not by the methods of inquiry used.      
(Stake 1994 p. 236). 

This notion permits the inquiry to focus on the issue (phenomenon) and the 

multiple contexts within which it is located, as opposed to strict adherence 

to canons of methodology, thereby providing the researcher with an 

opportunity to focus on the complexity of the interactions within the specific 

case setting.  In essence, it gives the researcher the intellectual space to 

consider multiple perspectives in relation to the phenomenon under 

consideration. 

In framing both Yin and Stake’s characterization of the case study as 

an observational vehicle, a key question arises in terms of what is being 

observed and why.  The foundation for the case study an observational tool 

is supported by Gerring (2007) in laying out the idea that “for a case study 

to provide insight in to a broader phenomenon, it must be representative of 

a broader set of cases” (Gerring 2007, p. 91).  In this sense, the chosen site 
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for the study should be recognizable as a typical case, where “The typical 

case  exemplifies what is considered to be a typical set of values, given 

some general understanding of a phenomena” (Gerring 2007, p. 91).  

Within this context, I have chosen Southside Secondary as the case study 

site in that it is a school within the Vancouver School District that 

demonstrates average achievement amongst the student body in most 

curriculum areas, but struggles with Mathematics and Sciences. This profile 

is typical of the majority of the eighteen secondary schools located within 

the South, North and East sides of the Vancouver School District, whose 

demographic makeup draws largely from those families in the middle to 

lower income levels in terms of socio-economic standing and levels of 

higher educational attainment. 

Selection of the case study as an inquiry method brings the framing 

of the ‘research focus’ into a critical perspective.  Gerring’s position is 

supported by Eisenhardt’s (1989) argument suggesting that in a case study 

without a clear research focus it is easy to become “overwhelmed by the 

volume of data” (Eisenhardt 1989, p. 536).  For the researcher, this 

necessitates clear understanding of the purpose of the inquiry, of the 

research question being addressed and of the limitations of the study’s 

focus.  Whereas the need for a clear research focus is central to 

Eisenhardt’s (1989) approach, it should be noted that Eisenhardt in a 

departure from Yin (1984) suggests that a priori theoretical constructs be 

utilized in order to frame the research design.  Whereas Eisenhardt’s (1989) 

position suggests that this conceptual framing lends empirical power to 

emergent theoretical considerations, for this study I will not adopt this 

stance.  Rather, the approach I take will employ the case study as an 

observational process (Yin 1984, Stake 2005 and Gerring 2007) requiring 

me to pay close attention to remaining open and inductive in terms of my 

analytical approach, unencumbered by a priori theoretical assumptions.  

These conditions framing this observational approach are in alignment with 
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the canons of classic grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss 1967, Glaser 

2005, Holton 2007), which I will now examine in greater detail.  

3.3.3 Classic Grounded Theory  

Classic Grounded Theory (CGT) research, as initially elaborated by 

Glaser & Strauss (1967), is positioned as being devoid of ontological or 

epistemological predispositions. CGT represents a systematic approach to 

qualitative research, whereby ‘data’ are analyzed through a constant 

comparative method, allowing thematic concepts to emerge, which form the 

basis for framing a theoretical explanation of the phenomenon under 

consideration.  The theory is said to be grounded in and emerge inductively 

from analysis of the data. The data for a Grounded Theory analysis arise 

from qualitative interviews; researcher interactions with research subjects 

and personal reflections of the researcher in the course of the inquiry…in 

essence, anything that relates contextually to the inquiry is deemed worthy 

of consideration and analysis.  Glaser’s (2001) dictum “all is data” 

underscores the idea that all aspects of a phenomenon in a CGT inquiry 

bear examination in terms of their potential impact and contribution to the 

process of concept development. 

For the GT researcher the world is totally empirical.  As he collects data his 
job is to deal with exactly what is happening, not what he would want to 
happen, not what his interest would wish the data to be.  The data is not 
“truth” it is not “reality”.  It is exactly what is happening.    
(Glaser 2001 pp.145-146). 

Following the Discovery of Grounded Theory, Glaser and Strauss 

diverged in their approach. Strauss proceeded in a direction related to 

strategies aligned with Qualitative Data Analysis techniques that allow 

coding techniques and analysis to be informed by theoretical consideration, 

whereas Glaser maintained the conception of Classic Grounded Theory 

(CGT) as an interpretive, contextual means of inquiry as opposed to a 

theoretically informed methodology.  For Glaser the advancement and 

application of Qualitative Data Analysis (QDA) techniques and principles to 
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Grounded Theory analysis represents an encroachment that challenges the 

integrity of the approach, which is designed to permit theory to emerge from 

the data through conceptual analysis.  This latter notion is highlighted by 

Glaser’s (2005) argument refuting the application of restrictive theoretical 

considerations as being foundational to CGT. 

GT is just a relatively simple inductive model that can be used on any 
data type and with any theoretical perspective. It is just a general 
inductive model, or paradigm, if you will, that is sufficiently general to be 
used at will by any researchers in any field, any department and any data 
type. . No one theoretical perspective can possess it.  
(Glaser 2005 p 4).  
… The quest for an ontology and epistemology for justifying GT is not 
necessary. It will take these on from the type of data it uses for a 
particular research FOR THAT RESEARCH ONLY. GT is simply an 
inductive model for research. It is a paradigm for discovery of what is 
going on in any particular arena. Whether GT takes on the mantle for the 
moment of prepositivist, positivist, postpositivist, postmodernism, 
naturalism, realism etc, will be dependent on its application to the type of 
data in a specific research.  (Glaser 2005 p. 5-6). 
 

 

Thus, in Glaser’s view, a research inquiry based on Classic Grounded 

Theory analysis permits an examination of data devoid of any theoretical 

constructs through treating the data ‘impartially’ and employing a constant 

comparison of events in order to frame conceptual emergence.  These 

concepts are then further examined for consistency, discrepancy, 

alignment or dissonance, thereby enabling the researcher to consider 

multiple propositions prior to framing a substantive theoretical claim that 

may have emerged from the data.   

Support to Glaser’s argument is offered by Holton (2007) who 

locates CGT as a construct-free means of inquiry.  

While articulating one’s stance on the nature of knowledge and knowing 
is a prerequisite of any qualitative research design … classic grounded 
theory methodology transcends this concern. …classic grounded theory 
methodology uses data of all types and media and accommodates a 
range of epistemological and ontological perspectives without having to 
espouse any one perspective; in essence, the methodology is 
epistemologically and ontologically neutral. (Holton 2007 p. 268). 
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Further support is advanced by Holton’s (2007) argument that whereas 

most qualitative research requires the “declaration” of a philosophical 

stance premised on a theoretical construct through which a phenomenon 

is viewed, grounded theory uncovers concepts embedded within the data 

that inform and frame theoretical explanations of the issue under study.  A 

grounded theory approach thus forces the researcher to think beyond 

established theoretical constructs, forcing him or her to engage in abstract 

conceptualization during the analysis and develop theoretical frames from 

those emergent concepts as possible explanations for the observed 

phenomenon.  Furthermore, Glaser’s classic grounded theory approach 

requires the researcher not only to conceptualize alternate explanations, 

but also to demonstrate theoretical sensitivity in triangulating these 

explanations through a method of constant data comparison and 

theoretical sampling, in order to reinforce the viability of the explanatory 

theoretical frames.  Classic grounded theory thus appears to be a self 

regulating mode of inquiry that stakes its research claims on the 

application of an internal analytic consistency towards the data, free of 

restrictive theoretical constructs, thereby allowing the data to speak for 

itself in terms of framing an understanding of the processes at play in the 

observed phenomenon. 

 

This argument (Glaser 2001, 2005, Holton 2007) situating CGT as 

an analytic tool unencumbered by theoretical propositions or a priori 

assumptions defining the nature of reality or the nature of knowledge held 

particular appeal for me as the researcher.  Adopting this research stance 

permitted me to examine the data through a conceptually blank lens, 

affording me theoretical freedom to consider broad based conceptual 

linkages of emergent themes, devoid of pre-defined theoretical limitations.  

As a novice researcher this approach was particularly useful in that it gave 

me license to look beyond pre-established constructs that may have acted 

as limiting parameters framing the subsequent and ongoing analysis. 
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This latter notion is illustrated by the following reflexive examples 

regarding my interaction as an embedded researcher with the CGT 

methodology.  The first involves whether I paid close attention to any 

assumptions or dispositions I may have brought to the research process 

framed by my role as a site based policy actor that might have the potential 

to predefine and shape analysis of the data.  Examples of such 

assumptions include: was I hearing and validating all viewpoints equally 

during interviews; was I giving analytical preference to internally resonant 

statements advanced during interviews? The second related to whether I 

was aware of how other policy actors perceived my role in terms of policy 

processes and how those perceptions framed their interview responses.  In 

this respect the critical question became one of whether was I aware of and 

did I account for the perceptions of my positional authority on policy actors 

during the interview process in terms of how those perceptions may have 

impacted their responses?   These considerations of researcher reflexivity 

regarding the use of CGT as a methodology of inquiry suggests that there is 

an acute need for personal awareness of any potential impact that may 

impinge upon the process of data collection and analysis.  This awareness 

becomes critical in order to mediate any potential issues relating to 

researcher impartiality, the ethical comfort of research participants and an 

open and transparent research process.  Once these factors are recognized 

and mediated the CGT approach becomes a powerful tool to build 

understanding of a case study phenomenon.  

From the foregoing discussion it is evident that a case study 

approach examining a phenomenon in its natural setting, utilizing the 

analytically inductive approach of classic grounded theory, is well suited to 

the line of inquiry posed by the proposed research question which seeks 

to understand how the perceptions, understanding and engagement of 

stakeholders with a particular policy relates to the implementation of that 

policy in a school setting.   
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3.3.4 Methodological reflexivity: critiques and limitations 

Yin (1984) in establishing the conceptual framework for the use of 

the case study as a research tool identifies four areas of critique (originating 

out of the positivist, empiricist research tradition) that must be met by 

qualitative researchers using this approach.  These are critiques of research 

construct, validity (internal & external) and reliability. 

Construct threats relate to the use of operational methods in case 

studies that do not appropriately capture the topical focus of the research.  

This concern is addressed by Yin (1984) through researchers clearly 

specifying the processes or changes under investigation and ensuring that 

the research tools designed to gauge these processes are indeed doing so.  

In addressing this concern, I paid close attention to the structure of the 

interview as the primary research tool, in order to mediate potential threats 

related to respondent authenticity.  Careful consideration was given to 

factors such as types of questions and the manner in which they were 

posed, along with the time of day, location and length of the interview, in 

order to mediate fatigue and potential disengagement of respondents, 

leading to the accumulation of poor data. These considerations were critical 

since interview subjects were mostly full time classroom teachers, whose 

instructional day typically ran full on for four classes from 8:30am to 3:15pm 

with a lunch-break in the middle of the day.  For most teachers this lunch 

break however did not offer a full respite from their duties, which were filled 

with supplementary teaching tasks such as supervision of make up tests, 

committee meetings and sponsoring student extra-curricular activities. 

Threats to internal validity in case research arise from an interpretive 

and social–constructionist perspective.  For Yin (1984) these threats are 

embedded in the manner in which data analysis drives interpretive 

inferences.  Some of the questions posed to test the internal validity 

construct include…are there multiple strands of evidence supporting these 

inferences…have all avenues of analysis been considered…are there 
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alternative explanations?  While consideration of these questions may be 

relevant to a case study research approach that adheres strictly to the 

canons of qualitative data analysis, my use of CGT as the analytical tool in 

this study provides a countervailing argument to these concerns by virtue of 

its iteratively inductive nature as an analytical methodology.  This iteratively 

inductive analysis parallels Huberman & Miles (1994) approach to 

qualitative research in terms of posing a “succession of question and 

answer cycles” (p. 431) wherein the “resulting inferences” from such cycles 

may be deemed to be valid by virtue of their constant modification and 

refinement. This is akin to the CGT notion of theoretical saturation (Glaser & 

Strauss 1967, Holton 2007), which defines the point at which additional 

cycles of data analysis neither yield additional information nor add to the 

emergent conceptual framework.  In essence, it may be argued that this 

CGT notion of theoretical saturation is a self checking process framing 

internal validity, in that it cannot be claimed to have been arrived at unless 

all avenues of analysis have been fully explored.  

External validity threats present a particular issue for case studies, in 

that this research approach may not contribute in an empirical way to 

generalizable theory.  External validity tests have traditionally been 

associated with the positivist, structuralist paradigm of inquiry, whose 

analytical frame for generalizability resides in a statistical sampling 

framework.  This critique is addressed by the argument (Yin 1984) that 

theory arising out of case studies is contingent upon generalization to a 

socially constructed analytical framework, rather than a statistically driven 

empirical model.  The discussion framed earlier in the chapter advancing 

the argument for naturalistic (Stake 1967) and analytic (Yin 1984) 

generalization is supportive of this position, where a general understanding 

of a phenomenon may be socially constructed from case to case by those 

observing the phenomenon within a range of settings.  Reflecting upon this 

idea, while I understand that undertaking this case study may not yield 
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results that are readily generalizable on an empirical basis, I argue that 

case specific insights may emerge that can be applied in a general sense to 

case study sites of a similar nature (albeit within different contexts) along 

the lines of as suggested by Stake (1967) and Yin (1984). This argument is 

reinforced with the addition of the methodological layer of classic grounded 

theory as an analytical tool that inductively draws out theory from the case 

data. 

The final critique associated with the positivist paradigm is that of 

reliability, wherein results are to be deemed reproducible, given the same 

research conditions and circumstances.  A critique of qualitative research in 

general is that it fails the test of reliability, in that the research is mostly 

conducted within a constructivist, interpretive paradigm, which by the very 

nature of its paradigmatic construction limits reproducibility.  Yin (1984) 

acknowledges this limitation and advances the notion of routinized 

documentation of research processes and procedures, thereby providing 

the opportunity for transparent observation of the research protocol by 

arm’s length observers.  The impact of this approach would be to allow 

faithful reproduction of the research process, albeit with an understanding 

that reproduction of the research environment may present a more 

challenging proposition.   

The above critiques may be addressed by the qualitative case study 

researcher through (a) the use of multiple sources of evidence, (b) 

establishing a chain of evidence and (c) research review by ‘embedded key 

informants’ to inform construct validity.  The ‘triangulation’ of data through 

additional evidence sources and accessing key informants inside the 

organization who possess insight and understanding of the processes 

under investigation, (Mathison 1988, Krefting 1991, Creswell 2000, Cho 

2006) are avenues used to mediate the concerns raised regarding issues of 

validity.  As Krefting (1991) suggests when the researcher is faced with 

multiple realities of informants regarding a phenomenon they then need to 
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“focus on testing their findings against various groups from which the data 

was drawn” (Krefting 1991, p. 215-216).  This point is borne out by 

Stevenson’s (2004) argument that construct validity is strengthened for 

readers of the research, through creation of meaningful analytical, 

experiential and/or personal connections with the case phenomenon under 

study.  A vehicle that mediates this connection is the triangulation of data 

(Creswell 2000) through key informants, or member checking, which 

provides the reader with multiple contextual lenses through which to locate 

the analysis, which will bear further elaboration below.  

An approach addressing the above limitations of qualitative research 

is offered by Lincoln & Guba (1985), who reframe the criteria for what 

counts as ‘good research’ within the constructivist-interpretive paradigm.  

Lincoln & Guba (1985) advance the notion of ‘trustworthiness’ of the 

research in re-tooling the validity-reliability construct to the qualitative 

research model.  Elements of the trustworthiness model proposed by 

Lincoln & Guba (1985) parallel the constructs of validity and reliability, but 

from a constructivist frame.  These elements include credibility, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability.  

Credibility refers to the accuracy in identifying and describing the 

research focus.  Checking for credibility involves (i) the use of third party 

vetting of analytic processes to verify representational authenticity and (ii) 

comparative triangulation of results from multiple data sources to 

comparatively validate evidence for internal consistency.  In addressing this 

issue, I need to ensure that the process through which the analytic 

conclusions are arrived at are cross-checked for accuracy and transparency 

in terms of being drawn out from the research data.  In essence, I need to 

consider whether I as a researcher have paid attention to ensuring that data 

analysis and interpretation reflect the phenomenon through the lens of the 

study participants.   
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Transferability is embedded in the ability of a case reader to make 

positive comparisons and determine similarities between the case study 

population and a population of their own choosing.  The inference is that the 

case study must contain enough information about its population for the 

reader to gain an appreciation of the nuances of similarity/difference 

between the two groups.  Lincoln & Guba (1985) support the contention that 

this is accomplished through engaging in thick, rich and comprehensive 

description of the study, leaving aside the need for assumptions as 

compensation for missing information.  Transferability is seen as the 

qualitative equivalent to external validity.  As a means of addressing this 

issue I have striven for depth of descriptive accuracy in locating the context 

for the case study and engaged in nuanced reflections to explicate my 

interpretations regarding the interactions of study participants with policy 

processes.  This latter notion of reflection is essential to the analytic 

process of CGT and allows me to mediate the process of reader 

transferability by providing an insight into how I as a researcher arrived at 

certain interpretations.   

Dependability is identified by Lincoln & Guba (1985) as a qualitative 

mirror to the notion of reliability in quantitative studies.  As noted previously, 

the dominant research paradigms associated with case study preclude the 

notion of reliability.  Lincoln & Guba (1985) support Yin (1984) that 

engaging in strategies similar to those designed to enhance credibility may 

minimize the criticisms associated with the need for reliability.   

Finally, confirmability according to Lincoln & Guba (1985) is linked to 

the notion of objectivity of the research process.  This is framed in terms of 

whether appropriate techniques are employed, the analysis meets rigorous 

standards and there is documentary transparency providing the means for 

evaluating these processes.  Two critical pieces I need to address to build 

confirmability are clear documentation and open reflexivity.  It is critical that 

I engage in careful documentation of the research process in order to give 



 84

the reader clear understanding of what was done, how it was done and 

when.  In essence, I need to ensure that the methodological canons of the 

CGT process are clearly articulated in order for the reader to follow how the 

concurrent processes of data collection and analysis are tied together in 

arriving at the analytical conclusions of the study. It is also important that I 

am visibly transparent in locating myself reflexively within the research 

process in order for the readers to be able to assess for themselves the 

degree of trustworthiness they can place upon the research process. 

Notwithstanding the prevalent criticisms regarding Qualitative Data 

Analysis (QDA) methodologies as described above, it should be noted that 

the adoption of a grounded theory approach to a case study as proposed 

for this research inquiry is centred on the earlier argument laid out by 

Glaser (2001, 2003) and Holton (2007) countering the necessity of 

incorporating QDA approaches into grounded theory inquiries.  This 

argument contends that the grounded theory approach is not concerned 

with a positivist verification of facts or creating reproducible results via 

statistical verification, rather, it is more concerned with the inductive 

generation of concepts that arise from within the data itself and creating 

an analytical framework for developing theoretical frames linked by these 

concepts that offer an explanation of the phenomenon under study.  A 

supporting argument for Glaser’s (2001, 2003) and Holton’s (2007) 

conceptualization of remaining true to the inductive approach of grounded 

theory is embedded in the approach to triangulation by Mathison (1998), 

who suggests its use as an avenue for the researcher to “make sense of 

some social phenomena” (Mathison 1988, p. 15), as opposed to being 

used as means to delivering that outcome.  Mathison (1988) further 

conceptualizes triangulation as an inductive process by recognizing it “as 

a technique which provides more and better evidence from which the 

researcher can construct meaningful propositions about the social world”, 

whose value “lies in providing evidence such that the researcher can 
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construct explanations of the social phenomena from which they arise” 

(Mathison 1988, p. 15) .  Applied in this sense, triangulation in the form of 

member checking may be seen to be compatible with a Classic Grounded 

Theory methodology that bypasses the ontological and epistemological 

frameworks necessary to alternate methods of qualitative inquiry.  As 

Holton (2009) states, 

 
The decision to use classic grounded theory methodology is a ‘full 
package’ decision. It requires the adoption of a systematic set of precise 
procedures for collection, analysis and articulation of conceptually 
abstract theory. On the menu of research methodology, classic grounded 
theory is ‘table d’hote’, not ‘a la carte’.       
(Holton 2009 p. 45). 

 

Another area of critique relates to the lack of an ontological and 

epistemological foundation embedded within the grounded theory 

methodology. 

The inductive approach advanced by the classic grounded theory 

requires me as the researcher to remain open into reaching analytic 

conclusions and developing theoretical propositions unencumbered by 

predetermined ontological and epistemological foundations; rather these 

conclusions and propositions must be derived directly from the data without 

any theoretical preconceptions. While there are variations to the grounded 

theory approach (Corbin & Strauss 1990, Strauss & Corbin 1994, Charmaz 

2000) each of these approaches “differ sufficiently from the original 

methodology that they serve a different purpose” (Breckenridge et al 2012).  

Breckenridge (2012) makes the case that the CGT approach attempts to 

frame a conceptual understanding of observed behaviours, rather than 

explain research participants’ perspectives of those behaviours.  In essence 

CGT attempts to theoretically explicate what is going on at a larger 

conceptual level.  It may be argued that if an epistemological framework is 

applied to a grounded theory analysis, then the understanding gained by 

the analysis is clouded by the conceptual framework of that epistemological 

lens and does not lead to accurate theoretical interpretations of the 
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observed behaviours.   Holton (2007) further elaborates this notion of CGT 

existing outside of the limiting boundaries of an epistemological divide in 

suggesting that “classic grounded theory can adopt any epistemological 

perspective appropriate to the data and the ontological stance of the 

researcher” (p.269).  In this sense, a CGT approach permits the researcher 

to adopt “multiple perspectives” (Breckenridge et al 2012) in arriving at 

conceptual understanding of the phenomenon under study.  This suggests 

that the grounded theory approach may be combined with any 

epistemological lens and does not preclude the application of a 

paradigmatic framework to the ensuing discussion arising from the findings.   

This approach thus lends itself to being combined with a single site 

case study, which examines a specific phenomenon in a specific setting to 

determine what can be learned about the phenomenon in the context of that 

setting.   

A key epistemological foundation in utilizing the case study approach 

is the idea of what can be learned from the single case, as opposed to what 

may be generalized from it in positivist terms.  Stake (1982) contends that 

case study provides a lens through which a researcher’s knowledge may be 

augmented by ‘vicarious experiences’, thereby allowing the formulation of 

‘naturalistic generalization’ based upon those experiences that in turn may 

frame expectations for future experiences.   For Stake (1978) naturalistic 

generalization derives from the “tacit knowledge of how things are, why they 

are, how people feel about them and how these things are likely to be later 

or in other places with which this person is familiar” (Stake 1978, p. 6), as 

opposed to the notion of formal generalization that arises out of empirical, 

positivist forms of inquiry, supported by quantitative analytical techniques.  

In light of the prior analysis, my use of the case study as a 

methodology is well suited as an observational vehicle for me as an 

embedded researcher to study policy implementation as a phenomenon in 
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its natural setting at Southside Secondary School.  This approach, in 

combination with Classic Grounded Theory (CGT) allows me the use of a 

theoretically neutral approach, affording me the opportunity to remain 

open into developing insights into a “phenomenon in its context” (Rowley 

2002, p. 18) and to provide analysis of the phenomenon in a manner that 

develops “a heuristic in the form of analytical constructs or categories that 

readers can use to reflect on their practice” (Stevenson 2004, p. 46).  A 

critical reflective thought that I must keep at the forefront of my analysis is 

that that any understanding of phenomenon I develop from this case study 

only relates to that particular phenomenon in that particular case setting, 

as highlighted by Stevenson (2004) who suggests that “case researchers 

recognize that these constructs are based solely on data derived from the 

case(s) they studied” (Stevenson 2004, p. 46).  This latter position 

suggests a good fit in utilizing a grounded theory case study approach, in 

that any findings arising from a grounded theory study are specific to the 

phenomenon uncovered within that grounded theory study and are not 

generalizable beyond the limits of that case.  However, a concomitant 

strength of this approach is that it permits me as the researcher to 

intellectually venture beyond the limits of the specific case, by providing a 

means of developing a theoretical foundation for broader understanding of 

the phenomenon being studied.   

Since the adoption of a case study using classic grounded theory 

methodology appears to be an ‘all or nothing ‘proposition as exemplified 

above  by Holton (2005) , specific methodological considerations now bear 

further examination. 

 

3.4 Methodological Considerations and Research Procedures 

3.4.1 Ethical Issues 

Ethical considerations for researchers are highlighted by Punch 

(1994) who identifies that research fieldwork operates within an 
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environment where “acute moral and ethical dilemmas may be 

encountered” that have to be “politically and ethically” resolved by the 

researcher (p.84).  Punch (1994) takes the perspective that “everything 

from the personal relations to the culture and resources” (p. 84) within the 

institutional setting being studied, have a contextual influence on the 

research, forcing the researcher to be aware and cognizant of these 

influences from an ethical perspective.  This latter point of consideration 

was particularly important for me as an embedded researcher, with a 

primary professional responsibility as a member of the SLT for shepherding 

through the implementation of the new mathematics curriculum.  I had to 

recognize and pay attention to the potential influence of my positional 

status, of emergent role conflicts and of perceptions of my personality, in 

terms of the potential of each of these factors to shape and influence 

interactions during the research process.  Recognition of these concerns 

thus forced me to continually vet my personal actions through a lens of 

critical reflexivity, in order to ethically locate my position within the research 

process.  

Specific ethical issues within the context of the relationship between 

the researcher and research subject are further elaborated by Punch 

(1994), in identifying the primary concerns of “harm, consent, deception, 

privacy and confidentiality of data” (p. 89) with respect to research 

procedures.  Creswell (1998) further addresses these concerns by 

reminding the researcher to pay attention to preserving the anonymity of 

research subjects, creating clear participant understanding of the purpose 

and nature of the research, developing information sensitivity and 

disclosure parameters and clarifying to research subjects the embedded 

role of the researcher as ‘participant’ in the processes under study.  Each of 

these concerns was addressed by my careful adherence to the ethically 

acceptable research protocols put forward by the university and the school 

board. 
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I initially vetted this project through the university’s ethics committee 

to determine conformity to the ethics standards.  Upon approval the project 

was subsequently presented to the Vancouver School Board research 

approval committee (Appendix 09) to ensure adherence to their established 

ethical protocols for research in school settings.  An important element of 

both of these vetting processes was the notion of informed consent which 

Punch (1994) identifies as the right of research subjects “to be informed that 

they are being researched and also about the nature of the research” (p. 

90).  I delivered to each interview subject a letter of introduction outlining 

the research parameters and the requirement for each interviewee to 

signoff a letter of consent to participate in the study.  I reviewed these 

letters of consent with each subject prior their interview and addressed any 

issues or concerns that were raised, apprising the participants of the 

process of anonymous masking of names, places and of the data arising 

from the research process.  I gave reassurance to the study participants 

that the data and findings were strictly for research purposes and would not 

be accessible to individuals or groups for any other purposes.  Finally, I 

gave assurances to the research subjects that my role as a researcher was 

bounded by ethical research practices, which prevented me from acting in 

any manner that would jeopardize the authenticity of the research process.  

In that sense, I reassured them that any knowledge, insights or 

understandings gained from this project were purely for the purposes of my 

thesis, with no consideration of the finding being used in decision making in 

my role as a member of the school leadership team. 

In terms of this latter point, an ancillary ethical issue is raised by 

Fontana and Frey (1994) in questioning the “veracity of reports made by 

researchers” (p. 373), in terms of the analysis truly reflecting the thoughts 

and viewpoints of the research subjects, without being shaded by 

researcher opinion or preference.  In this sense, I had to carefully analyze 

my interpretations of the reactions of research subjects during interviews, in 
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terms of whether these interpretations may have been influenced by 

personal bias, prior history or ongoing interactions with each individual 

being interviewed.  In essence, I had to critically reflect on whether my 

interpretations were at arm’s length in terms of their analysis, or not.  This 

required continual attention on my part to ensuring that I engaged reflexive 

processes to examine my dual role at the research site as a policy leader 

and as an embedded researcher.  Field notes served as a useful 

recordkeeping device in documenting my interactions with other policy 

actors, to which I could subsequently return to and critically reflect upon in 

terms of analyzing such interactions.  Examples of this reflexive role of field 

notes are presented in the next section.   

3.4.2 Research Design Considerations 

Case study design is differentiated as being intrinsic or instrumental 

by Stake (1994), who argues that the former focusses on understanding a 

particular phenomenon as represented by the case, whereas the latter is 

related to the refinement of a theory for which the case may offer additional 

insight.  In essence the “case is of secondary interest: it plays a supportive 

role, facilitating our understanding of something else (p. 237).   

For the purposes of this inquiry I have adopted Stake’s (1994) 

instrumental approach in order to focus on the processes at play in the 

implementation of new curriculum policy at a school site within a large 

urban school district in British Columbia.  As argued previously this 

approach allows me as the researcher to utilize a grounded theory 

methodology as the lens though which these processes may be analyzed 

and interpreted, in order to develop new theoretical insights into the 

interactive and interdependent nature of policy implementation.  This 

approach is validated by Miles & Huberman’s (1994) contention that when 

the research goal is (a) to identify elements of a research inquiry and 

explore their connectedness, or (b) to understand and interpret the meaning 

of behaviours and actions, that grounded theory and case study 
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respectively may serve as suitable vehicles of investigation.  Since the 

research question I am addressing fits the criteria as suggested by Miles & 

Huberman (1994), an amalgam of both of these lines of inquiry is 

appropriate, in that it permits me theoretical freedom by removing 

constraining epistemological constructs, thus presenting me with the 

opportunity to: focus on data collection in a natural case setting, elaborate 

new theory, and/or re-interpret existing theory based on the emergent 

concepts arising from subsequent data analysis.  

In applying the principles of grounded theory to data collection the 

Glaserian tenet of ‘All is Data’ (Glaser 2001) bears brief examination.  For 

Glaser (2001) whatever the researcher encounters in the research site 

related to the inquiry must be considered in the analysis that frames the 

emergent concepts.  Data collection thus is not restricted to the transcripts 

of interviews, but encompasses the recording of all observations and 

reflections that are encountered that may be analyzed for relevancy to the 

inquiry.  While Corbin & Strauss (1990) may diverge in their analytical 

method, they parallel Glaserian thought in terms of their approach to data 

collection,  allowing that it is not limited to interviews and observations, but 

should encompass “anything that may shed light on questions under study” 

(Corbin & Strauss 1990 p. 5).  However, whereas Corbin & Strauss 

advance the notion that these avenues of data collection should be subject 

to the same principles governing qualitative data collection as used in other 

research paradigms, Glaser (2001) contends that the process is completely 

open ended, resulting in the provision an unfettered depiction of the 

phenomenon, requiring deep researcher engagement in order to elaborate 

conceptual understanding during analysis. To this end it is essential that I 

as the researcher remained open to analyzing all sources of information I 

encountered in the field and determine any bearing on the research 

question. 
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The notion of ‘all is data’ is subject to critique within the conventional 

frames of qualitative data collection and analysis, (Bryant & Charmaz 2007), 

on the grounds that the absence of a guiding theoretical point of reference 

in terms of the quantity, quality, relevancy or accuracy of the collected data 

may simply result in meaningless conclusions arising out of the very nature 

of the data itself.  Glaser counters this, arguing that the nature of the data is 

irrelevant.  More critical is the idea that all data sources are considered and 

analyzed through constant comparison, until no new concepts are seen to 

emerge.  Quantity, quality, relevancy or accuracy do not enter the realm of 

consideration, since the grounded theorist is not concerned with 

representativeness, reliability or the other tenets pertaining to data 

sampling, rather he or she is more concerned with examining multiple data 

sources, through theoretical sampling, to enhance the process of 

conceptual triangulation leading to theory generation.  

The above considerations served to heighten awareness of my role 

as a member of the SLT in policy processes and led me to me to keep field 

notes of my interactions with staff as those processes unfolded.  It was 

important for me to document, reflect on and analyze my leadership role 

and to recognize where, how and when my actions may have had an 

impact.  These reflective notes provided me with the lens through which to 

view these actions at a distance and identify occasions where policy 

processes may have been shaped by those actions.  The following 

examples of field notes illustrate instances of my engagement with the 

curriculum process that required me to step back during data analysis and 

reflexively consider where, when and how my interactions may or may not 

have shaped the curriculum engagement process.  

Example 1.  

2010/01/04: Conversation with Math DH re curriculum implementation.  Main 
concerns heard are resources support needs and the piecemeal approach and the 
poorly planned way this is being rolled out.   
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Reflection:  This is going to be a challenge if the Math department isn’t on board, 
especially the DH.  Need a meeting to air the concerns! 

The above example illustrates my relationship with the Math department 

head.  On the one hand the individual in question exhibits a high degree of 

trust in our relationship to the point that there is no reticence in sharing 

concerns about the unfolding policy process.  On the other hand, my 

internal response recognizes the challenge to the policy process if the 

policy actors are not in alignment. This precipitates recognition on my part 

of the need to elicit policy actors’ perspectives in order to have any chance 

of moving the process moving forward.    

Example 2. 

2010/01/11:  Math department meeting to discuss who can attend MoE info 
session tomorrow at VSB.  NO takers!  Notice too short.  Might be able to view the 
webcast if VP can arrange it at the school. 

Reflection:  Need to make this happen to at least get the staff to hear the MoE reps 
lay out their views of the curriculum change.  Might not change staff perceptions, 
but at least we will as a group all be aware of the messaging from the MoE and 
know what leeway we have at school sites with respect to the new curriculum. 

This second example illustrates recognition of my professional role in 

mediating policy processes in the face of encountered obstacles.  In this 

instance this type of interaction repositioned my leadership role to one of 

lessening any inherent tension in order to negotiate the emergence of a 

meaningful context for policy actors with respect to the unfolding policy 

process.   

Field notes such as those illustrated above helped me to maintain a 

reflexive stance as data analysis unfolded, forcing me to recognize where 

any sense of personal empathy with and/or antipathy towards the interview 

subjects may have coloured my analytic interpretations.  

3.4.3 Data Collection 

The primary data collection technique I utilized for this grounded 

theory inquiry was the unstructured interview (Fontana & Frey 1994, p. 365-
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368), using open ended questioning techniques allowing an uninterrupted 

flow of conversation related to the inquiry’s focus.  During unstructured 

interviewing a critical reflexive position I had to adopt was that of 

maintaining an awareness of my responses to questions from the subjects 

that required the insertion of my personal thoughts and feelings into the 

dialogue.  This point is emphasized by Fontana & Frey (1994) in suggesting 

that “the researcher should avoid … getting involved in  ‘real’ conversation 

in which he or she answers questions asked by the respondent or provides 

personal opinions on the matter discussed” (p. 371)   As Fontana & Frey 

(1994) further elaborate, a key focus for me during the interviews was to 

“attempt to understand the complex behaviour … without imposing any a 

priori categorization that may limit the field of inquiry” (Fontana & Frey 1994 

p366).  This point is further emphasized by Goulding (1999) who suggests a 

need to skillfully strike a balance between being totally unstructured 

avoiding “confusion, incoherence and … meaningless data” (p. 8) and 

having some degree of organization to the questions, to create the 

conditions for the subject to feel comfortable enough to fully participate and 

meaningfully engage in the proceedings.  I addressed this issue by having a 

guiding set of questions (Appendix 01) to allow me to stay on track if I found 

that the conversation was going away from the focus of the research 

question. 

Data collection was not limited to the interview process.  In keeping 

with the previously elaborated Glaserian dictum of “all is data” (Glaser 

2001) ongoing interactions between myself as both an embedded 

researcher and lead member of the SLT for implementation of the new 

curriculum required me to have ongoing conversations and interactions with 

policy actors who had involvement with the implementation of the 

mathematics curriculum at the case study site.  Such conversations and 

interactions were noted in terms of their relevancy to the research question.  

and recorded in field notes for further consideration during data analysis. 
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3.4.4 Interview Sampling 

Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest that sampling in qualitative 

research is “purposive rather than random” (p.27) in order to gain in depth 

understanding of the contexts in which such subjects operate and of their 

roles within those contexts.  In essence, qualitative sampling is theoretically 

driven where “Choices of informants, episodes, and interactions are being 

driven by a conceptual question” where the focus is on “the conditions 

under which the construct or theory operates” (p.29).  Morse (1994) 

elaborates  further in suggesting that “A good informant is one who has the 

knowledge and experience the researcher requires, has the ability to reflect, 

is articulate, has the time to be interviewed and is willing to participate in the 

study” (p.228) and is “information rich” (p.229) in terms of the processes 

under consideration.  These arguments reinforce the theoretical sampling 

approach of CGT (Glaser and Strauss 1967) where informants are initially 

chosen in relation to their relevant knowledge of the processes being 

investigated and subsequently chosen in terms of providing additional 

insight into to the emergent conceptual framework by virtue of their 

knowledge and experience. 

Twenty interviews in total were conducted with a sample of thirteen 

interview subjects from Southside Secondary.  Each of the thirteen 

individuals selected for in initial interviews fit the criteria (Morse 1994) as 

qualified informants by virtue of their range of experience with policy 

processes at Southside Secondary.  Seven of these thirteen were 

theoretically sampled for an additional series of interviews following the 

initial round of data analysis.  While the notion of sample size is contested 

(Morse 1994, p.224-225) in terms of appropriateness to qualitative 

research, this sample of twenty interviews is consistent with the findings of 

Guest et al (2006) examining non-probabilistic sample size in relation to 

developing theoretical saturation.  With this latter notion being integral to 

CGT, Guest et al’s (2006) position warrants elaboration.  Key findings 
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framing Guest et al’s (2006) argument suggests that code generation 

reached saturation point early in the coding process (p.67 fig.1)  and that 

“data saturation had for the most part occurred after we had analyzed 

twelve interviews” (p.74).   A point that Guest et al (2006) note in advancing 

this position is the requirement for a clear understanding on the part of the 

researcher of the purpose of the study.  Guest et al (2006) suggest that “If 

the goal is to describe a shared perception, belief or behaviour among a 

relatively homogeneous group, then a sample of twelve will likely be 

sufficient” … “but if one wishes to determine how two or more groups differ 

along a given dimension, then you would like use a stratified sample of 

some sort” (p.76).   In this case the sample from Southside Secondary is 

relatively homogeneous and is appropriate to the stated purpose of the 

study, which seeks to understand how the interactions and engagement 

with policy processes of this particular group of policy actors shape their 

perceptions of those processes.  

3.4.5 Data Management & Analysis  

Two crucial factors in facilitating the completion of qualitative 

research are data management and data analysis.  Creswell’s (1998) model 

conceptualizes data management and analysis as interlocking coils of a 

spiral.  This spiral begins with creating indexed storage systems for the 

‘voluminous’ data generated by the case study approach.  Huberman & 

Miles (1994) note that  

…how data are stored and retrieved are at the heart of data management. 
Without a clear working scheme, data can easily be “miscoded, 
mislabelled, mislinked and mislaid’ (Wolfe, 1992, p.293).  A good storage 
and retrieval system is critical for keeping track of what data is available; 
for performing easy, flexible, reliable use of data … and for documenting 
the analyses made so that the study can, in principle, be verified or 
replicated.                          
(Huberman & Miles 1994 p. 430). 

For Huberman & Miles (1994) data analysis consists of 
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three linked subprocesses:  data reduction; data display and conclusion 
drawing/verification.  These processes occur before data collection, during 
study design and planning; during data collection as interim and early 
analyses are carried out; and after data collection as final products are 
approached and completed.              
(Huberman & Miles 1994 pp. 428-429). 

The data storage and retrieval elements suggested by Huberman & 

Miles (1994) have some application in Classic Grounded Theory, in that the 

compilation of interviews, memos and documents represents a large array 

of data for analysis through the lens of CGT.  However, whereas Huberman 

& Miles (1994) model may have import towards established qualitative data 

analysis approaches, its application to CGT is contested (Glaser 2001, 

2003), in that data reduction, data display and conclusion 

drawing/verification are deductive processes, whereas CGT builds theory 

building based upon inductive analysis.  This suggests that the analysis in a 

CGT inquiry aims at building theory through observation of the 

phenomenon in its natural setting and drawing conclusions through 

analytical deconstruction of those observations on a broader conceptual 

scale that encompasses the multiple inter-related aspects of the 

phenomenon.  Thus, the qualitative data analysis model suggested by 

Huberman & Miles (1994) bears limited, if any, relevance to the analytical 

processes of the classic grounded theory methodology.  Hence, while I will 

employ the principles of data storage and retrieval suggested by Huberman 

& Miles (1994) in this study, I will not be utilizing their analytical procedures, 

choosing rather to remain true to the classic grounded theory methodology. 

As suggested by Huberman & Miles (1994) I adopted a systematic 

approach to the storage and retrieval of collected data involving the sub-

processes of data reduction, data display and drawing and verifying 

conclusions. 

The primary vehicle for the collection of data was through the 

interview process.  Interviews were electronically recorded through a digital 

recording device, with subsequent manual transcription of the recordings 
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into word processing files.  This permitted electronic storage of the interview 

transcripts, which would subsequently prove to be useful in facilitating the 

search and referencing of passages from specific transcripts during 

subsequent data analysis. 

Data reduction was accomplished through a multi-phase iterative 

examination of codes consistent with the CGT model of Glaser & Strauss 

(1967), with the Carney (1990) model of stepwise progression of analytical 

abstraction (cited in Miles & Huberman 1994, p. 92) and with the Huberman 

& Miles (1994) model framing the cyclical process of comparing displayed 

and analyzed data text.  Each and every code derived from the line by line 

coding process was examined, reflected on for interpretive meaning and 

recorded into groups based on those interpretations.  The following codes 

illustrate this methodological approach to the interpretive grouping of codes 

along lines of conceptual similarity: Invested; Engaged; Motivated; 

Committed; Receptive.  These five codes are a sample of twenty five 

distinct codes that were grouped together conceptually.  Finally, each group 

was culled for repetition of codes and examined for consistency of thematic 

inclusion.  This led to consolidation of the codes into groups reflecting 

internal interpretive consistency.  Ensuing analysis of these groups at 

higher levels of theoretical abstraction supported further data reduction in 

terms of developing categories and concepts consistent with the analytical 

processes of the CGT methodology.  The resulting concepts formed the 

foundational framework for a diagrammatic representation of a model 

framing the theoretical propositions drawn from the analysis.   

Data and storage and retrieval considerations would be incomplete 

without reference to these processes in relation to field notes and memos.  

In terms of field notes the protocol followed was two fold: (1) recording field 

notes after formal interviews of things that struck me during the interview as 

requiring follow up and (2) recording field notes related to my professional 

interactions with policy processes as they unfolded and the potential impact 
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of those interactions on policy actors.  These field notes were handwritten 

and anecdotal.  The data management of written memos was more 

structured and process oriented.  Raw handwritten memos were directly 

linked to their originating page from interview transcripts.  Memos were 

subsequently transcribed into a spreadsheet, classified in terms of their 

transcript origin, their relationship to categories and concepts and whether 

they were analytical or reflective in nature.  The use of the spreadsheet as a 

means of sorting and filtering the memos by both category and concept in 

relation to either their analytical or reflective nature proved to be highly 

productive in terms of facilitating the analytical process.  

3.4.6 Interviews 

I initially conducted thirteen formal interviews with eleven teachers 

and two administrators at Southside Secondary from September 2010 to 

May 2012, during which time the new mathematics curriculum was being 

implemented.  I scheduled the interviews at the end of the school day, 

giving teachers the opportunity to choose a mutually convenient time 

through an online scheduling vehicle.  In March 2011, in the midst of my 

field studies, I was transferred to a new school site forcing me to be more 

efficient with time management when returning to the case study site for 

field work. To this end I arranged back-to-back interviews with different 

interview subjects, minimizing the need for multiple site visits to complete 

the initial interviewing process. Interviews ranged from 45 to 55 minutes in 

length, with a series of guiding questions for researcher reference in order 

to keep the conversation flowing.  Interviews were conducted as open 

ended in depth conversations, focusing on the subject’s engagement with 

and perceptions of curriculum implementation processes at the school level.   

When avenues of discussion were deemed to be of particular interest or 

required further clarification, I asked probing questions to explore in greater 

depth the strand of conversation that was taking place at the time.  I 

electronically recorded the interviews, which were then manually 
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transcribed.  Each interview transcript was subsequently subjected to the 

line-by-line coding process consistent with the CGT approach.   

Three of the interview subjects were seasoned and experienced 

mathematics teachers and the remaining eight were from other subject 

areas with varying degrees of exposure to curriculum implementation within 

their departments.  Six of the eight teachers from other subject areas were 

department heads and had prior experience with curriculum implementation 

within their departments as part of their professional duties and leadership 

responsibilities.  Two of the eight teachers had non-instructional roles as 

guidance counsellors, providing academic planning and social-emotional 

support services to students as they progressed through their high school 

career.  One teacher was involved in the school as a senior union 

representative and brought those perspectives with policy implementation 

into the interview process.   

The two members of the SLT team who were interviewed had 

extensive experience with a wide range of policy processes at Southside 

Secondary and over the course of their professional practice.   

I found initial stages of the interviewing process to be uneven, in that 

the research subjects demonstrated a wide range of familiarity with the 

specifics of the current curriculum implementation.  However, as the 

process unfolded I was able to create comfortable conditions for the 

interviews to unfold in an open ended conversational style.  Guiding 

questions facilitated the flow of the interview (Appendix 01) and through the 

use of probing questions subjects were given freedom to elaborate on ideas 

and thoughts that arose during the course of the interview.  The following 

excerpt from an interview highlights my use of probing questions to engage 

subjects and elicit further reflections on ideas of interest that arose during 

the course of the conversations. 
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SH: I’m interested in this notion of circle of doom that you just 
mentioned? Can you expand on that? 
SW: Well they were a group of older teachers who have all retired now.  
They were just the most negative people.  
SH: In what sense? 
SW: Well because our school is on the bottom, so we would be 
constantly trying new ideas to see if we could improve learning and 
improve success rate. And they would say ‘Oh well we did that in 1975, 
and you know it’s just more of the same I’m not going to be doing this 
etc’ and it was just so negative. 
SH: How did that play out with the rest of the staff? 
SW: It had a negative effect on the staff morale for sure. But now they 
have retired, and a lot of young people are here and we’re all more open 
to new ideas. 
SH: So you’re saying the younger staff came in, when did those changes 
occur? 
SW: The last 3 or 4 years it began. 
SH: And is the old attitude still manifesting itself? 
SW: No I think it’s been totally abandoned. They’re looking at this 
assessment and looking at no-fails like the U.S. saying ‘no child left 
behind’ type stuff. And you just buy into one and you try, and I hope this 
new one that I am buying into will be around for a while. 

 

The foregoing excerpt clearly demonstrates how the use of an open ended 

dialogue employing the use of probing questions permitted me to drill down 

on ideas as they arose during interviews, thus providing greater clarity of 

understanding as the ensuing analytical process unfolded.    

Another key consideration during the research process was that of 

field relations.  I had to pay careful attention during interviews not to interject 

my thoughts and/or opinions even if requested to do so.  This was 

particularly important in light of my relationships and professional 

positioning with each of the interview subjects.  This point is reflected in the 

reality that as a trusted site based policy actor my opinion was valued and 

sought after on a variety of issues not solely related to policy processes, but 

also concerning overall school operations and working conditions.  I had to 

keep in mind at all times that my insertion as a researcher within the school 

site, while at the same time continuing to function as a member of the SLT 

charged with responsibilities for policy processes may have created the 

perception of role confusion, eliciting possible reticence and/or anxiety in 

the interview subjects towards full disclosure of their opinions and feelings 
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regarding policy processes.  To that end I worked carefully during each 

interview to ensure that subjects felt at ease and comfortable, reassuring 

them of the ethical framework binding me to confidentiality and preservation 

of their anonymity as part of the research process.  Furthermore, I 

emphasized that because this study was designed to gauge their 

perceptions and reactions towards policy enactment processes arising from 

their engagement with such processes, it was critical for me to operate from 

a position of neutrality in order to avoid inserting any personal or 

professional positions on the ideas presented during our conversations, that 

might taint or otherwise influence the analysis.          

Another area of concern related to the duality of my role was 

regarding my possible reactions during interviews to union issues that might 

be in conflict with my SLT role and perspectives on policy processes.  I had 

to be self-aware in order to filter any biases or predispositions towards 

comments or positions advanced by both of these groups.  This was 

particularly important when constructing an understanding of the comments 

made by the union rep in terms of separating those that were positional in 

terms of the union stance versus those that were personal opinion.  I was 

fortunate in this case that the relationship between me and the union rep 

was one that was respectfully cordial and any thoughts or positions 

advanced from a union perspective were usually prefaced by a comment 

indicating that this was the union stance.   

I also had to filter the comments and thoughts from the SLT, given 

that the principal was my immediate supervisor, whereas the vice principal 

and I were at the same level in terms of organizational hierarchy.  This was 

particularly relevant, since the principal who was appointed at the same 

time as I assumed my leadership position, possessed an entrepreneurial 

outlook and had very clear ideas about the relevance of policy processes 

and how they should play out at a school site. The vice principal on the 

other hand was a veteran of the school, understood its inner workings and 
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was recognized for being highly collaborative and collegial in his leadership 

approach, with a reputation for taking care of the details and getting things 

done.  It became evident to me that I had to pay careful attention to how 

these members of the SLT framed their responses and understand where 

and how the perspectives they advanced were located in terms of their 

management authority.  

The importance of paying attention to the above points during the 

interview process is succinctly highlighted by Hammersley (2005) who 

suggests that for researchers who operate in familiar settings “it can be 

much more difficult to suspend one’s preconceptions, whether these derive 

from social science or from everyday knowledge” (p. 81).  This caution by 

Hammersley (2005) alerted me to the need to remain open, reflexive and 

aware of my impact within the case study site and conversely its impact 

upon me while conducting interviews and throughout the entire research 

process.  Keeping these ideas at the forefront, key considerations for me 

during interviews were keeping the conversation flowing, continually asking 

redirect questions to probe for understanding and seeking clarification and 

elaboration of ideas as they unfolded, without editorial insertions on my 

part. 

3.4.7 Theoretical Sampling 

Theoretical sampling within CGT is the process through which the 

researcher looks to collect additional data that offers conceptual strength to 

the emerging theory.  Data collection is informed by examining ‘data gaps’ 

in the analysis and identifying groups and individuals that may lend support 

to the theory development.  It may be argued, as elaborated earlier in this 

chapter that within CGT this process is parallel to the QDA notions of 

triangulation through member checking articulated by Creswell (2000), as a 

means of establishing the credibility claims (Lincoln & Guba 1985) of the 

research inquiry.  The difference however from member checking is that 

theoretical sampling arises out of the ongoing and concurrent process of 
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data collection and analysis endemic to CGT, serving as a vehicle to inform  

additional data collection sources in order to confirm or disconfirm the 

analysis to date.   Glaser & Holton (2004) emphasize this point as being 

critical to the methodology. 

By identifying emerging gaps in the theory, the analyst will be guided as 
to next sources of data collection and interview style. The basic question 
in theoretical sampling is to what groups or subgroups does one turn to 
next in data collection—and for what theoretical purpose? 
(Glaser & Holton 2004 paragraph 51). 

 

Given this consideration, it becomes evident that the process of theoretical 

sampling draws on the knowledge, understanding and insight of key 

informants, whose connection to the phenomenon under study provides 

additional perspectives to the conceptual richness of the grounded theory, 

thus lending weight to its foundation.  Thus, theoretical sampling occurs as 

a parallel and adjunct process to data analysis, whereby the researcher 

closes the gaps in the grounded theory through additional data collection 

from sources that the researcher identifies as being relevant to the 

emerging theoretical framework. 

Following the coding and analysis of the initial thirteen transcripts 

and staying true to the CGT perspective I theoretically sampled seven of the 

original thirteen interviewees.  These additional interviews consisted of 

“taking data and interpretations back to the participants in the study so that 

they can confirm the credibility of the information and the narrative account.” 

(Creswell 2000, p.127).  This process presented an avenue for me to re-

engage with research subjects to determine their degree of resonance with 

my interpretations prior to proceeding with the next stages of the analysis.  

This process also afforded me an opportunity to probe for the emergence of 

any additional information that may have arisen from shifts in the 

perceptions of the research subjects subsequent to their original 

engagement with the interview process (Angen 2000).    
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I provided the interviewees with a one sheet outline of the analysis to 

date showing the categories and concepts that I had uncovered, giving 

them an opportunity to reflect on the content without any input from me, in 

order to determine whether the emergent categories and concepts 

resonated with them and represented an accurate reflection of their 

thoughts arising from the initial interviews. This second round of interviews 

initially presented a particular challenge.  In the first follow up interview, the 

subject was unclear in their understanding of categories and concepts due 

to their lack of familiarity with CGT methods and associated terminology.  

This forced me to draw back from gauging reaction to the analysis, to 

having to explain the analytic process, the meaning of the labels and how 

the labels were developed.  Once this was clear in the mind of the 

interviewee I then re-introduced the one sheet summary and proceeded 

with the interview.  This served me well in terms of how I would proceed in 

structuring the remaining six interviews. 

 I engaged the subjects in a thirty to forty minute open ended 

conversation on the content of the document, exploring their perceptions of 

the categories and concepts.  Handwritten field notes during the interview 

permitted me to record the reflections of the interview subjects with respect 

to the conceptual framework being discussed.  The field notes were 

analyzed after each interview and reflective memos were written to frame 

and confirm my understanding of the interviewees’ perceptions, a process 

supported by Carlson (2010), who recommends that “Data should be 

continuously scrutinized for accuracy of interpretation and for meaningful, 

coherent conveyance of the participant’s narrative contributions” (Carlson 

2010, p. 1105), to avoid traps in member checking.  

3.4.8 Theoretical Sensitivity 

A key condition in developing a soundly structured grounded theory 

is the ability of the researcher to maintain theoretical sensitivity (Glaser & 

Strauss 1967, Glaser & Holton 2004, Holton 2007).  This notion refers to the 
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requirement of the researcher to examine the phenomenon under study 

devoid of preconceived theoretical constructs that may frame and influence 

his or her interpretation of events and allowing the conceptual frames to 

arise naturally from the data.  Holton (2007) refers to this as “the required 

analytic temperament” … that will … “allow the researcher to maintain 

analytic distance from the data, tolerate regression and confusion and 

facilitate a trust in the power of preconscious processing for conceptual 

emergence” … in order … “to develop theoretical insights and abstract 

conceptual ideas from various sources and types of data” (p. 275).  In 

essence, the researcher must maintain an ‘arm’s length’ relationship with 

the data and the analytical process, whilst demonstrating an acute ability to 

frame ideas suggested by the emergent codes, concepts and themes 

arising from the data.  A lack of theoretical sensitivity on the part of the 

researcher runs the risk of the data analysis falling into a descriptive mode 

as opposed to that of conceptualization (Glaser 2001, 2004).  Theoretical 

sensitivity thus allows the researcher to rise above and beyond the 

descriptive process, in utilizing his or her skills at analytic induction in order 

to draw out the key concepts and themes that will serve as the foundations 

for developing alternative ‘substantive grounded theories’, which offer 

alternative conceptual interpretations of the data.  These substantive 

theories are further tested through the constant comparative method until 

theoretical saturation (Glaser & Strauss 1967, Holton 2007, Breckenridge 

2009) leads to the ultimate identification of a formal grounded theory.  The 

point of theoretical saturation is arrived at when no new information can be 

gleaned from additional constant comparison of the themes and concepts to 

add theoretical substance to the main categories of the proposed 

substantive theories.  In essence, the grounded theory comprehensively 

incorporates each category and its boundaries.  A formal grounded theory 

(Glaser & Strauss 1967) emerges when each substantive theory is cross 

compared to identify an emergent core category that maintains its 

conceptual clarity as the driving force behind the formal grounded theory.  
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3.4.9 Procedural Challenges  

A critical challenge for me as a novice researcher in employing the 

classic grounded theory methodology was coming to the recognition that 

data collection and data analysis were concurrent processes, requiring the 

initial analysis to point me in the direction of where to go next with respect 

to data collection.  A further challenge lay in arriving at the understanding 

that this process was onging and continuous until I arrived at a point of 

saturation (Glaser & Strauss 1967) and no new information emerged from 

additional cycles of analysis.  As my familiarity with the process developed I 

endeavoured to stay true to this method, assiduously employing the 

constant comparative process, checking and rechecking codes and 

categories for overlap or duplication, sorting memos by code and category 

in relation to their descriptive or reflective nature and acting as a reflective 

researcher in order to recognize personal preferences that might influence 

the collection data and its concurrent analysis.   

As previously stated, the classic grounded theory offered a true 

departure from the canons of traditional qualitative data analysis, as it 

required of me as the researcher an understanding of when this point of 

saturation was reached and the iterative process of data collection and data 

analysis were no longer necessary.  Recognition of this point presented an 

interesting challenge to me in being able to intellectually identify that 

analytical saturation had indeed been reached.  The critique could be 

presented that my judgment as a researcher in determining the point of 

saturation is itself part of the research process, i.e. at what point do I as the 

researcher feel confident that the methodology has been validated, that the 

analysis is complete and that the research question has been adequately 

addressed. 
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3.4.10 Locating My Role Within The Research  

A key aspect of qualitative research methodology designed to 

address the above noted concerns is the requirement for my continual 

vigilance to the notion of researcher reflexivity (Creswell 2000, Hammersley 

2007a) in examining any “assumptions, beliefs and biases” (Creswell 2000 

p.127) that might predispose me to incomplete analysis and drawing 

premature conclusions.  This required me to consider three key questions 

based on my position as a site based policy actor: did I react in the same 

manner to all research subjects, did I have beliefs that would frame my 

analysis and did I have expectations of what the research would tell me? 

With respect to the first question, while careful attention was paid to 

the structural elements of the interview process, reflections on my 

interactions with the research subjects bears scrutiny, since each of them 

presented a different relational paradigm within the interview situation.  

Awareness and recognition of these differences was thus important, in 

order to account for and critically reflect on any relational preferences that 

may have predisposed me to analytically favouring or discounting a 

viewpoint advanced during the course of an interview.  Two examples of 

this awareness highlight the importance of this notion.  The first involves 

how I reacted during an interview to a subject who had specific needs for 

validation, as evidenced by the interviewee constantly asking whether these 

were the answers what I was looking for.  I had to avoid falling into this 

relational trap and reframe each time that situation presented itself.  

Another interviewee presented strong opinions during regarding the 

involvement of the SLT with policy processes.  I had to emotionally filter out 

these opinions in order to avoid engagement in a dialogue that would have 

sidetracked the interview away from the primary investigative purpose, 

remembering to record these views reflectively through memoing in order to 

consider their analytical meaning regarding policy processes.  
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In reflecting on my professional role as a member of the SLT I had to 

be acutely aware of my personal philosophical and/or ideological 

predispositions that might conflict with that role and be brought to the fore in 

influencing my analytical thinking.  Such a position is exemplified by 

possible discrepancies between my views and those of the interviewees on 

the role of public education in the context of government policy and how I 

might unconsciously preference the views latent to my position during the 

course of data analysis.   

Finally, with respect to the idea of safeguarding against 

preconceptions related to research findings, was I sufficiently aware of the 

notion of allowing the data to tell its own story, rather than imposing my 

story on the data.  This point is particularly significant to me as a practitioner 

acting in the role of researcher, where in acting as the former I might rely on 

anecdotal information in framing explanations of a phenomenon, as 

opposed to the requirement for the researcher to develop evidence based 

explanations based on sound research procedure. 

This key notion of researcher reflexivity thus was critically important 

to maintaining the integrity of the research process, forcing me to pay close 

attention to its application at each and every level of the methodology, from 

coding, to category formation to concept development and ultimately 

derivation of the core concept.  As Hammersley (2005) suggests this 

reflexivity acts as a means for the researcher “to minimize any distortion of 

their findings by their political convictions or practical interests” (p. 18). 

Clear application of the processes of journal entries and memo writing 

proved to be ideal vehicles to frame and record such thoughts and later 

distill them in terms of their analytical or reflective relevance in terms of their 

impact on the research process.  Further consideration of the notion of 

memo writing is laid out in the next section.  
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3.5 Methodological Tools 

3.5.1 Procedural Considerations 

As outlined previously, I utilized the Classic Grounded Theory (CGT) 

methodology of Glaser & Strauss (1967) as the analytical methodology for 

this case study.  This commenced with my application of the process of 

open coding to the interview transcripts, which resulted in the identification 

of 324 (Appendix 3 a) separate codes. Applying the CGT analytic notion of 

constant comparison to these individual codes for similarity and/or 

difference gave rise to the assigning of these codes into discrete groups 

(Appendix 3 b) based on their being conceptually aligned with respect to 

thematic meaning.  Subsequent to the emergence of these thematic groups 

I applied a more rigorous analytical scrutiny to each group of codes.  This 

scrutiny, in combination with careful consideration of the reflective and 

analytical themes identified during the memo writing process, permitted me 

to sharpen the conceptual strength of each group of codes.  With this 

process I was able to solidify the overarching conceptual linkages between 

the individual thematic group and the codes from which the group emerged.  

Deeper analysis through ongoing constant comparison of codes within and 

across thematic groups for resonance and alignment to the conceptual 

linkages identified eleven clearly distinct categories (Appendices 6 & 7) 

which captured the essential conceptual elements deemed to be reflective 

of stakeholder engagement in, interactions with and responses to the 

curriculum implementation processes at Southside Secondary.  

3.5.2 Coding & Memo Writing as Methodological Tools 

3.5.2.1 Coding  

Coding is the essential tool driving data analysis in both classic 

grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss1967) and the variant advanced by 

Corbin & Straus (1990).   Coding practice for classic grounded theory calls 

for the researcher to examine interview transcripts through line-by-line 
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‘open coding’, a process whereby the researcher creates “tags or labels for 

assigning units of meaning … to information compiled during a study” (Miles 

& Huberman 1994 p 55).  The text to be coded is underlined and the open 

codes are written directly on the transcripts as margin notes. The focus is 

not on the words themselves, rather it is on the meaning ascribed to the 

words and/or phrases by the codes that is a crucial element of the open 

coding process.  The researcher’s ability to conceptualize ideas from these 

codes will be dependent on the interpretive robustness of the codes in 

framing an understanding of the text being analyzed.  The grouping of 

conceptually related codes into categories follows the open coding process 

(Glaser & Strauss 1967, Glaser & Holton 2004, Holton 2007).  As new 

incidents are uncovered during ongoing coding, a constant comparison of 

the text and newly emergent codes against the categories is employed, as 

a means of triangulation of the analysis.  Following the emergence of a core 

set of categories, the constant comparative process is further utilized to 

examine categories for emerging themes and the assigning of ‘theoretical 

codes’ (Glaser & Holton 2004, Holton 2007, Hernandez 2009) to groups of 

categories that are thematically related.  These theoretical codes are a key 

process in the development of a grounded theory, in that their identification 

requires the researcher to look beyond the emergence of categories and 

concepts, towards linking them into a framework that offers theoretical 

insight into the observed phenomenon.   

After completing the interviews I commenced the coding process.  I 

subjected the transcripts to the open coding process in keeping with 

qualitative data management techniques (Huberman & Miles 1994) and the 

coding, category development and concept building strategies consistent 

with the classic grounded theory methodology (Glaser & Strauss 1967). 

I manually coded each interview transcript, using a line-by-line open-

coding technique, with key words recorded in the transcript margins 

representing ideas that resonated with me in terms of providing clarity of 
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meaning.  The coding technique was challenging, since it required of me an 

ability to frame the research subjects’ words into a meaningful word or 

phrase that captured the essence of the ideas being expressed in the 

interviews.  The difficulty of the open-coding process is confirmed by 

Holton’s thoughts regarding the challenges faced by an inexperienced 

grounded theorist in coming to terms with the “iterative nature of the overall 

process resulting in coding confusion” (Holton 2007, p. 276).  Nevertheless, 

as the coding process unfolded with the remaining transcripts and through 

rigid application of the constant-comparison process (Glaser & Strauss 

1967) to compare incidents and emergent codes, I developed a fluency in 

applying the technique.  An ongoing process of constant-comparison of 

codes across transcripts during the line-by-line coding allowed me to see 

connections and linkages in the emergent expressions and ideas from each 

interview, which in turn provided clarity and consistency to the coding 

process.  As these expressions and ideas emerged from each transcript, I 

was able to determine whether they were unique ideas worthy of their own 

code, or whether they were reflected in a previously emergent idea and 

therefore embedded within an existing code.  Whenever there was a clear 

differentiation in terms of a new idea, I assigned a new code. Following this 

iterative nature of the coding process forced me to actively engage the 

constant-comparison process, checking and rechecking against existing 

codes and reflecting on their application to new ideas as they emerged from 

the transcripts.  I then manually transcribed codes from each transcript into 

tabular form and cross-referenced on a page by page basis against the 

original transcripts.  This resulted in 46 pages of codes from the thirteen 

interview transcripts (Appendix 3 a & 3 b). 

Staying true to the classic grounded theory method, I scrutinized the 

tabulated codes on a page-by-page basis, distilling the 46 pages of raw 

codes into individually identified codes, which I then grouped along lines of 

similarity of meaning.  I attached labels to each of these groups, designating 
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them as categories.  This process required me to stay open conceptually 

and “strive for a higher level of abstraction in the naming of codes” (Holton 

2007, p. 276) and look beyond cursory relationships between codes to 

determine a conceptual fit warranting inclusion of a particular code within a 

given category. 

Following the development of categories, I then moved to a higher 

level of abstraction by looking for conceptual relationships between 

categories, informed by inclusion of an examination of the reflective and 

analytical memos linked to each category.  As previously stated, this 

required me to pay continual attention to staying open and consciously 

engaging “theoretical sensitivity” (Glaser & Strauss 1967, Glaser & Holton 

2004, Holton 2007) in examining the categories for conceptual relationships 

and theoretical linkages.  This process of concept development forced me 

to distill the ideas from category formulation and key memos into cogent 

concepts that accurately reflected the essential ideas embedded within the 

categories.  Concept formation was challenging, in that it forced me to step 

outside of the descriptive arena into a higher level of abstract thinking in 

engaging with the data and staying true to the inductive processes of the 

classic grounded theory methodology. 

Utilizing the Glaserian approach of line-by-line manual coding and 

employing the constant comparative method, I assigned 324 codes to the  

raw interview transcripts (Appendix  2 & 3 a) that conceptually captured and 

labelled the range of interactions, reactions, responses of policy actors 

during their engagement  with the processes of implementing the new 

curriculum.  This line-by-line manual coding allowed me to systematically 

and independently engage with each interview transcript, remaining true to 

the open coding methodology of Glaser & Strauss (1967) that “forces the 

researcher to verify and saturate categories, minimizes missing an 

important category, and ensures relevance by generating codes with 

emergent fit”.(Holton 2010 p. 24)..  Through employing the process of 
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constant comparison advanced by Glaser & Strauss (1967) during the 

coding process, the identification of an idea that did not align with any 

previously defined idea was assigned a new code.  This analytic technique 

thus minimized the risk of omission of any latent ideas interpretively 

embedded within the transcripts that might have been brought about 

through over-generalization of ideas during the coding process.  This wide 

array of identified codes thus presented me with “efficient data-labeling and 

data retrieval devices” (Miles & Huberman, 1994 p.65) that serve as 

analytically robust and conceptually meaningful data markers and 

foundational reference points for the ensuing data analysis. 

3.5.2.2 Memo Writing  

Memo writing is the reflective and analytical process during which 

the researcher records written insights about the coded data and emerging 

concepts; recording those insights for future consideration during theoretical 

coding.  As Lempert (2007), suggests memo-writing is the start of the 

process through which “the researcher analytically interprets data.” (p. 245). 

Corbin & Strauss (1990) describe the act of memo writing as a system 

whereby the researcher “keeps track of all the categories, properties, 

hypotheses, and generative questions that evolve from the analytical 

process” (p. 10) and acts as a conceptual bank leading up to the process of 

theory generation.  As concepts are developed and memos written, the 

researcher begins to formulate alternate theoretical frames that offer 

substantive theories (Glaser & Strauss 1967) suggested by the developing 

theoretical codes.  However, these theoretical frames may be incomplete in 

terms of offering a concise and comprehensive explanation and may 

require supplementary conceptual support.  This is accomplished by 

collecting additional data via theoretical sampling. 

I carried out memo-writing concurrently with the coding process, 

(Corbin & Strauss 1990, Miles & Huberman 1994), allowing me to 

immediately record reflections and insights that struck me during coding.  
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Engaging in the process of memo writing process provided me with a 

means to identify and record conceptual thoughts and reflections that 

emerged during open-coding, with a view to later linking them together at 

higher levels of abstraction as ongoing analysis of the data unfolded.  As 

ideas began to take form through the coding process, I employed the 

process of memo-writing as both a reflective process and an analytic tool.  

Reflective memos served the purpose of permitting me as the 

researcher to “engage in and record intellectual conversations … about the 

data” (Lempert, 2007 p. 249), providing a platform for further reflection at a 

conceptual level with the ideas regarding stakeholder engagement that 

emerged during the coding process.  This process of intellectual reflection 

gave me an opportunity to engage with the data in an unencumbered 

manner, recording thoughts and ideas as they presented themselves from 

the data.   

The process of analytical memo writing provided me with a tool to 

record “ideas and reactions to the meaning of what you are seeing … (that) 

… suggest new interpretations, leads, connections with other parts of the 

data” (Miles & Huberman, 1994 p.67).  Memo writing as an analytical tool 

further gave me the intellectual space to conceptually frame the emergent 

codes and “tie together different pieces of data into a recognizable cluster” 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994 p. 72), thereby informing subsequent phases of 

data analysis leading to the development of conceptual categories.   

During the memo-writing I generated 139 reflective and analytical 

memos (Appendix 4 a), each serving as a means for me to develop thinking 

and record insights into the ideas that presented themselves during the 

coding process.  I scrutinized each memo for their relationship to the 

emergent categories/concepts and then grouped them by category and/or 

concept (Appendix 4 b).  Memos of an analytical or theoretically reflective 

nature were further differentiated and separately grouped (Appendices 4 c 



 116

& 4 d).  The memo writing process permitted me to interact with emergent 

ideas at a theoretical level, allowing me to develop conceptual frames in 

relation to the ideas emergent from the data, informing concurrent and 

ongoing data analysis consistent with the classic grounded theory 

methodology.   

By its very nature memo writing was challenging, requiring me to 

step outside the data and reflect on the interview transcripts on an 

interpretive level.  Initially, my memos were quite descriptive in nature, 

wherein I was reframing interviewee’s ideas through my own lens, a hazard 

endemic to an embedded researcher as pointed out by Lempert (2007) 

“novice grounded theory researchers … become frustrated with the 

uncertainty of sorting, coding and memo writing.  They produce a few 

memos that don’t seem to be going anywhere, or at least anywhere with an 

immediately recognizable theory.  When that happens, novice researchers 

sometimes latch on to an early descriptive pattern” (p. 249).  As coding 

proceeded I became more adept at looking beyond cursory interpretations 

framed by my own thinking, towards a more nuanced approach to memo 

writing that more deftly linked and interpreted the perceptions of the 

research subjects at higher levels of abstraction.  As I progressed to 

categorization and subsequently to the linking of categories to concepts, 

memo writing took on added importance as a tool for me to make 

interpretive linkages across layers of data and between levels of 

conceptualization, a notion reinforced by Lempert 2007 who argued that “As 

incipient ideas are recorded and explored through the memoing process, 

they grow in complexity and association” (p. 249).  In essence, my reflective 

memos acted as the conceptual glue holistically binding the elements of the 

emergent ideas into a conceptual framework. 

This use of memos in terms of informing the analytical processes of 

category development is further elaborated below. 



 117

3.5.2.3 Memo Analysis and Category Formation 

Memos written during the initial coding process were considered in 

terms of their relationship to the emergent categories and each memo was 

coded in alignment with the relevant category in (Appendix 4 b) terms of 

content resonance with that particular category.  This analysis produced a 

series of memos within each category that were either of a reflective or 

analytical nature.  Memos within each series were then evaluated to 

determine the analytic or reflective nature of their content, allowing me to 

clearly differentiate between memos that informed the analytic process of 

category formation, in contrast with those memos that served as 

placeholders for further engagement with and reflections on the emergent 

categories (Appendices 4 c & 4 d). 

Reflective memos (Appendix 4 d) also provided an avenue for me to 

pose questions of the coded data with respect to the thoughts of individual 

interview subjects and to speculate on how these thoughts might be 

interconnected and related to each other in terms of overarching 

perceptions regarding their interactions with policy processes.  The 

following example relating to interview SW6 illustrates my use of the memo 

as a reflective tool. 

Identifier 
Teacher 
Memo 

Transcript 
Page 

Memo 

Analytic
al or 

Reflectiv
e 

6 SW6 6 
Policy shift seems to be challenging the professional knowledge of teachers with 
no valid explanation regarding the purpose of the change.  Leads to questioning 
the relevance and validity.  Evidence required to mediate the negativity of change. 

R 

 

Analytical memos (Appendix 04 c) provided a degree of robustness 

to the process of category formation, by allowing me to sharpen conceptual 

linkages between parallel ideas that emerged from the analysis of individual 

transcripts in terms of their resonance, alignment and meaning in relation to 

building a broader spectrum of understanding of stakeholder engagement 
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with policy processes. The example below of an analytical memo highlights 

this notion. 

A critical challenge I faced in incorporating the ideas from memo 

analysis into categories and subsequent core concept development was 

that of remaining critical and open in ensuring that those ideas authentically 

Identifier 
Teacher 
Memo 

Transcript 
Page 

Memo 
Analytical 

or 
Reflective 

24 EE3a 5 

Communication vehicles are inefficient; they don't distill what teachers need to 
make the policy work for them in an instructional setting ... Teachers are forced to 
access it themselves .. but time constraints/workload relegate to low priority ... so 
... practice happens devoid of valid information needed to make policy changes 
work ... which causes teacher resentment, retrenchment and withdrawal. 

A 

  

emerged from conceptual analysis and avoiding the trap of being simply 

descriptive observational reflections on my part.  This latter requirement 

forced me to critically and clearly demarcate a boundary between the 

analytical and reflective nature of the memos, in order for the analysis to 

stay true to the grounded theory approach of permitting categories and 

concepts to emerge from the data through theoretical conceptualization. 

3.6 Emergent Stakeholder Themes  

I analyzed the 324 codes that were identified during the coding process 

differentiating them for conceptual discreteness and interpretative consistency.  

This analysis entailed a re-consideration of codes that appeared to have a 

nuanced difference in meaning in order to confirm that they accurately 

represented the idea they were coded to convey.  Each individual code was then 

examined and placed into groups (Appendix 6) according to their broad 

conceptual alignment and interpretive resonance.  I paid careful attention to 

codes that seemed to be conceptually versatile for possible inclusion across 

more than one group and re-examined the transcripts to determine the 

soundness of the initial coding process.  Whenever the initial code was found to 

lack conceptual clarity, the transcript was re-read and re-coded.  If the original 
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code was deemed appropriate, it was re-examined for conceptual resonance 

when compared across groups and a ‘best-fit’ determination was made with 

respect to final group inclusion.  This analytical process resulted in broad 

emergent themes (Appendix 7) that I interpreted as being reflective of 

stakeholder engagement with the curriculum implementation process.  Further 

analysis crystallized these broad themes into discrete conceptually linked groups 

of codes.  Table 3.1 below shows the related number of codes underpinning the 

formation of each of the eleven emergent groups.  From table 3.1 it is evident 

each thematic code group encompassed a wide range of codes, from as many 

as fifty nine to as few as fourteen.  Despite this variance in  

 

Thematic Code Groups Number of Codes

1 27 

2 39 

3 59 

4 25 

5 30 

6 23 

7 19 

8 14 

9 37 

10 15 

11 36 

 

 

 

the degree of code inclusion within a particular thematic group, the key analytical 

consideration was that of developing conceptual strength, rather than a 

quantitative reliance on the inclusion of a large number of codes to authenticate a 

particular thematic grouping.  This conceptual strength was reinforced by my 

Table 3.1 – Thematic Emergence and Coding Analysis  
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careful application of the constant comparative analytic process advanced by 

Glaser & Strauss (1967), giving me confidence in the soundness of the 

conceptual foundation to the thematic groupings, allowing me to move to the 

process forward.  

My next level of analysis involved a more in depth consideration of the 

thematic groups of codes looking for conceptual alignment and interpretative 

resonance at a higher level of theoretical abstraction.  An integral and important 

part of this process was consideration of the reflective and analytical memos as 

the theoretical lenses through which to filter and consolidate these themes into 

discrete categories that conceptually captured the emergent elements framing 

stakeholder engagement with policy processes.  This deeper analysis provided 

confirmation of the identification of these eleven thematic groups as distinct 

theoretical categories (Appendix 7), permitting me to label them as such.  In 

ascribing a label to each category, I endeavoured to identify a central organizing 

construct that captured the conceptual linkage between codes and themes and 

categories at a higher level of theoretical abstraction.  This process required me 

to broaden my conceptual thinking beyond descriptive codes and organizing 

themes to a degree of abstraction that permitted me to draw out theoretical 

meaning throughout the analytical process.  Figure 3.1 below illustrates this 

process of analytically narrowing codes to themes along conceptual lines, 

through the iterative and ongoing process of constant data comparison, with the 

resultant development of individual categories.  A key idea captured by figure 3.1 

is that of the analytical progression from descriptive narrowness represented by 

codes, to conceptual broadness represented by themes, to a still higher level of 

theoretical abstraction embedded within the emergent category.   As previously 

elaborated, codes represent data labels and serve as a point of departure for 

building conceptual understanding.   The examination of codes for interpretive 

resonance resulted in the grouping of conceptually similar codes.  As conceptual 

thickness began to take shape within each group of codes, I re-examined the 

groups for consistency and resonance with respect to code inclusion and 

identified relevant themes that appeared to link the codes together within each 
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group.  This process reinforced the CGT notion of arriving at analytic saturation 

through the constant comparison of the data, and proved to be useful in 

informing the subsequent labelling of the emergent categories. 

Table 3.2 below illustrates the analytical process represented by Fig 3.1 denoting 

progressive conceptual thickening.  Table 3.2 exemplifies how codes derived 

from the coding process were grouped and conceptually narrowed into themes, 

leading to identification of the thematic groups and subsequently to the 

emergence of the theoretical categories.  The codes shown in column 1 

representing data labels were conceptually thickened into the themes 

represented in column 2.  Deeper conceptualization incorporating the ideas from 

the analytical and reflective memos generated the categories represented in 

column 3.  Thus, the category labels in column 3 of table 3.2 represent the 

analytical consideration of the data to a greater degree of theoretical abstraction, 

fully incorporating the emergent constructs that were initially identified as being 

embedded within the codes and themes.   

 

Figure 3.1 – Category Emergence: A Diagrammatic Heuristic  

Code B 

 
Theme A 

 
Theme B 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CATEGORY A 

 
Theme C 

Code F 

Code E 

Code D 

Code C 

Code A 
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Samples of Codes Within Thematic Groups

(Appendix 3) 

Identified Thematic Groups 

(Appendix 7) 

Eleven Emergent 

Categories 

Invested, Seniority 

Competence, Duty, Expertise, Responsibility 

 Vocational Vesting 

 Professional Competency  

1. Professionally & 

Vocationally Vested 

Context, Efficacy, Engagement, Learner Focus, Needs 

Care, Committed, Empowered, Proactive, Vested 

 Student Care 

 Engaged & Invested 
2. Emotional Investment 

Anxiety, Disequilibrium, Challenge, Overload, Unease 

Compliance, Imposed, Prescriptive, Rigid, Inflexible,  

Accountability, Authority, Detached, External, Hierarchy 

 Forced Adaptation 

 Subordinated Autonomy  

 Powerlessness 

3. Locus of Control 

Dissonance, Cynicism, Repetitive, Scepticism, Suspicion 

Barriers, Capacity, Resources, Sustainability, Viability 

 Systemic Instability  

 System Sustainability  

4. System Integrity & 

Viability 

Awareness, Confusion, Devalued, Excluded, Resentment  Disconnected Isolation  5. Alienation 

Avoidance, Circumvent, Entrenched, Reject, Resistance  Resistant Avoidance  6. Retrenchment 

Authenticity, Coherence, Meaning, Relevance  Change Authenticity 7. Policy Legitimacy 

Collaborative, Interdependent, Network, Relationships  Collaborative Culture 8. Collegially Connected 

Access, Clarity, Closed, Impersonal, Messaging 

Agenda, Beliefs, Ideology, Intent, Rhetoric 

 Message Mediation 

 Hidden Agenda  

9. Ideological 

Repurposing 

Expectations, Options, Outcomes, Performance 

Cultural Capacity, Social Capacity, Social Class 

 Client Stratification  

 Cultural Competence 
10. Social Inequity 

Coach, Confidence, Leadership, Mentor, Vision 

Credibility,  Respect, Trust, Valued 

 Relational Trust  

 Positional Mistrust  
11. Ethical Trust 

 

 

 

A key CGT construct I needed to stay true to throughout this process of 

category identification was the requirement to remain analytically robust and 

consistent in applying the process of constant comparison, while concurrently 

demonstrating “theoretical sensitivity” (Glaser & Strauss 1967, Glaser & Holton 

2004, Holton 2007) when examining differences between codes for their 

inclusion within specific themes.  This need for heightened theoretical sensitivity 

was further sharpened during subsequent category identification, which required 

higher level of conceptual abstraction in order to name the categories in a way 

that captured and conveyed their defining characteristics.  In essence the 

process of naming the categories forced me to attach word labels that best 

captured the imagery contained within the thematic representations derived from 

coding.  An example illustrating this category labelling process may serve to 

Table 3.2 – Linking Codes and Themes to Category Identification  
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clarify this analytical process.  The label for category 3, ‘locus of control’, 

conceptually links the ideas embedded within the codes in column 1.  The 

sample codes anxiety, disequilibrium, challenge, overload and unease are 

identified as being conceptually linked by the theme ‘forced adaptation’.  The 

same notion applies to the codes associated with the themes ‘subordinated 

autonomy’ and ‘powerlessness’.  Finally, ‘locus of control’ represents a construct 

at a greater level of theoretical abstraction that links the three themes and forms 

them into the category. Table 3.3 below further elaborates the emergent 

conceptual properties of each category theoretically derived from the analysis. 

These properties reflect thematic frameworks that were analytically drawn out 

and conceptually developed from the coding and thematic analysis consistent 

with the process as described above.  The statements attached to each category 

in table 3.3 thus reflect my capacity and insight as a researcher in making 

conceptual linkages amongst codes that are theoretically robust in terms of being 

solidly embedded within the conceptual foundations consistent with a grounded 

theory approach.     

The eleven categories arising out of this grounded theory approach are 

presented in the following analysis and research findings chapter, which 

examines the analytical foundations theoretically defining each category.  

Examples of analytical and reflective memos that informed the process of 

building and developing each distinct category are also presented in support of 

the analytical foundations.   
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Category  Emergent Properties of Each Category 

1. Professionally & Vocationally Vested 

Reflects professional competence, commitment to sound 

educational practice and degree of career continuity of 

those engaging in policy processes  

2. Emotional Investment 

Reflects degree of dedicated commitment, recognition of 

personal responsibilities and passionate engagement with 

learners 

3. Locus of Control 

Reflects feelings of powerlessness resulting from external 

impositions, creating an internal disequilibrium and 

imbalance in the ability to shape their own environment 

4. System Integrity & Viability 

Reflects perceptions of inefficiencies and inadequacies in 

resource allocation to support sound educational structures, 

threatening system sustainability 

5. Alienation 
Reflects levels of detachment, disconnectedness and 

marginalization of those engaged in policy processes 

6. Retrenchment 
Reflects strategic coping mechanisms engaged to 

manoeuvre through contested policy processes 

7. Policy Legitimacy 
Reflects perceptions of authenticity, coherence and 

relevance  

8. Collegially Connected 
Reflects formation of supportive and interdependent 

professional networks to sustain professional capacity 

9. Ideological Repurposing 
Reflects external drivers framing and delivering policy 

processes to fulfill discrete and purposeful intent 

10. Social Inequity 
Reflects capacity to leverage cultural capital in shaping 

preferred educational outcomes 

11. Ethical Trust 
Reflects level of confidence in leadership based on 

credibility of purpose, ethical history and personal qualities 

 

  

 

 

Table 3.3 – Emergent Properties of Categories  
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Chapter 4 Data Analysis and Research Findings 

 

4.1 Introduction 

The data analysis chapter begins with consideration of the analytical 

identification of themes and elaborates the emergent properties of the eleven 

categories.  These conceptual foundations are conceptually unpacked 

through supporting examples of analytical and reflective memos informing the 

analytical process.  In the final part of the chapter conceptual modelling is 

applied to theoretically inform the emergence of six organizing concepts.   

 

4.2 Analytical Foundations of Categories 

4.2.1 Professionally and Vocationally Vested 

 

 

 

 

 

Policy actors are committed and dedicated as career professionals, 

where their practice is shaped by sound pedagogy and good judgement.   

Policy actors expressed a strong connection to teaching and a high 

degree of professional passion.  They care about their practice and 

demonstrate commitment to doing the best possible job over the course of 

their professional working lifetime.   

The following exchange subject underscores the theme of this 

category, and is consistently reflected throughout the interviews process 

by numerous participants. 

Researcher:  It sounds to me as though you’re taking a longer term vision 
of mathematics implementation …  
 

ANALYTICAL MEMO 163: Many teachers are passionate, care about their 
students and their responsibilities and are invested professionally.  
ANALYTICAL MEMO 89: Teachers have a strong sense of professional 
responsibility and duty.  They are passionate … but this is tempered by good 
judgement, good practice and broad experience … not blind duty. 



 126

Interviewee 01: I think so, in the main. Some people are just interested in 
coming in, doing the job and leaving, but most of us wouldn’t be here if it 
was just for the money and we wouldn’t be here if we thought it was an 
easy job. So most people are here because they are committed to it … 

 

Another policy actor reflected on the importance of personal satisfaction in 

building connections with students.  

Researcher: Personal enjoyment is always important in teaching? 
 
Interviewee 02: Yes, I think that is true in any job you do … … So, if I like 
math, and I like working with kids, then that hopefully translates; I’m 
enjoying it and hopefully they will enjoy it as well. 

 

Commitment to the profession is evidently built upon the nature of 

the connections that are established by policy actors to students and to 

the community.  Where this connection is strong, policy actors experience 

a higher degree of attachment and commitment to the profession. The 

following transcript excerpt sums up the essence of this connection. 

 
Researcher: Have you always been in this school district? 
 
Interviewee 13: Yeah, it’s the only place I want to be. 
 
Researcher: And how long have you been at Southside? 
 
Interviewee 13: I’m in my third year. 
 
Researcher: Like the school? 
 
Interviewee 13: Love the school, yeah.  It is an interesting school, and 
you’re teaching more than a curriculum. 
 

It is evident that policy actors who look towards a long term commitment to 

their profession consistently reinforce their capacity to become fully vested 

in the system by creating supportive structures and positive mindsets that 

will sustain their passion as they progress along their career path.  The 

ability to gain autonomy in the practice of their professional is highly 

valued, as reflected by the codes exemplifying elements of this category: 
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ethics, competency, duty, growth, expertise, knowledgeable and 

responsibility.  Each of these codes speaks to the professional traits and 

characteristics associated with individuals who have a “stake” in their 

professional identity and a commitment to ensuring the responsibilities 

associated with that identity are fulfilled. 

Policy actors’ investment in their career is moderated by an 

awareness of the realities of their professional responsibilities, which 

requires that their passion for teaching to be guided and informed by good 

instructional practice based on sound pedagogy.  In essence, being 

professionally invested requires policy actors to be knowledgeable, 

informed and competent, whilst holding themselves to high ethical 

standards related to their professional duties.   At the same time, this 

professional investment also demands that they challenge educational 

policy that, in their judgement, contradicts good teaching.  Policy actors 

consistently reference the characteristics of duty, commitment and 

responsibility as professional underpinnings guiding their daily practice. 

The following excerpts highlight examples of these policy actor beliefs. 

Interviewee 01:  I could be teaching it next year, so I want to know what’s 
happening this year, because we don’t know what we’re going to be 
teaching next year. I want to know how it works, what problems you’re 
having, and if we can provide help. 
 
Interviewee 03: Every time there is something new every teacher looks at 
it and discusses it with his/her colleagues. 
 
Interviewee 04:  I don’t resist the ideas, but I certainly look at them and I 
certainly think about them. 
 
Interviewee 06:  I want to know more of what’s behind things, so I’m not 
just going to accept that something is problematic based on hearing it ... 
I’m going to step back and try and look at things through a little more 
critical lens ... 
 
Interviewee 08:  I’m passionate about teaching.  I’m passionate about 
being in the trenches, you  know being here, you know, front line, being 
the one, having that, the communication, the interactions with the 
students, rather – I’m not interested in, you know, being outside the 
classroom.  This is where my passion is. 
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Interviewee 08:  Sometimes I want to know more, and it’s just my, 
because of my personality, I want to find, I have questions, and I want to 
ask those questions. 

 
 

The above analysis resonates with the notion of affective 

commitment advanced by Meyer at al (1991, 2004) in explaining the 

“emotional attachment to, identification with, and involvement with the 

organization” (1991, p.67) of individuals.  Linkage to this idea of affective 

commitment is further sharpened by Meyer et al’s (2004) discussion of a 

need by individuals to meet internally set standards of performance 

reflective of the ideals and goals vested in their professional 

responsibilities.  This suggests that the notion of professionally and 

vocationally vested policy actors is reciprocally contingent on both an 

internal desire to meet personal goals, standards and expectations 

regarding their professional performance and by the resulting higher levels 

of affective commitment to the profession elicited by meeting those goals, 

standards and expectations. These notions of good pedagogy and sound 

professional judgement resonate with the work of Ware and Kitsantas 

(2007) examining the perceptions of efficacy beliefs shaping teacher 

professional commitment.  Ware and Kitsantas (2007) advance the 

notions that teacher commitment is established by experiences that 

support professional control over the work environment, which establishes 

positive perceptions of self efficacy, which in turn reinforces greater 

professional commitment.  The ideas elaborated above support the 

thematic development of this category, in that consistently recurring 

themes arising out of the coding and thematic analysis are those notions 

of commitment, responsibility, competence, care, duty. 
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4.2.2 Emotional Investment  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Emotional Investment reflects the committed engagement of 

policy actors to supporting students and meeting their needs as they 

perceive them.  It is anchored by an emotional attachment to a student 

care perspective that focusses their actions on promoting and protecting 

student well being.  

Student care forms the foundation for policy actors in terms of their 

investment in their professional practice.  Policy processes that challenge 

this principle are held up to scrutiny and scrutinized for their validity and 

relevance in terms of their attention to student care.  Interviewee 3 

exemplifies this pre-eminence of a climate of care. 

Interviewee 03: I don’t know, it’s a funny choice what they’re doing in the 
new curriculum.  … It’s so hard.  You’re going to fail all these kids, why? 
They’re 14 years old and they’re struggling with percents still.  Do they 
need it? I don’t know. I see a disconnect, and I see so many kids who 
can’t make it in math. 

 

The above memos articulate the researcher’s analytical understanding of 

the emergent code, student care, in relation to learner’s needs that 

consistently emerged from analysis of several interviews. 

This notion of student care is perceived by policy actors to be a 

moral responsibility within the scope of their professional duties in that 

teaching professionals view themselves as the key gatekeepers of good 

REFLECTIVE MEMO 27: Impact of policy change on learners is debilitating to 
their self-esteem, efficacy and sense of math ability.  When policy shifts 
exacerbate these feelings in learners … what’s the point of the change.  
REFLECTIVE MEMO 28: If the policy shift is not grounded in enhancing 
educational outcomes for learners, then what is it grounded in? (Math in particular 
is a subject learners struggle with … these changes don’t seem to make it easier 
for learners to succeed … so why change?). 
ANALYTICAL MEMO 39: The context in which a policy operates must be 
understood, along with the player who will be the subject of that policy.  As 
Interviewee 4 reflects: “So policy, in theory sometimes, is absolutely superb, but if 
a policy doesn’t understand the realities of the situation … of the families … of the 
kids, if it doesn’t understand their needs, then it’s not going to work”.  (Note:  This 
also applies to policy actors i.e. it must also understand their needs and their 
realities as they relate to their everyday work with learners). 
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practice in this respect.  The following excerpt underlines this widely held 

position regarding policy actor responsibility in assuming the gate-keeping 

role. 

Interviewee 08: Well, I’d take a look and see in terms of the kids I’m 
dealing with and whether I think there was … I’m meeting their needs with 
the new initiative or not.  Whether I think that’s what they truly need 
 
Researcher: Okay. And that’s important to you? 
 
Interviewee 08: That’s extremely to me. 
 
Researcher: Why? 
 
Interviewee 08: Because I don’t like making these students be, have them 
be guinea pigs, and having a whole year go by just because – in the 
name of a new initiative, have them be the guinea pig, and if it fails, well, 
it just fails.  Oh, well, well let’s move on.  Let’s try – and I just want to 
make sure I give those students the best I can under my – you know, 
under me. 

 

Policy actors take this responsibility seriously and are guided by their own 

internal moral and ethical compass to assess where, when and how 

student care may be compromised by policy shifts and to assess the 

personal actions that may be required to safeguard that responsibility.   

Policy actors’ emotional investment arises from a high degree of 

passion for teaching, embedded within a central concern for student well 

being.  This emotional investment is formed within the personal history 

and worldview policy actors bring to the profession.  For policy actors, 

teaching is seen as an ethically noble profession that has an embedded 

higher moral purpose.    Throughout the interviews, research subjects 

consistently cited their beliefs that learners needs were sacrosanct and 

that these needs should drive policy processes at all levels of the system, 

but most particularly at the school sites.  Teachers viewed themselves as 

being more acutely aware of student needs than any other group, by virtue 

of their connectedness to their students and that this connectedness 

placed them in the pre-eminent position of best understanding how those 
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needs should be met.  Most teachers could not cite evidence in support of 

this position; rather they relied on their intuitive feelings, based on their 

relationships with students. 

Interviewee 03:  I like the location of the school to where I live … I like the 
kids here.  … There are some great kids, there are some kids that drive 
you crazy, I think for the type of teaching I do, I prefer kids that are not the 
Richie Rich’s of the world, I like the kids who are more ordinary. … it starts 
to feel like home. 
 
Researcher: A good feeling you’ve got for being here that long? 
 
Interviewee 03: Yeah, the kids know you and they know your style, and 
because I’m here at night I see a lot of other kids and I see another side of 
kids which I like.  The non-academic side, I like that. 
 
 
Interviewee 06: … kids view the school as an extension of their home. So, 
if they’re comfortable, and welcome, and treated respectfully, they give 
that back to you in the building. 
 
Interviewee 08:  I don’t want to stay stagnant in my profession.  I think 
there’s a danger to that.  Like any profession, I want to grow.  I want to 
feel excited about, you know, going to work and I – so, I’m all ears. 
 
Interviewee 13:  If I’m teaching to my class, especially when my grade 8’s 
walk in the door, I don’t say, “Sit down, we’re going to do this project.”  I 
say, “Hi. My name is such and such.  Who are you guys?  What are you 
interested in? Let’s build a project together.”  

 

This foregoing suggests that this emotional investment is linked to 

the type of relationships that policy actors establish with their students and 

the connectivity they develop within their school community over the 

course of their professional lives. Where these relationships are socially 

and emotionally rewarding they act to strengthen community connectivity, 

which in turn solidifies and enhances policy actor well being, precipitating 

further relationship building to consolidate their emotional commitment to 

the profession.  The following quote from interviewee 06 underscores and 

highlights this notion  

“I very much believe the personal, as those personal connections that an 
individual teacher can have cannot be underemphasized”. 
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This category also has affective commitment (Meyer et al 1991, 

2004) as its conceptual foundation, but with a nuanced difference that 

incorporates emotions and sensemaking.  In the preceding category the 

focus was on processes internal to policy actors, whereas within this 

category the focus is entirely embedded within the external emotional 

connections of policy actors to their learners. 

In this respect this category thus elaborates the reactions of policy 

actors in implementing curriculum that they perceive as negatively 

impacting the learners for whom they are responsible and the 

mechanisms employed to cope with those reactions.  While the 

professional duties of policy actors drives their affective commitment to the 

organization, a competing dimension exists in the form of commitment to 

the learners, who are perceived as the core concern motivating their 

professional purpose.  This tension between organization and learner in 

terms of affective commitment thus positions emotional responses as 

foundational to mediating positive or negative sensemaking (Bartunek at 

al 2006, Avey et al 2008), with the preferred outcome being the minimizing 

of negative affect and the maximizing of emotional comfort (Seo et al 

2004, 2010).  The analysis suggests that the balance is tilted in the 

direction of heightened affective commitment towards the learners, whom 

they perceive as being negatively impacted by the shift in policy, with a 

resultant strengthening of the emotional investment in their professional 

responsibilities towards those learners.  This idea is reinforced by the work 

of Maitlis et al (2013) who note that “individuals generally pay more 

attention to negative than positive events” and that negative feelings are 

interpreted “as a sign of problems in the environment” requiring 

“systematic processing of information”, suggesting that “events that 

produce negative emotions are likely to energize our search for meaning” 

(p.226).  In this instance the negative perceptions of the policy on learners 

act as the stimulus for building positive emotional investment through 

sensemaking.  
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4.2.3 Locus of Control 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Policy actors are faced with policy shifts that require adherence and 

compliance to external hierarchies, giving rise to perceptions of being 

controlled and subject to oversight, resulting in feelings of powerlessness. 

Policy shifts impact policy actors’ practice and may create anxiety 

through lack of clarity regarding its intent if it is perceived as a drastic 

reshaping of policy actor work. 

Externally imposed changes are outside policy actors’ locus of 

control and are perceived as threatening, especially if theses changes are 

implemented in a non-inclusive, non-participatory and non-consultative 

manner.  Compliance with the changes occurs, but unwillingly and with 

trepidation.  

Interviewee 11: Well, if we need to change our delivery methods in a 
certain way to incorporate tech, maybe for the sake of tech rather than for 
the sake of education, that has an impact.  In addition, there’s no release 
time, to – we already work scads of overtime with marking, etcetera, 
there’s no release time really, to learn new things and change our unit, 
etcetera, or how we approach the course, to change those up in such a 
short space of time 
 

Forced compliance places policy actors in the position of having to adjust 

to new realities, whether they like them or not.  Whilst policy actors are 

obliged to incorporate new policy and adapt to its demands, this process 

creates an emotional imbalance, precipitating feelings of discomfort and 

unease in relation to professional well-being.   

ANALYTICAL MEMO 155: Despite not wanting to change/adapt … if the rules are 
changing forced adaptation becomes the norm.  This may create 
discomfort/unease ... but it is unavoidable and cannot be dismissed … therefore 
policy actors must adjust! 
REFLECTIVE MEMO 30: Whilst there is professional judgement/autonomy, 
teachers still have to comply with prescribed policy, albeit grudgingly.  What 
impact does this have on teachers?  
REFLECTIVE MEMO 133: Change which is imposed and not understood induces 
stress.  Policy actors respond to the “tyranny of the instructional calendar”.  Policy 
that does not mediate this tyranny by providing time to reflect/think on its meaning 
and impact causes policy actors discomfort/stress/anxiety. 
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Policy actors view autonomy as critical elements of their 

professional lives.  Policy processes that diminish or remove such 

autonomy places them a position of professional and emotional upheaval. 

This category encompasses a range of codes which reveal that policy 

actors’ beliefs and perceptions regarding the erosion of their autonomy are 

real and palpable.  Codes representative of this category include imposed, 

prescriptive, mandated, conformity, compliance, top-down, rigid, inflexible 

and dictated. 

Change that is externally imposed and prescriptive elicits a range of 

emotions and reactions that are contingent on such factors as policy 

actors’ mindset, career path and professional resilience.  A consistent 

theme that emerges from the analysis is the futility of opposing policy 

change, resulting in resigned compliance on the part of policy actors.  The 

following range of interview excerpts support this notion of resigned 

compliance, which undergirds policy actors’ perceptions and beliefs 

regarding their subordinated autonomy.  

Researcher:  I am sensing a bit of dissonance between what you believe 
is important, through your 14 years of experience ... dissonance between 
that and a new policy document.  How does that make you feel? 
 
Interviewee 02: I am kind of like the kids and toss your eyes back and say 
I have to do something new, and it may not be new.  I am not averse to 
change, and I realize it happens, but I am an old dog in terms of where I 
am in my teaching life, so it’s sort of like “Okay, I get it, go down this road 
or this road”. 
 
Interviewee 03: Like I don’t like this whole chapter on graphing, but I’m 
being told I have to teach it in grade 9.  I don’t think they have to learn 
chord theory, but I’m being told they have to learn it. 
 
Interviewee 04: If a policy coming down says “we are now going to change 
this, and change this, change this”, because they see it from a different 
perspective, my sense is more often than not the word “good” or 
“innovative” is attached to it, and the assumption is, just like those car 
advertisements, that makes it better.  I don’t think it makes it better. ... So, 
when a new policy comes along, whatever it might be, whatever it might 
be, am I somewhat jaded sometimes?  Yep. And that’s the luxury of age, I 
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think as you get older and you have greater context, then you have, it’s 
your right to be a little bit sceptical and to be a little bit jaded. 
 
Interviewee 05:  Some policy comes in and doesn’t give you any  “how’s” 
... it seems like a lot of the times when you take it, the reaction from staff 
and from the union is here comes another thou shalt mandate, via policy. 
 
Interviewee 06:  I think teachers certainly see a lot of stress around 
“prescribed” ... “here’s your PLOs.  You must meet this stuff.”  I think 
teachers when they feel their students are being examined in a course in a 
given year ... I think those teachers feel a lot more pressure to ensure 
they’re walking the straight and narrow path ... 
 
Interviewee 10: Well, if I’m thinking about the math curriculum ... it filters 
down to this level, to the teacher level, where we have to implement, put in 
place what the policies are in terms of the changes in the curriculum 
 
Interviewee 10: ... well there just seems to be problems, nothing seems to 
go smoothly 
Researcher:  ... it sounds as though they come up from on high, you 
mentioned hierarchy, and it sounds as though at the school level we are at 
the bottom rung of the food chain.  And so almost as though we’ve got to 
do what ever we’re told, is that what I’m getting from you? 
 
Interviewee 10:  Pretty much yes,  
 
Researcher:  How does that make you feel?  How does that make you feel 
as an educator with your 25 years of experience? 
 
Interviewee 10: Well I guess within that mandate that we have, we have a 
certain degree of autonomy but there are boundaries within that 
autonomy. ... it restricts, but it also guides, there area certain parameters 
within which we have to work.  And I guess that makes sense too because 
it gives some consistency to the educators in the province. 
 
 
Interviewee 11:  Just suddenly, “here’s the five year plan”.  And in some 
ways the implication is if you’re not prepared to do that maybe there’s 
another school for you. 
 
Interviewee 11:  So, it’s feeling that some of the top-down decisions are 
arbitrary. ... Or, like, it’s almost as though they don’t even, they’ve got 
MBAs or something and they’ve never taught, they don’t have an 
understanding. ... I don’t know what their educational backgrounds are or 
what they really know about teaching. 
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The foregoing analysis suggests that teachers place high value on 

the idea that their training, skills, knowledge and experience, ideally 

places them in the position to exercise autonomy within their professional 

practice.  The imposition of policy that limits this autonomy creates 

conditions that are perceived as negating their expertise, leading to 

subordination of their professional autonomy to external forces outside 

their domain of control.   

The external imposition of these changes also gives policy actors a 

perceived loss of control over their professional practice.  This perception 

is intensified by the belief that policy processes are shaped in a top-down, 

hierarchical manner by externally located forces.  Furthermore, these 

forces are beyond the realm of policy actors’ influence, which creates in 

them internalized feelings of powerlessness with respect to their ability to 

act to regain control and autonomy.  Sample codes embedded within this 

category include locus of control, barriers, political, fiscal, accountability, 

hierarchy and authority.  The following excerpts reflect this notion of policy 

actors’ powerlessness in relation to external, hierarchical control within the 

range of codes specific to this category. 

Interviewee 02:  I guess in the big picture I would like to somehow be 
consulted, or, have more people to seem to know what’s going on, it 
seems that it’s only a handful that ever really know and they just funnel it 
down , like the pyramid thing that is happening, but it should really be the 
reverse. 
 
Interviewee 03:  The Ministry of Education decided it was not a mandatory 
course, ... Teachers, we still thought it was still important, but without it 
being a mandatory course it was hard for kids to get them to sign up for it 
after that. ... We react to what they want.  They’ve mandated it. 
 
Interviewee 05:  I find with the ever shifting sand in terms of ministry policy 
that a lot of it is created in the backroom by a few people ... 
 
Interviewee 06: I think you just become disenfranchised or disillusioned. ... 
if I can’t change my practice to improve things for students because I’m 
limited by a policy, that’s a huge challenge. 
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Interviewee 06:  This is driven from the top.  I’m not receptive to this 
because it’s someone’s agenda to change, change for the sake of change 
as opposed to change for a genuine reason. 
 
Interviewee 07:  I’ve never found out about a policy in advance. Usually by 
the time I find out about a policy it’s been passed or implemented. 
 
Interviewee 07:  I think sometimes teachers just think they’re powerless 
and can’t do anything. 
 
Interviewee 11:  ... it seems like a small group of people are making 
decisions that affect a lot of people and affect the education of our 
students, and it seems like a very top-down approach 
 
 
Interviewee 13:  I think people at the board, from what I can tell, are just 
trying to gather more control. 
 
Researcher:  Control over? 
 
Interviewee 13: Over what happens in schools. 
 

The excerpt below underscores the emotional impact of policy actors’ 

feelings of powerlessness in the face of a hierarchical, imposed policy 

process over which they have no control. 

Interviewee 11: ... even if people don’t want to consult, at least tell us 
what’s coming, instead of making us guess, because it’s highly stressful. 

 
This notion of locus of control is explored by Maguire et al (2011) 

and Ball et al (2011a). Maguire at al (2011) construct the notion of 

dominant discourses driving policy implementation, whereas Ball et al 

(2011a) elaborate the reactions of policy actors towards policies deemed 

to be imperative or exhortative.  In both cases the idea of policy being 

imposed underscores the loss of locus of control for policy actors, where 

the reactions to this perceived loss is contingent on the positional role 

adopted by policy actors (Ball et al 2011b).   These positional roles are 

presented below (table 4.1) and embody a range of cognitive responses 

encompassing potential reactions of policy actors to policy imposition. 
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As Ball et al (2011b) suggest “Actors in schools are positioned differently 

and take up different positions in relation to policy, including positions of 

indifference or avoidance or irrelevance” (p.625). This conceptual model 

locating the different roles adopted by policy actors serves as a useful 

heuristic in understanding the types of cognitive processing they may 

engage at various phases and stages of implementation; however it does 

not account for the emotional components undergirding their actions.  

Further analysis addressing this point suggests that insofar as policy 

actors in specific positional roles may operationalize a range of positive or 

negative cognitive responses in reacting to erosion of their locus of 

control, there may be a consistency in the activation of emotional 

responses regardless of their positional role.  

 

4.2.4 System Integrity and Viability  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Policy Actors Policy Work 

Narrators Interpretation, selection and enforcement of meanings, mainly done by headteachers and the SLT 

Entrepreneurs Advocacy, creativity and integration 

Outsiders Entrepreneurship, partnership and monitoring 

Transactors Accounting, reporting, monitoring 

Enthusiasts Investment, creativity, satisfaction and career 

Translators Production of texts, artifacts and events 

Critics Union representatives: monitoring of management, maintaining counter-discourses 

Receivers Mainly junior teachers and teaching assistants: coping, defending and dependency 

Table 4.1 – Positional Role (Ball et 2011b p.625) 

ANALYTICAL MEMO 105: When a change in direction is viewed as repetitive and 
non-productive, it is marginalized and ignored.  The cynicism of reaction arises 
out of continual changes that are deemed invalid, meaningless and irrelevant.  
ANALYTICAL MEMO 158: There is a difference between the “rapidity” with which 
a policy shift takes hold vs. the “constant cyclical” nature of policy change.  It 
hasn’t had time to take hold and work … boom … the next change cycle hits!  
ANALYTICAL MEMO 130: Policy relating to curriculum implementation fosters 
competition for diminishing resources across the system.  Suggests that policy 
impacts the sustainability of initiatives.  May lead to policy actor balkanization.  
The impact becomes know when decisions must trade of against competing 
choices. 
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Policy actors perceive the illogical cycles of change that constantly 

bombard the system, coupled with the inconsistent financial support given 

to change initiatives, as having a systemically debilitating and de-

stabilizing effect. 

The longer policy actors remain in the system, the more they adopt 

an increasingly cynical and sceptical view towards the repetitive cycles of 

policy change.  They perceive these changes as superficial and cosmetic, 

with no real depth in terms of real impact on improving outcomes for 

learners.  Numerous interviewees look at these cycles of change as 

unnecessary and irrelevant, in that they appear to be re-packaged 

versions of previous policies.  The following excerpts from a number of 

research subjects are consistent in illustrating these perceptions. 

Interviewee 02: I go “ugh”.  It is sort of, somebody asked me, one of the 
new guys that said “Oh so we’re having a new change to the math 
curriculum!” and I would say “Yes we had that 5 years ago too”.  So it is 
almost expected every 5 or 7 years, whatever it happens to be, that 
someone wants to change something. 
 
Interviewee 03:  Myself after 20 years? I don’t jump up and down too fast 
any more.  I’ve seen the pendulum swing.  I never thought I’d be one of 
those people who sat in the back and says; oh we’ve seen this before.  
But it’s true.  The longer I teach the more I see things cycle and recycle, 
come back in a different way; it’s interesting to see that.  Is it really new?  
Or is it just repackaged sometimes?  I guess I am more cynical about it. 
 
Interviewee 04: … there in 8 seconds I’ve named 5 different initiatives that 
came through.  And I know it’s almost trite to say its flavour of the week … 
 
Interviewee 08: So, that – I’ll take a look at it, but I will step back.  With 
having years of experience and being able to fall back on my years of 
experience, being able to assess, no, been there, done that, tried that.  It’s 
the same thing, but under a new name.  We tried it, you know fifteen years 
ago.  It wasn’t successful then, and I’m not going to go that route again by 
wasting my time, or wasting the children’s time, or at the expense of the 
students. 
 
Interviewee 09:  Because the policies that I hear keep – it’s like they 
recycle.  They come and they go, and they change.  And I don’t believe 
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there’s much that comes out that’s brand new.  I believe there’s a lot of 
edited recycling … 
 
Interviewee 11: …we all take it with a grain of salt … we also know in a 
way that a lot of it is just re-jigging what already exits. 

 
Each of these excerpts reinforces the notion that policy actors view 

constant, repetitive cycles of change as non-productive and lacking 

relevancy.  However, faced with imposed change, policy actors react in a 

variety of ways in order to minimize what they perceive to be the de-

stabilizing effects of those changes.  The degree to which they are 

successful in shaping or re-shaping the change determines the degree to 

which they perceive the system to be stable or unstable.   

In addition to the impact of constant structural change, policy actors 

exhibit a high degree of concern regarding the financial and economic 

viability of the system arising out of a perceived lack of commitment by 

policymakers towards the provision of adequate levels of resource 

allocation in the face of constant change. These concerns resonate with 

the notion of material contexts advanced by Braun et al (2010) elaborating 

how allocation and access to resources may impact on policy processes.  

In this instance site based implementation of a new curriculum created 

competitive conditions amongst various groups of policy actors in terms of 

accessing limited resources.  The ensuing resource allocations attached 

to the mandated policy change, thus acted to precipitate perceptions by 

policy actors of broad based structural destabilization through erosion of 

the quality of educational offerings when critical competing requests for 

resource support were not considered.  These perceptions in turn may act 

to reposition core affect (Seo 2004, 2010) through the activation of 

negative reactions in response to the resulting system degradation.  
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4.2.5 Alienation 

Policy actors experience an internal disconnect at an emotional 

level in terms of their capacity to make sense of change, precipitating 

feelings of isolation and alienation. 

Alienation of policy actors is triggered by a deficit of relationships 

and professional networks to mediate the emotional disconnect.  Many 

policy actors experience top-down policy processes in isolation and are 

disconnected from meaningful interactions to inform and guide them 

through those processes.  This disconnect precipitates disengagement 

and disempowerment as policy actors withdraw in order to erect personal 

comfort zones that allow them to maintain some degree of emotional well 

being. The following excerpt from Interviewee 4 reflects this notion of 

alienation, rooted in policy actors’ disconnect.  In this case, the disconnect 

serves to balkanize policy actors’ perceptions with respect to policy 

makers’ being distant and apart from the “action”, which serves to further 

enhance and deepen their feelings of alienation. 

Interviewee 04:  All of a sudden we heard a statement that came from the 
ministry to the school districts, to the vice principals and the principals, 
then to the kids.  The kids didn’t hear about it.  Who did they hear about it 
from?  Us.  We went and said here is what is going to happen. … It’s 
because the people who are making these policy statements don’t have 
their sleeves rolled up, and aren’t in the school. 

 

The perception that policymakers exacerbate the isolation of policy 

actors through their actions – or inactions as the case may be – is widely 

represented by several interview subjects.  Recognition is given to several 

key ideas embedded within this category of codes, which make it a 

powerful conceptual lens through which policy actors’ perceptions may be 

viewed.  Examples of codes that build the category alienation include: 

disengagement, voiceless, isolation, dissatisfaction, disenfranchised, 

dissonance, devalued.  Each of these codes drawn out from the interview 

transcripts speak to the creation of a perceptual chasm that enhances the 

emotional disconnect that leads to policy actors’ alienation.  This divide 
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becomes even more marked when policy actors engage with informal 

networks that support a worldview (Coburn 2005) that is in direct  

contradiction to the stated position advanced by the new policy. These 

contradictory positions in turn feed into the destabilization of the core 

affect (Seo 2004) experienced by policy actors where “people in negative 

affective states are more likely to focus on avoiding and preventing 

possible occurrences of negative outcomes, thus exhibiting a defensive 

behavioural orientation” (p.433), thus supporting the notion of increased 

occurrences of alienation. 

 

4.2.6 Retrenchment  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Policy actors engage strategies and act in ways that promote self 

preservation and preserve their feelings of autonomy and control.   

Policy actors act to consciously engage strategies designed to 

remove threats to individual autonomy in order to safeguard personal and 

professional identity.  Codes in this category exemplifying such behaviour 

include retrenchment, avoidance, resistant, reticence, entrenched, 

avoidance.  Each of these codes occurred with consistent regularity during 

analysis of numerous interview transcripts.  The following interview 

excerpts illustrate how policy actors engage conscious, strategic 

behaviours in order to safeguard professional identity.   

Interviewee 01:  But if a teacher is not comfortable doing manipulatives, 
then they’re going to slide right by that and continue doing their own thing. 
 
Interviewee 02:  I realize that change is necessary, and someone out 
there thinks that it is necessary to change the set up or when things 

ANALYTICAL MEMO 168: Policy is examined, classified, sorted … and either 
accepted or marginalized/discarded.  If the latter, teachers continue on with what 
has worked ... and/or what they believe will continue to work.  
REFLECTIVE MEMO 164: Policy/curriculum is either marginalized, ignored or 
irrelevant, depending on the degree of autonomy and control teachers wish to 
exercise … however, this autonomy and control is contextual to what is being 
taught (i.e. subject matter scope and sequence). 
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should be taught or if they should be taught at all, but I just question at 
times … Why?  Here is the wheel, why rebuild it? 
 
Interviewee 03:  I think we all adapt the curriculum; we change it a little bit, 
pad it, take out or teach less of some things we don’t think are important 
 
Interviewee 06:  … because teachers are simply operating in their 
classroom, aren’t necessarily receptive to new policy… 
 
Interviewee 06: … but I don’t think most people are actively pursuing 
change.  I think change is something that is quite stressful, you know, 
could be positive and negative, that change, people don’t put themselves 
in a situation where they need to change unless they’re, they’ve 
developed some sort of crisis or some situation where something is driving 
the change. 
 
Interviewee 06:  I know what’s best for my students, but if I’m not allowed 
to do things, continue to do things the way that I’ve been doing, which I 
feel is best, or if I can’t change my practice to improve things for my 
students because I’m limited by a policy, that’s a huge challenge. 
 
Interviewee 07:  I think sometimes people just go through the motions, and 
they either limit what they do to the policy, or they do just enough to stay 
within the policy. 
 
Interviewee 09:  I think people get frustrated at times, or they just, some 
just don’t bother.  Some people don’t pay attention, or some people still 
say “Oh well, that’s interesting” … and you’ve got the other people that are 
doing the “I don’t want to hear about it”. 
 
Interviewee 11:  I know some teachers just say, “We’re keeping our heads 
down and what happens, happens. Is it the latest, is it the flavour of the 
month, or is this going to be something that actually sticks? 

 
These behaviours seem to be purposefully activated in order to shift away 

from an external locus of control, to one reflective of personal autonomy.   

Emergent codes associated with this category underscoring this notion 

include: resistance, entrenched, avoidance, circumvent, withdraw, reject, 

ignore; each of which connote conscious actions on the part of policy 

actors to remove themselves from the conditions and circumstances 

threatening their professional identity. 
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The conceptual understanding that emerges from the analysis is 

that policy actors may view any externally imposed policy change that 

doesn’t resonate or align with personally established practice as a threat 

to autonomy.  This threat is mediated through behaviours and actions that 

serve to preserve autonomy and as a consequence safeguard 

professional identity and the notion of a shift in core affect (Seo et al 2004) 

may be seen as such as a mediating factor. 

 

4.2.7 Policy Legitimacy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Policy actors view policy shifts through a lens of scepticism and 

question the professional authenticity of the change.   

Throughout the analysis, codes emerged that interrogated the 

sources and origins of policy.  Codes such as: validity, relevance, 

authenticity, congruence and alignment reflect this scepticism that 

questions who, where and how a policy shift has been vetted in terms of 

its rationale with respect to meeting the needs of the system.  Policy 

actors consistently questioned overarching policy direction in terms of its 

ideological positioning, its genesis, its purpose and its applicability and 

relevance to learners, as exemplified in the following interview excerpts: 

Interviewee 01:  Well you know, like “we’re going to embrace this policy” 
and every student will be able to do this that and the other; but they don’t 
relate to the fact that you get kids coming in with grade 4 level math in 
your grade 8 class.  So they don’t relate to the student population that we 

ANAYTICAL MEMO 103: Context of policy changes are viewed as being 
politically and ideologically driven, factors which in turn are perceived as being   
without a solid educational foundation, thus deemed to be without validity.  
ANAYTICAL MEMO 122: Policy actors question the validity of those who frame 
educational policy.  They are the political masters and their engagement is 
seemingly driven by politics, not by educational interests.  
ANAYTICAL MEMO 22: Why does policy shift?  Who sets the priorities and why 
do some priorities that are “valid” disappear for no apparent reason?  Teachers 
with a sense of the historical landscape and cycles of change tend to reject the 
validity of imminent changes. 



 145

have; a blanket statement policy without considering how it affects 
different districts, which I assume will affect them in different ways. 
 
Interviewee 02:  … I’ll do it to the best of my ability and try to make it 
functional for the kids and work for the kids, but I still sort of go; “why do 
we have to do that now?  The kids aren’t ready for that.”  Or, “why did we 
drop this? It is important for kids”. 
 
Interviewee 03:  I often wonder if the people at the top are doing it for the 
kids … Are they qualified to be minister of education, or is it just their 
portfolio?  Who is advising them? I think when you’re in the trenches you 
think, “Were they really thinking about the kids?  Or, is this going to look 
good on paper?  Or, is it what the business world wants, or what PAC 
wants?  Or, what the universities want? What about the kids?  Do they 
really want this?” 
 
Researcher:  So, you’re questioning the external motivators that drive 
policy, is that right? 
 
Interviewee 03:  Yes, whether its universities, or whatever, there are 
always these groups, and you’re always afraid that the kids get left out. 
 
 
Interviewee 05:  Policies look great on paper, and they sound very firm in 
purpose, and there is usually a lot of thought process behind it, but when 
you contextualize it, educational setting by educational setting, it can’t be 
firm, there’s nothing black and white in high school, And that’s the 
beautiful part about the job, everything is gray. 
 
Interviewee 07:  So that’s where I kind of think sometimes policy isn’t 
made for the best interests of the student.  It’s made to protect the 
institution or a certain policy actor. 
 
Interviewee 12:  … there’s an assumption … there’s a certain trust … not 
everything happens in our best interests, and that there are forces in play 
which affect policy, which affect implementation. … So, there are other 
forces in play when we talk about implementation of these policies that are 
just sometimes completely behind the scenes. 
 
Interviewee 13:  … the IRP seems to have been written for people who 
don’t know anything about my curriculum. … So, I’m very glad they’ve left 
it up to me to figure out what my students need and how to teach them 
that appropriately. … Where I totally disagree with the curriculum as 
presented.  It just doesn’t make sense.  

 



 146

A consistent theme permeating each of the preceding excerpts is 

the notion that policy actors have difficulty locating the meaning and 

applicability of the policy to their every day professional experiences, and 

in turn relating the relevance in meeting the needs of learners. Malen 

(2006) underscores this point in observing that “Policies embody values, 

theories of interventions and orientations to social and educational issues 

that may or may not conform to the ideas, interests, and ideals of the 

actors who were involved in their adoption” (p.87).  This notion is 

succinctly captured by the observations of Ball et al (2012) who suggest 

that “what we take to be policies are power relations, practices and 

subjectivities which articulate forms of learning and forms of behaviour” 

(p.140).  These values, interventions and orientations represent 

embedded discourses (Maguire et al 2011) which are perceived as 

advancing the interests of the external forces that frame the policy and 

are scrutinized by policy actors and questioned for legitimacy. As a result 

policy actors interrogate policy through personally constructed notions of 

professional care and experiential history, reframing their actions and 

behaviour to challenge its legitimacy when there is perceived 

misalignment with those structures.  

4.2.8 Collegially Connected 

 

 

 

Policy actors value professional networks that sustain 

conversations that enhance and support their professional practice.  They 

promote the establishment of a collaborative environment and work 

collegially to establish a culture of professional interdependency. 

Site based policy actors work in an environment where they 

balance their autonomy against the need to build collegial relationships in 

order to have the ability to establish ongoing conversations regarding their 

ANAYTICAL MEMO 75: Policy that disrupts the building of relationships disrupts 
successful teaching.  Teachers will always resist that disruptive process, because 
teaching (to many) is all about pursuing personal and professional relationships. 
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own professional needs.  While these conversations are not mandated, 

they are sought out for two purposes, one purely relational, in terms of 

mediating the isolation of classroom instruction and the second more 

professional, to inform their individual and collective needs regarding the 

implications of the shifting policy landscape.  Examples of codes in this 

category that underscore these two perspectives are: collegial, networks, 

relationships, community, interdependent, cooperation, and discourse. 

Policy actors understand the importance of this culture of 

collaboration and utilize both formal and informal processes in working to 

develop and maintain their professional networks. However, the rigid and 

structured nature of their daily work day gives preference to the informal 

approach as the avenue that is more readily accessible.  The following 

excerpts illustrate the importance of these collaborative networks, how 

they arise and how they tend to function within the day-to-day context. 

 
Interviewee 01:  It’s a leadership thing by modelling a way of teaching by 
saying this is what I’ve tried and it has worked. Sharing ideas, someone 
will say, I have tried this and it worked, so we take it on board and try that. 
It is informal professional discussion. 
 
Interviewee 01:  In math we tend to have meetings every Thursday 
morning at 8:00am, so we could touch base and keep up to date with 
what’s going on. ... I don’t think it’s written anywhere that you must have 
department meeting every week or month; but if you have some 
collegiality then you want to touch base with everyone. 
 
Interviewee 03:  Every time there is something new, every teacher looks at 
it on his own and discusses it with his/her colleagues. 
 
Interviewee 06:  Beyond that, I am a reflective individual.  I want to spend 
time and say ... what’s going on?  I want to engage in the conversations 
with other teachers and say, “What do you think of this?  Where is this 
coming from? How do you see this impacting your practice and your 
delivery in your classroom?  Here’s what I think.  How are you going to do 
that?  How would you proceed forward?” I really would like that interaction, 
that discourse with other teachers, with other educators, with other 
administrators, with Board people when possible, just to get a sense of 
where things are going.   
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Interviewee 07:  I think it’s because we work in a collaborative setting 
where, yes, I could have my own classroom and my own space.  But our 
work is so interconnected, that there’s going to be a time when you need 
to communicate or work with someone or rely on someone or to have to 
collaborate with someone for growth or success, or just out of necessity to 
keep things going. And I think relationships are huge and powerful. 
 
Interviewee 12:  All the members in the department, they’ve got 
colleagues in other schools.  They’ve got contacts.  They would be able to 
reach out for that information. ...  
 
Interviewee 12:  And I think there’s partial responsibility on the individual 
to be informed of these changes, to see the winds coming.  But also on 
those who are in charge to make it aware that this is what we’re working 
on.  You should be aware.  There might be something going on in the next 
year or so.  Just be cognizant of that. 

 

In analyzing the context of policy actors’ professional needs 

regarding policy shifts, it is evident that clarity of understanding does not 

arise in isolation.  Rather, it develops through interactive processes with 

colleagues through focused conversations, albeit of an ad hoc, informal or 

formal nature.  Thus it can be posited that the types of collaborative 

interactions illustrated in the above excerpts provide policy actors the 

opportunity to engage with different ideas and approaches to the 

circumstances they face and to reflect and think about how those ideas 

might impact and alter their approach to the shift in policy. This presence 

of collaborative culture appears to be central to shaping the professional 

work of individual policy actors, who ultimately have the responsibility of 

incorporating the changes into their practice.  

This analysis resonates with the ideas elaborated by Coburn 

(2001) in elaborating the interwoven dynamics of the sensemaking 

process with respect collegial collaboration. In Coburn’s (2001) terms 

sensemaking is enhanced when “individual and collective worldviews 

represented in a group” operate to build “shared understandings” (p.153).  

Furthermore the professional collegiality established by these 

collaborative processes provides a common ground for policy 
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“gatekeeping” (Coburn 2001), where an established network of policy 

actors screens ideas for alignment and consistency with the accepted 

policy premises arrived at through collective group sensemaking.  This 

notion of collegial gatekeeping is further extended in Braun et al’s (2011) 

elaboration of professional context, wherein the “potential dissonances 

between embedded institutional values and national policy trends” 

(p.591), subjugates individual policy practice to the collegially developed 

institutional norms. 

 

4.2.9 Ideological Repurposing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Policy actors view policymakers as leveraging communication tools 

for the social repurposing of education through an ideological lens.   

The uses of communication tools and channels by policymakers 

are perceived as message control mechanisms, allowing the shapers of 

policy to create messages that portray policy shifts in a mostly positive 

light, aligned to the ideological intent of the policy shift. 

A theme within this category of codes is the perception by policy 

actors of policy processes being shaped by lack of access to relevant and 

meaningful communication to inform and support site based 

implementation.  Codes associated with this category reflecting this 

REFLECTIVE MEMO 37: What are the embedded values and beliefs that drive 
the system to success?  Are these successes being compromised by policy that 
moves away from these values and beliefs, if so, why? Or, what are the new 
values and beliefs and how are they relevant to learners’ needs?  
REFLECTIVE MEMO 45: What are the real motivations behind policy change?  
There seems to be a disconnect between learners’ needs and other needs as the 
driver of change, with no clear statement behind the change.  This is exemplified 
in the new math curriculum changes.  
REFLECTIVE MEMO 129: Whose needs are served by educational policy?  
Industry?  Politicians?  Learners?  Is there mis-alignment or is there something 
more at work?  Is this ideological?  Is it social engineering?  What’s the purpose 
of change, if the change disrupts successful outcomes? 
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perception include clarity, timely, restricted, access(ibility), awareness and 

messaging.   

Policy actors question whether the communication deficit is 

purposeful, designed to mask a concealed intent or whether it arises from 

the lack of a coherent plan or vision for driving implementation forward.    

Control over information access serves policymakers purposes if the intent 

is to implement change regardless of policy actor acceptance.  In such a 

scenario, clarity of communication is irrelevant, since policymakers are 

simply seeking compliance and indeed the communication is used as a 

policy control mechanism.  On the other hand, if the issue is a lack of a 

coherent vision, the lack of information access may arise out of 

policymakers themselves not knowing what it is they want to accomplish, 

giving rise to a message devoid of meaning and resonance for both 

policymakers and policy actors. In either case the message mediation 

leaves policy actors in a state of confused ignorance and disjointed 

awareness with respect to the pending policy, resulting in policy processes 

that are devoid of policy actors’ confidence and conviction.  The above 

reflective memos reference a sampling of interview transcripts that 

elaborate and underscore this notion. 

Coding and analysis of researcher memos suggests that message 

mediation is bilateral. Messages may be mediated by policy actors in light 

of their perceptions of its intent and purpose, regardless of whether the 

communication is clear or unclear.  Similarly, messages may also be 

mediated by policymakers, who frame communications in a manner that is 

designed to advance their intent and purpose, regardless of how the 

resulting message will be received and perceived by policy actors.   

This lack in clarity and attention to careful communication may act to 

reinforce and validate policy actor perceptions and beliefs regarding policy 

purpose and intent, precipitating the widening of an unbridgeable gulf 

between policy actors and policymakers.  
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Policy actors perceive policy as being articulated within the 

ideological framework, driving forward a political agenda of social 

repurposing.  For policy actors this framework is not overt and transparent, 

rather it is embedded within the policy in a manner that masks its true 

intent.  Codes within this category reflecting these policy actor perceptions 

include: beliefs, values, economy, purpose, ideology, discourse, rhetoric 

and agenda.  Policy actors hold the position of the sanctity of the 

educational enterprise, whose sole focus should be on the needs of the 

learners, requiring it to be devoid of ideological considerations. 

Policymakers however are perceived to operate in an environment 

which contains a plethora of political perspectives, all declaring 

themselves as important educational constituencies and wanting direct 

input into the policy process.  Each of these constituencies comes to the 

table promoting their interests with rational arguments, consistent with 

their own ideological principles.  This places policymakers in the position 

of having to make decisions that preserve their own positional power, 

whilst concurrently appeasing the broad based and dominant political 

thinking of the various constituencies.  Based on this argument, site based 

educational policy actors perceive themselves as occupying the lowest 

rung on the ladder of influence in terms of shaping policymakers decision 

making. 

The following interview excerpts reinforce and highlight this 

analysis and underscore the whole idea that the political imperative, which 

by definition is intensely ideological, shapes decisions that require the 

trade off of one group’s interests against another.   

Interviewee 13:  I think there are many little interest groups, large interest 
groups.  On top – off the top of my head there are late immersion French 
groups that are coming in, parents.  There’s the no wi-fi in school parent 
groups.  There have been First Nations, as we see with the developments 
in School X and School Y.  There’s a lot of different, you know policy 
actors in our education, and I think that’s great.  And they’re always 
coming up with their agendas and ideas and sometimes rightfully so, 
things need to be changed.  Others, I think people put in place things just 
to pacify people 
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Researcher:  So, its optics and politics are at play here.  That’s what I’m 
hearing. 
 
Interviewee 13:  That is education in this province, isn’t it?  A lot of optics, 
a lot of stuff. 
 
 
Interviewee 12: ... not everything happens in our best interests, and that 
there are other forces at play which affect policy, which affect 
implementation. 
 
Interviewee 12: ... what was the whole point of that “dog & pony” exercise? 
What was the – why did they take our opinion, not listen to us and go and 
do something else? Was there another – were there – was there a hidden 
agenda in doing – in asking us?  Was there another opinion that wasn’t 
voice or what have you? 
 
Interviewee 12: So there are other forces in play when we talk about the 
implementation of these policies, that are sometimes just completely 
behind the scenes. 
 
 
Researcher:  So, policies are a political – educational policies – are a 
political decision, is that what you’re saying? 
 
Interviewee 10:  I think that would be safe to say. 
 
Researcher:  And so what drives that, what drive some of these political 
decisions then? 
 
Interviewee 10:  Partly self interests, partly the voters, and partly pressure 
by policy actors, people that are funding the educational system.  I believe 
it’s not always in the best interests of the students, that there are 
undertones, underlying issues, that – self interests in the political system 
 
 
Interviewee 09: I think what happens in education and – is a big part for a 
government to get in or get re-elected because it’s such a main part of our 
society and it affects people.  
... it’s something that everyone understands.  
... in education everyone’s got an opinion. 
 
Interviewee 07: ... sometimes policy isn’t made for the best interests of the 
student.  It’s made to protect the institution or a certain policy actor. 
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Interviewee 06: But I’m not sure the main driving factor is always in the 
spirit of improvement so much as increased efficiencies in delivering 
education. 
 

The views expressed by these policy actors add credence to their beliefs 

that groups which are ideologically aligned are perceived to hold greater 

influence over policymakers’ self interests and these are the dominant 

groups that ultimately shape and influence policy processes. 

The foregoing analysis is reflected in the observations of Chan et al 

(2007) in examining the developmental pathways of British Columbia 

educational policy.  Chan et al (2007) conclude that “Political ideology is 

central to our interpretation of education and education policies” (p.11) 

and further suggest that the “ideology of the Government since 2001 is 

having a substantial impact on school agents” (p.26).  The above 

transcript excerpts lend analytical support to Chan et al’s (2007) position 

in suggesting that policy is scrutinized by policy actors and filtered through 

their professional and philosophical lenses, giving rise to an understanding 

of purposeful linkage to ideological beliefs in order to achieve specific 

outcomes that may not be readily apparent. 

 

4.2.10 Social Inequity 

 

 

 

Policy actors perceive educational pathways as being shaped by 

social inequities that privilege the cultural capacity of specific groups. 

Policy actors perceive cultural and social drivers as purposefully 

shaping policy processes to benefit those groups that possess the means 

and ability to successfully negotiate the system to their educational and 

economic advantages. Those groups are increasingly parents who are 

“seen to be co-educators alongside their children’s teachers” (Reay 2004, 

REFLECTIVE MEMO 145: Context!  Context!  Context!  Do policymakers really 
understand school context, learner needs and cultural capacity of families to 
successfully engage with the system? 
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p.76). Reay (2004) further suggests that the “educational marketplace and 

policies underpinning it” (p.83) act in a manner to reinforce the benefits 

accruing to those groups and reinforcing the advantages they experience 

by virtue of their status within the system.  Codes embedded within this 

category analytically representing these notions include: success, 

performance, expectations, outcomes, results and options.   

This category reflects perceptions that policy processes privilege 

the demands of certain groups with respect to the provision of educational 

services, based upon the outcomes that those groups expect of the 

system.  These demands are used to validate and gate-keep proposed 

policy changes, regardless of the implications of those policies for the 

population at large.  The following excerpt from interviewee 03 

encapsulates this idea of expectations and the use of curriculum policy as 

a shaper of outcomes.  

Interviewee 03:  You come to a mandatory academic course, and they 
hate it.  They absolutely hate it, so many kids, why is that?  Why is it so 
hard that they hate it, and they’re not successful?  To me, something is 
wrong there with the curriculum. 
 
 
Interviewee 03:  In this day and age most parents don’t agree with 
streaming.  It’s not that they don’t agree, they don’t want their kids 
streamed.  They want their kid to go to college or university ... there is 
more emphasis on going to post-secondary to get the job ... I think there 
are more kids trying to stay in regular than when we were in school 
They’re not ready to handle it at the time it’s asked of them, and so they 
fail.  Or, they struggle ... I think math is one of those ones that is really 
tough, far harder than some of the other subjects.  And I think there is 
something wrong there. 
 
Researcher:  I’m hearing societal pressures.  Things from parents, 
families, external things ... 
 
Interviewee 03: I think so.  I think the post-secondary’s do too, more kids 
want to try and go on and try to get the two years of college, whatever it 
takes to get into that field, that industry, that job; you can’t just have high 
school, they want two years college.  The kids can’t handle that math 
either. 
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Interviewee 04 locates the concern regarding social stratification 

through a lens that focusses on the needs of the majority in negotiating 

the policy landscape. 

Interviewee 04: ... we have done a horrible, horrible job of helping families 
understand how the school system works, being prepared for the school 
system, giving them more support than they need, because they don’t 
know about it. We have stumbled around as bums and we have not given 
families enough help to make sure that they work with their kids to be 
successful in this context.  What do we do instead?  We change the 
context ... 

  
The corollary to the above scenario suggests that those groups who 

understand the how policy processes work are privileged in terms of their 

ability to negotiate the educational landscape, gain access to their 

preferred pathways in order to successfully attain their expected outcomes 

from the system. 

The following extensive interview excerpt further underscores policy 

actors’ perceptions of a wholesale policy change privileging certain 

outcomes and pathways  

Interviewee 10: At the end of the grade 10 year ... what surprised me was 
the number of students who failed the course.  And that surprised me 
because I thought that with this adjustment in curriculum that it would 
address more the weaker students’ needs, and that didn’t happen.  And 
then in discussions with my math colleagues I realized that even though 
the curriculum had changed, it wasn’t, it had left the weaker students, it 
had left them at a disadvantage. 
 
Researcher:  That’s interesting.  But why, what are you hearing, why did 
that happen? Why do you think that happened? 
 
Interviewee 10:  The curriculum, one of the math courses was for 
university, students who were planning to go to university.  The other 
course was designed for technical types of students.  However there are 
students that have such weak math skills, whereas in the previous 
curriculum we had an essentials math and that addressed those basic, 
functional types of math skills that students needed, and it didn’t do that.  
And the students who tried to, who struggled with the apprenticeship 
math, it just didn’t cut it, because it was still, the level was still too difficult 
for them. 
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Researcher:  Okay, so, what happened, what’s happening to those 
students? You say the new curriculum is supposed to help, but it didn’t.  
You said sometimes these changes are not in students best interests.  
 
Interviewee 10:   Obviously it’s doing a disservice to the kids.  They don’t 
get it and they’re just being pushed along because there isn’t any other 
course. 

 

In this case, the teacher’s initial understanding and acceptance of the 

underlying premise purpose of the policy change was not borne out by its 

application in practice.  The policy change only served to extend and 

intensify a problem that it purported to solve, thereby further privileging an 

already established preferential educational pathway 

Policy actors perceive a disparity in the capacity of educational 

participants to negotiate the policy landscape, which creates client 

inequities within a system that purports to promote equity.  This perception 

is framed by understanding of policy actors that socio-economic disparities 

act to reinforce differential in social and cultural capital required to 

negotiate the system.  Reay’s (2004) observation that “the mobilization of 

middle-class cultural capital both feeds into and has been fuelled by policy 

initiatives that prioritize the role of parents” (p. 83) underscores these 

perceptions.  The following excerpts illustrate policy actors’ understanding 

of the differences giving rise to these inequities. 

Interviewee 01:  So they don’t relate to the student population we have; a 
blanket policy statement without considering how it affects different 
districts. 
 
Interviewee 04:  ... everyone forgets that the nature of the population 
coming in is different, and they may not have bought into the school, and 
they may have come into the school system less prepared for the 
demands of the system. 
 
Interviewee 04: ... and in our school the number of parents who never ask 
about report cards from their kids is because they don’t know  the school 
system, they don’t know how it works! 
 
Interviewee 12:  there seems to be a certain capital that parents over at 
School C have that our parents don’t seem to have and their voice is not 
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heard nearly as well.  And so there is a certain – people do have an 
impact on things that happen around the, government, their kids and their 
schools.  ... We’re talking about people who have more social capital, 
more cultural capital, more financial capital and they’re exchanging that 
capital for things that they want. 

 

The foregoing analysis underscores the perceived connection 

between social inequity and cultural capital in terms of privileging certain 

groups as they negotiate policy processes.  These perceptions of policy 

actors reinforce a commitment to their roles as advocates for those they 

view as being disadvantaged by a lack of cultural capital. 

 

4.2.11 Ethical Trust 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Policy actors value ethical leadership that demonstrates coherence 

of vision and that promotes trust through credibility of actions. 

Policy actors perceive site based leadership to be at the front lines 

of policy processes and as such are placed in the position of negotiating 

policy processes at the local level.  These perceptions of policy actors are 

ANALYTICAL MEMO 52: Site leadership has to conform to the hierarchical, top-
down flow ... and has to manoeuvre between the two worlds of compliance & 
relevance ... and act to make policy meaningful at the site level.  
REFLECTIVE MEMO 87: Teachers need to feel supported ... that someone's 'got 
their back' in a sea of change.  If there are strong site-based relationships, linked 
to a set of core values, with a common purpose ... all's well!  
REFLECTIVE MEMO 93: Site based leadership has a large role to play in 
creating the conditions that promote and support active implementation 
engagement for the policy actors ... i.e. how willing they are to share, impart, 
communicate ... they must elaborate the VISION for the teachers at different 
stages of professional and personal growth/development, with different needs 
cognitively, intellectually, emotionally and socially => different stages of 
intellectual, social and emotional readiness for change.  

REFLECTIVE MEMO 145: Compliance to higher authority must happen. 
(Hierarchy of policy enactment).  It's a professional duty & legal obligation, but this 
compliance is based on "trust" that decision makers are "doing the right thing" 
from a moral, intellectual and professional perspective.  Trust in decision makers 
is exemplified in the intent & purpose of the policy.  If there is no 'resonance' 
between this intent/purpose and the implementers' perspectives this leads to 
disconnect, disengagement & policy disruption. 
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reflected by codes associated with this category such as: leadership, 

coach, mentor, gate-keeping, vision and confidence. 

Inasmuch as policy processes are articulated in hierarchical 

manner (i.e. political level to governance level to management level to 

local site level) policy actors do not expect site based implementation to 

be hierarchical in nature.  Rather, policy actors expect site based leaders 

to lay out a transparent framework to operationalize policy by creating 

structures that build trust and establish consensus.   

Interviewee 04:  I think policy, you can be at the top and have a sense of 
where you want things to go, but what you need to do then, is that you 
need to go down to the rank and file and do your work there.  That’s 
where it needs to happen. So even if the idea or thought came from 
somewhere else, at least it starts growing down here, at this particular 
area, so that gets buy-in. 

 
The following excerpts from a site based leader underscore the 

significance of this idea. 

Interviewee 05:  The new policy for me always means professional 
development, and how do we find, not about money, it’s about changing 
conversations around it.  Changing conversations from the congenial to 
the collegial, so that it’s embedded into the rhythm of the day in terms of 
how we’re going to approach it. 
 
... it’s about the dialogue moving into practice.  It’s not about the fixation 
on “I have to teach this now because it’s the new policy.” 
 
... So is ours a business that is personality based and dependent on front-
end relationships?  Absolutely, and that’s what makes this one so difficult.  
You’re not a manager, we are middle managers, but we’re not middle 
managers in a corporation where we tell them to work harder and give 
them bonuses in Christmas and Easter; we’re in a place where we have 
to create relationships with staff all the time if we’re going to move 
forward, if we’re going to  turn policy into best practice.  

 
The importance of a human face which engenders policy actor 

trust is a critical role of site based leadership with respect to policy 

processes. Without this face, this real person, to give it shape and 

substance, the policy process remains disconnected from policy actors’ 

reality; it remains as an amorphous entity that only exists for the policy 
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actor as an abstract idea, with no internal resonance or sense of personal 

meaning.  The following two excerpts illustrate this point. 

Interviewee 06:  Or whether it’s in a school-based situation, or whether it’s 
all human – I don’t know how you compartmentalize the groups, but I 
think that maybe mentorship, one-on-one piece, so that the initiative or 
policy gets some face and has a personalized human component, 
humanized component and allows people to not just say, “This is driven 
from the top.  I’m not receptive to this because it’s someone’s agenda to 
change, change for the sake of change as opposed to change for a 
genuine reason.” 
 
Researcher:  Are you saying it’s depersonalized and dehumanized now? 
 
Interviewee 06:  I just think that people view it in such a cynical way that it 
creates challenges.  So, in some ways it’s depersonalized that way. If 
people are cynical they don’t, if you don’t have that human connection 
with someone who is fostering it or helping to implement it, I think it’s 
much easier to be cynical of what’s going on. 
 
 
Interviewee 09:  We used to have people come over and present 
workshops and talk to people, come into schools and explain things.  You 
used to receive things, and I don’t want to go back to the days when 
everybody receives a binder of information. Like that was overkill. But 
something that’s in the school for people to look at and refer to, for people 
to talk to.  Like it’s almost like there’s no people anymore. ... And I mean 
there’s still people, but they’re not there and I think the personal part is 
important. 
 
Researcher:  Are you saying that the human element or the relationship 
element is critical then? 
 
Interviewee 09:  Mm-hmm.  Yeah. 
 
Researcher:  Why is that? 
 
Interviewee 09 ... we have this communication thing, an understanding of 
messages ... 60% of your of your understanding of your message comes 
from your body language, your voice tone ... and all we get now are 
words  
... And I think we’ve taken personal contact away.  
... it takes the heart part away ... and if you don’t have that face-to-face 
and you don’t see that thing, it starts to take that away. ... It’s not as 
personal anymore. 
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The preceding suggests that for policy actors’, site based 

leadership assumes the role of creating meaning and resonance regarding 

policy processes, through clearly articulating their vision of the policy, 

communicating its purpose and bringing it to life in terms of its relevance 

to policy actors and the local policy arena. Where site based leaders 

successfully fulfill this role, positional trust with policy actors is enhanced.  

The following line from interviewee encapsulates this notion. 

Interviewee 03:  Almost to the point, I’d almost like to hope that in that 
utopia of strong relationship building, a person’s word and commitment to 
one another could almost replace policy. 

 

Policy actors examine the policy landscape for ethical resonance 

with their internalized set of values and principles.  They view 

policymakers’ actions within the policy process through this lens.  Codes 

reflective of these policy actor beliefs within this category include: trust, 

impersonal, credibility, transparency, authenticity, self-worth, identity, 

humanize, valued and respect. 

This notion of ethical validity within the system is reflected in the 

following excerpts.  The first policy actor statement underlines the need for 

credibility and authenticity in terms of policy directions. 

Interviewee 04:  The system either believes in what it’s doing, and stays 
true to it, or it changes and becomes less committed to what it was in 
order to “meet the needs” of the new population coming in. 

 

This excerpt captures the ideas regarding the impersonal nature and 

humanizing aspects of policy processes. 

Interviewee 05:  ... but when policy comes to us that purpose isn’t there.  
That the  ... it’s policy without being, without having a human pulse to it 

 
Ethical resonance with policy actors’ internalized values is highlighted in 

the reflection below.  

Interviewee 07:  I just think, as busy people, when you find out where the 
source is from, if it’s one you can relate to or agree with, I think you’re a 
little more accepting of it. 
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Ethical resonance also rests upon the idea that policy actors hold out the 

notion that being valued by policymakers is linked to their personal self-

worth and self-image, in terms of their relevance to the policy process.  

Interviewee 08:  And I’d like my input to be valued as well.  If I’m trying 
something, I want to have a say in terms of, you know, how it’s going and 
the direction that it’s taking, and if there are any changes that need to be 
made in terms of what I think, then I’d like those to be heard.   
 
Interviewee 08: If I don’t agree with it I will do it reluctantly. 
 
Researcher:  Well, how does that make you feel? 
 
Interviewee 08:  Oh, gosh, how does that make me feel?  Like my opinion 
isn’t valued, that my profession or me as a teacher, I, you know, I’ve, sort 
of my credibility as well the value that I think I have in the classroom has 
been degraded, like it has been, you know, it just doesn’t make me feel 
very good. 
 
Interviewee 10:  I just don’t think a lot of people trust the autonomy of the 
teacher anymore. 

 

The preceding analysis with respect to ethical trust is supported by 

investigations examining leadership factors such as ethics (Zhu 2004), 

integrity (Palanski 2009) and trust (Johnson 2010) in terms of their impact 

on individuals with whom leaders interact.  Zhu et al (2004) posit the 

requirement of ethical leadership as a foundation for building trust and 

organizational commitment.  Palanski (2009) argues that groups and 

individuals within organizations examine leaders’ actions for alignment to 

internalized norms of behavioural integrity. Johnson (2010) identifies the 

emergence of trust as being integrally related to the ethical behaviour 

demonstrated by leaders, as well as the notion of leadership proximity to 

operational activities in relation to building trust.  These lines of 

investigation support the notions advanced by the analysis. 

The foregoing suggests that policy actors’ internalized ethical 

compass seems to act as a benchmark against which leadership’s policy 

processes are judged and legitimated.  Where there is resonance of 

leaders’ actions and behaviours with respect to this internal compass, 
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policy processes are validated; where it is non-existent, processes are 

disrupted. 

The next section presents a conceptual framework that analytically 

links these eleven categories.  In developing this framework, I have given 

careful attention to analytically connecting the notions embedded within 

each category through higher levels of analytical abstraction, in order to 

remain theoretically sensitive and open (Glaser & Strauss 1967) to fully 

locating the emergent concepts within the data.  

 

4.3 Concept Formation  

I analyzed the eleven categories derived from the coding process in 

terms of their conceptual context and significance.  I employed graphical 

concept mapping as an analytical tool allowing me to “specify the bins that 

hold the discrete phenomena” (Miles & Huberman, 1994 p.22).  I conceptually 

located the eleven categories (Figure 4.2) around two axes; site 

based/system based and positive/negative.  I selected these two axes as 

being representative of the range of perceptions held by policy actors with 

respect to the identified factors associated with policy processes.  I framed 

site based factors as relating to those aspects of policy processes that were 

specific to the case study site and deemed to be within the domain of policy 

actors at the site level.  System based factors were viewed as being 

externally located to the case site and beyond the scope of site based policy 

actors.  The positive/negative axis analytically situates for each category the 

internalized perceptions adopted by policy actors arising from their 

engagement and interactions with policy processes.  A positive valence was 

ascribed to engagement outcomes that were favourably perceived and a 

negative valence to those viewed as being unfavourable. 

I mapped each category within the defined axial boundaries of the 

concept map based on the emergent constructs and perceptions derived from 

coding and memoing.  I grouped categories that were proximally located 
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Figure 4.1 – Conceptually Mapping the Emergent Categories  
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within the axial boundaries and analytically developed these groupings at a 

higher level of conceptual abstraction.  Conceptual fluidity along the axial 

dimensions in terms of locating categories was accounted through the use of 

bi-directional vectors to indicate such fluidity.   

This process led to the emergence of six distinct concepts.  These 

emergent concepts are labelled as (1) Professional and Emotional Investment 

(PEI), (2) Decisional Legitimacy (DL), (3) Hierarchical Trust, (4) System 

Integrity and Viability, (5) De-professionalization (DP) and (6) Identity 

Safeguarding (IS).  

The following chapter discusses the analytical construction of these six 

concepts leading to the identification of the theoretical core concept – 

Affective Disruption.  
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Chapter 5 Discussion 

 

5.1 Introduction  

This case study has set out to uncover how policy actors’ perceive, 

engage and interact with a new policy as it is implemented and the impact of 

these factors on during the processes of implementation.  The study 

examined the introduction of a new mathematics curriculum at Southside 

Secondary School utilizing a Classic Grounded Theory approach (Glaser & 

Strauss 1967) as the method of inquiry.  The use of this methodology 

permitted me to approach the data without any theoretical preconceptions 

and to remain analytically open throughout the ensuing analysis in order to 

develop a theoretical model that was fully and completely grounded within the 

data.   

This investigation led to the identification of a core concept that 

articulates a theoretical understanding of how policy actors are impacted 

through their interactions and engagement with policy processes.  As stated 

at the conclusion of the previous chapter, I have ascribed the term Affective 

Disruption to this core concept.  

The use of concept mapping (chapter 4, fig. 4.1) in the analysis of the 

thematic categories elicited the emergence of the six concepts identified at 

the end of the previous chapter.  The initial part of this discussion chapter 

examines these six concepts in terms of their analytically conceptualized 

frameworks.  The latter part of the chapter posits a theoretical model for the 

core concept Affective Disruption.   The subsequent discussion examines this 

model in terms of the theoretical underpinnings from the examined literature 

and in terms of its proposed structure in relation to the six emergent concepts. 
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5.1.1 Professional and Emotional Investment (PEI) 

Policy actors have a professional and emotional investment in the 

education system.  This concept encompasses categories 01, 02 and 08 

… Professionally and Vocationally Vested, Emotionally Invested, and 

Collegially Connected.  PEI has a high positive valence in terms of the 

perceptions of policy actors and in combination with its position along the 

site based axis is conceptually located away from external influences and 

factors and positively proximal to policy actors.  This suggests that the 

concept PEI is internal to policy actors and is framed by their emotional 

and affective positions from a vocational and professional perspective.  

Policy actors at Southside perceive their policy site to be a setting with a 

caring culture, which promotes professionally connectivity.  They invest 

emotional and professional capital with a view to nurturing this 

environment and expect this investment to sustain them professionally 

over the long run.  Themes from the categories systemic to this concept 

underscore the importance of affective factors driving policy actors’ 

engagement at a professional level.  The degree of positive collegial 

connectedness is perceived by policy actors as a means of maintaining 

the balance between emotional and professional well being, which in turn 

reinforces and strengthens onging collegial behaviours.  This notion of 

professional and emotional investment thus becomes self-sustaining when 

viewed by policy actors as a positive experience.  This analysis is 

reinforces the ideas of Bartunek et al (2006) and Avey et al (2008) in 

laying out the relationship between emotional affect and sensemaking.   

The notion of teacher life cycle (Huberman 1989, Steffy 2001, and 

Maskit 2011) conceptually reinforce this linkage of emotional affect to PEI.  

The models (Huberman 1989, Steffy 2001) identifying teacher’s 

professional career phases serve as useful heuristics in understanding the 

reactions and perceptions of policy actors at different stages of their 

professional path.  Steffy (2001) further suggests that these paths may 
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offer divergent outcomes contingent on the degree of professional 

engagement or disengagement promoted by the teaching environment. 

The policy actors interviewed at Southside Secondary presented 

themselves as educators with a strong and abiding professional 

commitment to doing their best for student learning.  They could all be 

classified as “mid-career teachers” (Huberman 1989) or 

“professional/expert” (Steffy 2001) and as a group, they worked 

collaboratively to create a sense of community at all levels of the school 

site, including looking after their own needs as professionals.    This 

culture of care and supportive interpersonal network sustains their 

emotional, collegial and professional connectedness, positively reinforcing 

their career path and eliciting a high degree of professional and emotional 

investment in their roles as educators. These practices reflect the analysis 

by Maskit (2011) in indentifying core phases of teacher professional life, 

informational, professional and psychological, where the latter two are 

systemically representative of those who are at mid-career or later in their 

professional lives.  This suggests that the PEI of policy actors to their 

duties and responsibilities maybe emotionally and affectively impacted by 

their temporal and situational positioning within their career pathways.  For 

this group of policy actors with a mid-career, professional/expert 

orientation PEI was deemed to be significant. 

 

5.1.2 Decisional Legitimacy (DL) 

Policy actors question the decisional legitimacy of policy processes.  

This concept encompasses categories 07, 09 and 10… Policy Legitimacy, 

Ideological Repurposing and Social Inequity.  DL is perceived by policy 

actors in terms of negative valence and this, in combination with its 

location along the system based axis, serves to construct the concept 

externally to policy actors in terms of their domain of influence. 
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The conceptual construction of DL as suggested by the analysis 

leads policy actors to exhibit scepticism regarding system based policy 

processes, which they perceive as being inauthentic, controlling and 

ideologically based.  They view the system with an untrusting eye, based 

on history and experience.  Furthermore, they question the motivation and 

agenda of policymakers in comparing the overt stated intent attached to 

policy text, in contrast with the covert messages embedded by policy 

processes. Ball et al (2011) provide a foundation for understanding the 

shaping of these perceptions by elaborating the idea that embedded 

discourses privilege and advance certain policy positions to the exclusion 

of others.  Ball et al’s (2012) notions of performativity and deliverology 

serve as examples of such discourses that place external demands on 

policy actors, where the expected policy outcomes are “encoded in a litany 

of policy statements, documents and legislation” (p. 9) that advance 

specific positions within policy processes. 

Policy actors also view policy processes as privileging groups that 

advance certain policy viewpoints and as a result feel an obligation to be 

the policy “conscience” and act as the gate-keepers for equity of access.  

They view the system as privileging certain socio-economic groups and 

certain educational outcomes.  Policy statements reinforcing these beliefs 

are exemplified by a foundational goal within the BC Ministry of Education 

2010/11 Service Plan stating that  “Choice, excellence, and accountability 

are the hallmarks of a high-quality education system and inspire higher levels 

of student literacy and achievement” (p.12)  through discourses such as 

choice and flexibility.  They also recognize the influential role of externally 

located agents who advocate and advance policy positions framed by 

ideological discourses.  An example of such a discourse suggests that 

“politicians should abandon strict central control in favour of increased 

professional and school autonomy, and market accountability” (Fraser 

Institute 2006, p. 13), where the specific policy views advanced are clear 

and unequivocal. 
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Policy actors at Southside Secondary constantly questioned the 

authenticity and legitimacy of policy processes when the decision points 

controlling such processes were perceived as being externally located.  

For policy actors at Southside Secondary, the question of “meaning and 

purpose” (Case, 1994 p.81) analytically resonates in terms of policy 

legitimacy.  This questioning of decisional legitimacy in terms of the 

inception of policy initiatives supports the ideas of Coburn (2006) and 

Honig (2006) suggesting a need to unpack and understand the idea of 

authenticity in relation to policy processes.   

5.1.3 Hierarchical Trust (HT) 

Policy actors value an authority structure that promotes trust.  This 

concept encompasses category 11 … Ethical Trust.  The conceptual 

grounding of this category is bounded within both internal and external 

conditions that impinge on policy actors.  At one end there is a negative 

valence associated with hierarchy that is distally located to policy actors 

and system based; at the other end a positive valence is associated with 

site based hierarchy that is situated proximally to policy actors.  This 

suggests that hierarchical trust is conceptually located along a continuum 

as represented in figure 4.2; where site based or system based leadership 

represent the defining factors. 

Zhu et al (2004) identifies the degree of leadership trust as an 

indicator of the commitment of policy actors to organizational imperatives.   

Zhu et al (2004) further advances the notions of conditional and 

unconditional trust, where the former is dependent on a negotiated 

framework of action and the latter on implicitly aligned values framing such 

action.  According to Zhu et al (2004) this notion of trust is contingent on 

ethically situated leadership behaviours that are perceived to be in the 

best interest of those towards whom the actions are directed, that promote 

individual empowerment and that are authentic and transparent.  Closely 

linked to trust is the notion of leader integrity (Palanski et al 2009) where 
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they frame integrity as a demonstrated consistency between words and 

actions exhibited by leaders.  Palanski et al (2009) suggest that when this 

consistency is observed of leaders in their interactions, there is 

enhancement of trust, satisfaction and social comfort between interacting 

parties and the leader.  Johnson et al (2012) add to the conceptual 

framework in considering the ethical lens of leadership and organizational 

trust.  Johnson et al (2012) consider not only personally constructed 

ethical behaviour of leaders, but also the leader’s promotion of 

organizational ethical behaviour that establishes organizational trust.  In 

these terms, organizational trust is contingent on the satisfaction of those 

interacting with the organization that policies and procedures are ethically 

aligned and not open to interpretive reconstruction.   

At the site level HT is viewed positively.  Policy actors’ perceive site 

based leaders as modelling the facets of ethical leadership elaborated 

above (Zhu et al 2004, Palanski et al 2009, Johnson et al 2012) that 

promote and encourage mutually trusting and respectful relationships.  At 

the system level the opposite is perceived to be the case; there is a 

perceived misalignment between the ethical compasses framing the 

behaviours of system based leadership, precipitating a lack of trust and a 

leadership credibility gap with policy actors.  

At Southside Secondary policy actors understand that site based 

leadership has to conform to the hierarchical, top-down flow when 

managing policy implementation processes.  They trust site based leaders 

who act to engage and enlist them in the process through articulating a 

policy vision that is clear and understood.  On the other hand, they 

question the ethical validity of policy makers who are removed from the 

point of action, are externally embedded and are perceived to lack site 

based experience with policy processes. These policy actor perceptions 

are underscored by the notions of Darling-Hammond (1990) wherein 

policymakers’ prior knowledge and experience inform their understanding 

of new policy processes and those of Ball (1993) that relationships 
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between policy actors play a key role in advancing or restricting 

implementation processes.   

To the extent that policy actors embrace these perceptions, the 

credibility and trust of policymakers, along with the processes of 

implementation, are called into question. 

5.1.4 System Integrity and Viability (SIV) 

Policy actors are concerned about ongoing cycles of change and 

the accompanying resource deficiencies caused by those changes.  This 

concept is solely contingent on themes within category 4 and maintains 

the same name … System Integrity and Viability.  The conceptual 

framework is entirely external to policy actors, being system based with a 

high negative valence in terms of proximity, locating it at the distal 

extremities of the concept map (figure 4.2) beyond the immediate scope of 

influence of site based policy processes. 

As referenced in the previous section, this concept is linked to the 

notion of material contexts (Braun et al 2011, Ball et al 2012) which are 

reliant on system based resource allocations to ensure their sustainability.  

The relevance of this notion of sustainability to policy processes is 

recognized by Ball et al (2012) in suggesting that “Policy initiatives related 

to school funding can shape investment decisions in unexpected ways, so 

that, in particular, capital spending becomes less about priorities and more 

about opportunities” (p. 31), wherein “types of funding and spending 

decisions inevitably lead to uneven outcomes across individual schools” 

(p. 31).  Ball et al (2012) further recognize that “school budgets are 

perhaps the most ‘material’ of all the contextual factors” (p. 34) and are 

driven by enrollment, location, demographics and a host of other site 

based factors.  Despite this recognition highlighting the uniqueness of 

individual site based needs, the cyclical and repetitive nature of policy 

processes fails to account for these needs.  Rather, those processes treat 

all sites equally, writ large, and ignore discrepancies in the capacities of 
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individual sites to economically cope with and manage the resource needs 

attached to repetitive policy processes. 

Southside Secondary policy actors grow frustrated with continuous 

and ongoing change that seems repetitive and/or redundant.  Policy actors 

view the constant cycle of policy change and as being illogical, of no 

educational value and self-defeating.  This perceived lack of relevance of 

continuous policy shifts impacting their day-to-day work precipitates 

system instability. This is of particularl relevance to policy processes 

specific to Southside Secondary, which is a school that sits near the 

bottom of the achievement ladder and has a declining student enrollment 

factors which exacerbate an ongoing decline in regular resource support.  

These factors intensify the negative perceptions of policy actors towards 

system sustainability when they subsequently encounter a further lack of 

resources attached to repetitive policy processes, rendering their 

implementation untenable.  This precipitates a questioning by policy actors 

of the understanding of those initiating policy processes, regarding the 

needs of the system in order maintain its integrity and ultimately its 

viability. 

This questioning by policy actors aligns with Stensaker et al (2008) 

who posit that those closer to actual implementation of policy have a bias 

towards action, in contrast to planning, based on prior experience of 

planning not adequately addressing the needs of implementation.  Policy 

actors, who deal with the day-to-day aspects of policy implementation, 

may be more attenuated to the impact and implications arising from 

implementation of that policy and may be better situated to understand the 

long term negative impact in terms of the integrity and viability of the 

system. 

5.1.5 De-professionalization (DP) 

Policy actors believe that current policy processes create ongoing 

challenges that erode their capacity to act as autonomous professionals.  
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This concept encompasses categories 03 and 05 … Locus of Control and 

Alienation.  The mapping of de-professionalization positions the concept 

mid-way on the system/site axis along with a high negative valence 

suggests that the construct may be located internally within policy actors 

and is independent on the source and origin of the policy processes.   

Analytical development of this concept through higher levels of 

thematic abstraction suggests that this internal manifestation of the 

concept within policy actors may be linked to affective structures premised 

on their emotions and behaviours.  From earlier analysis examining the 

categories the suggestion was advanced of a consistently activated 

emotional response regardless of the positional role (Ball 2011b) adopted 

by policy actors. The construct of core affect advanced by Seo et al (2004, 

2010)  may represent the foundation to this response.   Core affect 

(Russell et al 1999, Russell 2003) is a representation of one’s current 

condition framed in terms of (in)activation and (dis)pleasure, where the 

former denotes a physiological state of readiness and the latter an 

emotional state of being.  Core affect thus may be considered as a 

psycho-physiological response by individuals to the external environments 

impinging on their state of affective and emotional well being at any given 

point in time.  Russell et al (1999) refer to core affect as “the most 

elementary consciously accessible affective feelings (and their 

neurophysiological counterparts) that need not be directed at anything” (p. 

806).  In essence, core affect may represent that consistently activated 

emotional response referred to above regardless of the cognitive 

processes associated with specific positional roles (Ball 2011b).  Core 

affect may then be deemed to be associated to a fundamentally emotional 

laden process that frames the internalized responses of policy actors to 

externally imposed policy processes. 

Policy actors at Southside Secondary are thoroughly consumed by 

the day-to-day actions of teaching and engaging with students.  They 

enjoy their positions as educators with the autonomy to conduct their 
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practice based on informed pedagogy and professional standards.  

Imposed policy shifts however, create a situation for policy actors of forced 

adaptation, where practice is externally shaped and autonomy eroded.   

Policy actors draw upon prior history and collective understanding to 

decode the impact of such imposed policy shifts (Spillane 2002) where 

what a policy means is “constituted in the interaction of their existing 

cognitive structures (including knowledge, beliefs and attitudes), their 

situation and the policy signals” (Spillane, 2002 p. 388).  When these 

cognitive schema recall prior policy processes that eroded personal 

autonomy, imposed conditions on their working environment and utilized 

policy control mechanisms to shape their professional practice, policy 

actor feel powerless, anticipating a similar outcome with the imminent 

policy shift.  This powerlessness is further reinforced when collective 

understanding of policy actors is located within specific “thought 

communities” or a “worldview” (Spillane 2002) to which they subscribe, 

based on professional and/or social affiliations. Imposition of change thus 

precipitates waves of cognitive and emotional dissonance, leading to 

feelings of devaluation and degradation, resulting in a shift in core affect 

(Russell et al 1999) in order to respond to the change in conditions. This 

shift in core affect may result in an internalized emotional disconnect 

which exacerbates feelings of alienation and further diminishes their 

capacity to perform as professionals.  This emotional disconnect thus acts 

to reinforce their feelings of being subjected to intentional de-

professionalization at both the system and site based levels, which in turn 

shapes their emotional responses and affective responses. 

5.1.6 Identity Safeguarding (IS) 

Policy actors enlist a range of coping strategies and mechanisms to 

preserve and safeguard their professional identity.  This concept is solely 

encompassed by category 6 … retrenchment ... where policy actors 

withdraw and self-isolate to preserve their professional identity.  Identity 
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Safeguarding exhibits a high positive valence but is neutral in terms of its 

positioning on the site/system axis, suggesting that it is similar in 

conceptual construction to the concept of de-professionalization, in terms 

of being internally located to policy actors.  The conceptual difference 

however lies in the notion that IS may be perceived as a positive affective 

response in terms of a being a vehicle whereby policy actors preserve 

their professional identity through controlling the external factors that are 

negatively impacting their core affect (Russell et al 1999, Russell 2003, 

Seo et al 2004, 2009).  The control mechanisms employed by policy 

actors in this instance involve the preservation of authority over their 

professional practice by withdrawing to positions that support states of 

activation (Russell et al 1999) where their authority is not subject to 

external scrutiny. 

Based on the analytical framework constructing this concept, policy 

actors feel they are faced with multiple threats that undermine many facets 

of their persona: their professionalism, their autonomy, their sense of self 

worth, their judgement.  They act to safeguard this persona by engaging 

strategies that remove these threats from their field of vision and 

operational environment. The reaction of policy actors to these multiple 

threats may be understood as activation of sensemaking (Louis 1980, 

Weick 1995, Spillane 2002) as a cognitive adaptive mechanism in reaction 

to change.  

Spillane’s (2002) conceptualization of sensemaking as a lens 

through which individuals interpret and re-interpret the environment in 

which they operate offers a possible explanation as to the motivation for 

retrenchment.  Spillane’s (2002) notion suggests that individuals  

“construct understandings of the policy message, construct an 

interpretation of their own practice in light of the message and draw 

conclusions about potential changes in their practice as a result” (Spillane, 

2002 p.392).  Southside Secondary policy actors cite that career trajectory 

and professional state of mind were mitigating factors in dictating how they 
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engaged with the policy implementation process.  Policy actors in later 

stages of their career path had a larger historical lens through which to 

compare implementation processes.  They had more at stake in terms of 

preserving established beliefs about learning and familiar patterns of work.  

In essence they exhibited a greater need for preserving conditions of 

emotional and professional security.  Policy shifts that challenged this 

state of security elicited actions designed to promote preservation of 

professional identity. 

For policy actors the safest path to self-preservation is to retreat to 

the safety of the classroom, where they have the ability to close the 

classroom door and shut out all external influences, giving them full 

control over their professional lives within the framework of their working 

day.  This avoidance strategy is rationalized by policy actors as placing 

student care and learners’ needs at the centre of their concern, whereas it 

may be simply self-preservation in order to safeguard their identity as 

professionals.  

5.2 Core Concept – Affective Disruption 

The research question under examination seeks to uncover how the 

primary partners in mathematics education at Southside Secondary School 

perceive, understand and engage with a new Provincial Mathematics 

Curriculum and what this perception, understanding and engagement brings to 

bear on the implementation process.  This study has utilized a methodology of 

concurrent, iterative cycles of data collection and analysis in a manner 

consistent with a Classic Grounded Theory (CGT) research approach.  This 

approach has narrowed codes from interview transcripts into broad conceptual 

categories through a process of analytical abstraction.  Subsequent analysis at 

a deeper level of abstraction linked the ideas embedded within these 

categories to six emergent concepts indicative of policy actor engagement with 

policy processes.  Further analysis of these six concepts led to the identification 

of a Core Concept elaborating a theoretical understanding of the impact of 



 177

policy processes on policy actors arising out of their engagement with such 

processes.  I have named this theoretical core concept – Affective Disruption – 

and figure 5.1 below lays out a conceptual model illustrating its analytical 

development.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 5.1 – The Model Locating Affective Disruption as the Core Concept  

Professional & Emotional Investment 

De-Professionalization Identity Safeguarding 

 

Affective 
Disruption 

Hierarchical Trust Decisional Legitimacy 

System Integrity & Viability 

External to Policy actor 

Internal to Policy actor 



 178

 

I define this core concept, Affective Disruption, as an interruption to the 

emotional equilibrium of individuals arising out of interference to the cognitive 

process of sensemaking that they access in negotiating an understanding of  

externally initiated structural change.  In the proposed model, the core 

concept Affective Disruption is precipitated within policy actors in response to 

the tensions created by the internal and external conceptual forces impacting 

policy processes.  The degree of Affective Disruption varies according to the 

perceptions of policy actors regarding the magnitude of these forces, which in 

turn is dependent on the degree to which each conceptual component is 

deemed to be intensified or mitigated by policy processes.   

 

In the following section I will locate my theoretical underpinnings of the 

model elaborating this core concept.  I will discuss the model in terms of how 

it adds to the understanding of policy processes.  In addition, I will also 

discuss this core concept in terms of implications for practice and for further 

research. 

 

5.3 Core Concept – Theoretical Underpinnings to Policy Processes 

As shown, figure 5.1 lays out a conceptual framework for the 

theoretical core concept of Affective Disruption identified from the CGT case 

study of policy processes at Southside Secondary School.  Restating my 

theoretical proposition, I posit Affective Disruption to be an interruption to the 

emotional equilibrium of individuals arising out of interference to the cognitive 

process of sensemaking that is accessed in negotiating an understanding of 

externally initiated structural change. I propose that Affective Disruption is 

precipitated within policy actors in response to the tensions created by the 

internal and external conceptual forces impacting policy processes.  I further 

argue that this theoretical notion of Affective Disruption varies according to 

the perceptions of policy actors regarding the magnitude of these forces, 
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which in turn is dependent on the degree to which each conceptual 

component is deemed to be intensified or mitigated by policy processes.   

I will discuss this core concept from the perspective of the Classic 

Grounded Theory approach adopted for this investigation.  I will then draw on 

the work presented in the literature review to explicate how this theoretical 

core concept builds on and adds to the understanding of policy processes.   

According to Glaser (2002, p.15) a core concept “organizes the other 

categories” at a higher level of conceptualization. In essence, this core 

concept must comprehensively account for the range of theoretical variability 

through its overarching conceptual “grab” (p.16), whereby relevant concepts 

are generated from the data and “integrated into a theory” (p.17).  Glaser & 

Holton (2004) further suggest that it “takes time and much coding and 

analysis to verify a core category through saturation” and that it should be 

“central, relating to as many other categories and their properties as possible 

and accounting for a large portion of the variation in a pattern of behaviour” 

(sect 3.10 p.15).  I argue that through careful adherence to the constant 

comparative process embedded within the CGT of Glaser & Strauss (1967), 

forcing me to be analytically robust and conceptually reflective, the identified 

core concept of Affective Disruption meets these criteria.   

The emergent core concept of Affective Disruption brings recognition 

to an underlying emotional response that is elicited in the course of policy 

actors’ engagement with policy processes.  This emotional response builds 

on the notion of core affect advanced by Russell (2003) elaborating the 

existence within individuals of a state affective disposition in terms of their 

activation levels in response to pleasure or pain producing external stimuli.  

Affective Disruption is theoretically envisioned as being precipitated by 

the competing and opposing forces at play both internally and externally to 

individuals involved in policy processes.  I identify internal forces as acting in 

a manner that positively reinforces an individual’s personal sphere of control 

over policy processes, whereas with external forces such control is called into 

question.  In attempting to process this conflict through the cognitive lens of 
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sensemaking, individuals are thus faced with the dilemma of intellectually 

rationalizing policy processes so as to preserve those personal areas of 

control.  However, when this cognitive framework of sensemaking fails to 

resolve the dilemma, emotional responses are activated within individuals that 

provide an alternate method of negotiating the conflict.  This overarching 

emotional response is posited to be in the form of Affective Disruption, 

wherein an individual’s emotional equilibrium becomes displaced, requiring a 

recalibration of the emotional and affective processes in order for equilibrium 

to be re-established.  This formulation of Affective Disruption thus forces 

those individuals to re-establish equilibrium through either reassessing and 

reconfiguring their emotional framework in the light of externally formulated 

challenges, or reverting to an emotional mindset where those challenges may 

be discounted and disregarded.  Affective Disruption thus forces individuals to 

recognize that their emotional responses in coping with the challenges of 

change are as critically important as their cognitive responses.  The 

theoretical implication of this model in building on and adding to 

understanding of policy processes is now presented. 

From the examined literature (Spillane 2002, Bartunek 2006, Avey 

2008, Stensaker 2008) it appears that activation of the social cognition 

processes of sensemaking does not fully account for how individuals mediate 

an understanding of change processes.  In this light Bartunek et al (2006) and 

Avey et al (2008) advance the idea that affect and emotions have a role in 

mediating individuals’ behaviours during their negotiation of change 

processes.  Furthermore, the notion of core affect advanced by Russell 

(2003) as being systemically present and situationally fluid in terms of its 

activation levels in response to external conditions, lends conceptual support 

to further consideration of the impact of affect and emotions as mediating 

factors influencing the responses of individuals during their interactions and 

engagement with change processes.  In this context, the notion of Affective 

Disruption offers a theoretical explanation of the manner in which affective 

emotional components impinge on policy actors during their engagement and 
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interactions with policy processes.  In this respect, my construction of 

Affective Disruption as an emotion based response mechanism is 

theoretically located as operating parallel to, but separate and distinct from, 

the cognitively situated process of sensemaking.  This formulation has 

theoretical fit with the model (figure 2.2) advanced by Bartunek et al (2006) 

where sensemaking and affect are viewed as distinct mediating variables 

governing individual engagement with change processes.  This framework 

also fits with the conceptual model (figure 2.3) of Avey et al (2008) positioning 

emotion and affect as factors mediating the emergence of positive or negative 

attitudes and behaviours in the process of negotiating change processes. 

The model I have presented articulating Affective Disruption as a 

response to ‘an interruption to emotional equilibrium’ is strengthened through 

consideration of the theoretical positions advanced by Hargreaves (2001, 

2004, 2005), van Veen (2005), Schmidt and Datnow (2005), Kelchtermans 

(2005) and Gorozidis (2014). Each of the ideas presented within these lines 

of research provide a supportive explanatory foundation to both the analysis 

presented within the conceptual map (fig.4.1) and the model depicting 

Affective Disruption (fig 5.1) as the core concept.   

Hargreaves’ (2001, 2004, 2005) construct of emotional distances 

between policy actors and environmental forces supports locating positive or 

negative perceptions of the emergent concepts (fig 4.1) around site/system 

based axes. Mapping of these concepts may thus be deemed to constitute a 

geographical mapping of the emotional landscape.  van Veen’s (2005) 

identification of the push-pull tensions impacting identity reinforce the 

graphical conceptualization and location of the forces precipitating those 

tensions.  Schmidt and Datnow’s (2005) recognition that a demarcation 

between factors framing individual or collective construction of meaning 

influences agency and action supports the conceptual distinction between 

impact of system and site based influences.  Kelchtermans (2005) recognition 

that the affective impact of change creates conditions that threaten emotional 

stability, thereby inducing actions to safeguard that stability also reinforces 
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this distinction.  Finally, Gorozidis’ (2014) recent work incorporating 

consideration of choice and control over motivation and agency lends further 

support to how the perceptions of policy actors are shaped by environmental 

conditions shaping policy processes. 

Further conceptual support for the theoretical proposition presented by 

the core concept of Affective Disruption is embedded within the work of Meyer 

et al (1991, 2004), Seo et al (2004, 2010), Sonenshein (2012) and Maitlis et 

al (2013).  Firstly, the linkage of core affect and affective experiences to 

employee commitment and behaviour (Meyer et al 1991, 2004; Seo et al 

2004, 2010) underscores the need to further elaborate an understanding of 

the affective dimensions impacting the interactions and engagement of policy 

actors with policy processes.  Secondly, the demonstrated interdependency 

between cognitive and affective processes requiring heightened attention to 

the latter in formulating successful change strategies (Sonenshein 2012), 

combined with the need to fully account for the role of emotions in relation to 

bringing completion to the sensemaking process (Maitlis 2013) lends further 

support to the emergence of the core concept  of Affective Disruption in terms 

of its relationship to understanding how the interactions and engagement of 

policy actors shapes and is shaped by policy processes. 

In this sense, Affective Disruption as a core concept offers a theoretical 

explanation for the reactions brought about within policy actors in the face of 

a wide range of internal and external factors impinging on and shaping their 

interactions and engagement with policy processes. 

 

5.4 Theoretical Foundations Locating the Core Concept  

The application of a conceptual mapping technique (figure 4.2) (Miles 

& Huberman 1994) to the eleven categories developed through the grounded 

theory method led to the emergence of six analytically derived concepts that 

form the theoretical foundation to identifying the core concept.  An 
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examination of these six concepts in terms of their theoretical contribution 

now bears consideration.   

The model presented in figure 5.1 suggests a clear demarcation 

between the perceptions of policy actors regarding concepts that are 

identified as being system based versus those that are site based.  Concepts 

related to policy processes identified as being system based include Systemic 

Integrity and Viability and Decisional Legitimacy, whereas the notion of 

Professional and Emotional Investment is locationally mapped as being site 

based.  Two concepts, Identity Safeguarding and De-Professionalization, are 

neutrally located in terms of site/system axis, whereas Hierarchical Trust is 

deemed to exhibit conceptual fluidity depending on the context and 

positioning of the hierarchical structures in terms of their relationship to policy 

actors.  In addition to the system/site based demarcation, the conceptual 

mapping ascribes a positive or negative valence to the foundational 

categories and the emergent concepts attached to those categories, reflective 

of their perceived impact on the responses of policy actors during the course 

of their interactions and engagement with policy processes.  Those concepts 

identified as being within policy actors’ domain of control and perceived as 

lending support to policy actors in terms of their cognitive and/or emotional 

responses were mapped with a positive valence; a negative valence was 

ascribed to those concepts that were deemed to elicit opposing outcomes.  

The discussion below elaborates the understanding developed through this 

conceptual mapping that informs the theoretical relationship between these 

six concepts in building the core concept of Affective Disruption. 

Firstly, the system based concepts of Systemic Integrity and Viability 

(SIV) and Decisional Legitimacy (DL) are presented as having a high negative 

valence, indicative of their external location to policy actors.  This negative 

valence is reflective of the perceived limitations and restrictions to policy 

actors of their role and participation in the processes of decision making and 

in framing the actions required to promote system stability.  Policy actors 

perceive SIV as being governed by such factors as uneven resource 
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allocation and policy inconsistency that act to destabilize the structural 

stability and ongoing sustainability of the system.  This leads to the policy 

actors questioning the DL of decision making processes that they perceive as 

being illogical and inequitable in terms of the advancing the required support 

structures to sustain system viability.   DL thus is called into question by 

policy actors’ in terms of the perceived authenticity, values and purpose of 

policy as it is represented within the policy arena.  As such, DL becomes 

embedded within a perceived disconnect between policy actors’ conceptions 

of the policy and the perceptions of those in decision making positions who 

advance specific policy positions.  In these terms, DL is viewed as being 

incongruent by policy actors in terms of alignment to their values and 

purpose, precipitating potential internal cognitive, emotional and affective 

conflict.  To mitigate this conflict, policy actors reject the legitimacy of a 

decision making process that is contradictory to their internal values and 

propose.  Since these system based concepts of DL & SIV are perceived as 

being embedded within policy processes outside their influence and control, 

this acts to negate any perceived benefits that may be derived through 

interaction and engagement with policy processes, leading policy actors to 

question the purpose of such interaction and engagement.  In response, SIV 

& DL precipitates an emotional and affectively grounded response within 

policy actors that is represented with a high negative valence, reflective of 

these conditions. 

The site based concept Professional and Emotional Investment (PEI) 

arises from the activation by policy actors of internal emotional and cognitive 

structures that act in a manner to promote feelings of personal control and 

influence over their professional lives.  PEI is located with a high positive 

valence for policy actors, reflective of their interactions and engagement with 

policy processes in ways that validate, support and promote their professional 

identity. These interactions are intra-personal and inter-personal in nature and 

designed to establish and enhance collegial connectedness, emotional 

balance and professional stature.  In this sense PEI is posited as being an 
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internally constructed affective framework within policy actors, which acts to 

positively support personal perceptions of competency, emotional 

commitment and intellectual engagement within the context of good 

professional practice.  Since PEI emerges from interactions that are site 

based and perceived as permitting policy actors to govern the manner of their 

engagement with policy processes, it is attributed a high positive valence 

reflective of the domain of control being internally located within policy actors, 

thus precipitating positive affective responses.  

Secondly, De-Professionalization (DP) and Identity Safeguarding (IS) 

as concepts are posited to be affective constructions located internally within 

policy actors.  It is proposed that these two concepts are independent of site 

or systems based factors and are oppositely located in terms of valence, with 

IS exhibiting a high positive and DP a high negative valence.  This mapping 

suggests that these two concepts exist along a linear continuum within policy 

actors, further suggesting that Identity Safeguarding is an internally 

constructed response to counteract the perceptions of De-Professionalization 

elicited by their engagement and interactions with policy processes.  In this 

context, both IS and DP may be viewed as emotion based internal affective 

responses to imposed pressures originating from either system based and/or 

site based sources.  The emotional aspects of DP for policy actors are 

manifested through an array of constricting forces that act to disempower and 

devalue their professional standing.  In this respect the emergence of such 

notions as powerlessness, loss of autonomy and alienation arising out of their 

engagement and interactions with policy processes become contributing 

factors towards identity deconstruction. As a result of these forces, policy 

actors are faced with forced adaptation in order to safeguard their 

professional identity and mediate further de-professionalization. The resulting 

fear and anxiety internally aroused in response to such forces acts to elicit 

mechanisms to safeguard this professional identity.  Identity Safeguarding is 

thus conceptually constructed as an affective vehicle utilized by policy actors 

to emotionally preserve who they are in terms of their professional identity in 
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the face of policy processes that are perceived as acting to deconstruct that 

identity.   

Thirdly, Hierarchical Trust (HT) as a concept is mapped as 

demonstrating theoretical fluidity, its location being dependent on the 

structure and nature of the hierarchical relationship governing the interactions 

of policy actors during policy processes.  Hierarchical relationships that are 

system based are negatively perceived by policy actors, whereas those that 

are site based are perceived positively.  The interests advanced by externally 

based hierarchical structures are perceived as being detached from site 

based realities, lacking in transparency and exhibiting a low threshold of 

credibility.  As such, these interests are perceived by policy actors as 

restrictive to positive and productive interactions in advancing site based 

policy processes.  Within this context, HT exhibits a high negative valence, 

creating an emotional disconnect within policy actors that does not engender 

or support trust building with externally located hierarchical structures.  On the 

other hand, policy actors perceive site based hierarchical structures to be 

situationally authentic and mutually beneficial.  These perceptions are based 

on their positive experiences with site based leaders during policy processes 

characterized by respectful, transparent and trusting interactions.  This results 

in the attribution of a high positive valence to site based Hierarchical Trust 

arising from positive affective responses.  This suggests that the emergence 

of HT during policy processes is contingent on the degree to which such 

processes are viewed as being driven by internal or external hierarchical 

structures.  Within this context it is posited that HT is premised on where 

policy actors perceive the dominant hierarchy driving policy processes 

forward to be locationally situated.  If it is perceived to be pre-eminent at the 

system level, this precipitates a shift of HT towards a negative valence, 

despite the positive attributions of HT that may be associated with site based 

hierarchal structures 

The conceptual model (figure 5.1) mapping each of the above six 

emergent concepts presents a clear demarcation between internal and 
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external factors shaping the responses of policy actors to their engagement 

and interactions with policy processes.  Analytic interpretation of the model 

also suggests the existence of an overarching affective emotional framework 

within which these responses are embedded.  I have posited this framework 

to be Affective Disruption 

 

5.5 Study Limitations  

There are methodological and theoretical limitations to this CGT case 

study worthy of consideration prior to discussion of the research findings, 

which I enumerate as follows. 

First, this study makes no claims to being empirically valid.  This 

limitation is bounded by the nature of the chosen methodology.  A CGT case 

study by nature purports to examine only the phenomenon of the particular 

case, with the emergent concepts being grounded only in the data from that 

case.  In that sense the theoretical formulation of the core concept is limited in 

time to this case study, at this case site. 

Second, as the sole researcher who was also a policy actor at the 

chosen case study site, I had to be reflexively aware of the potential impact of 

my positional influence during interactions with interview subjects.  This 

reflexive awareness necessitated a constant self interrogation with respect to 

my analysis and to the conclusions drawn from that analysis.  In this case I 

am forced to recognize that the core concept is limited by the conceptual 

depth of my analysis and by my abilities to draw out conclusions to a 

substantive level of theoretical abstraction.  

Thirdly, the notion of sampling in a grounded theory study is subject to 

academic contestation, in terms of an appropriate sample size.  Qualitative 

research approaches call for a range of sample sizes from 10 to 50 

depending on the qualitative methodology employed.  Martin (1996) contends 

that the “appropriate sample size is one that adequately answers the research 

question” and that “the number of required subjects usually becomes obvious 
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as the study progresses, as new categories, themes or explanations stop 

emerging from the data” (p. 522). For CGT data saturation is a key notion that 

delimits where and when initial interviewing and subsequent interviewing 

through theoretical sampling ceases. Martin (1996) offers the proposition that 

“new themes stopped emerging after 15 interviews” (p. 523) and Creswell 

(1998) suggests that grounded theory sample sizes may range from twenty to 

thirty. Morse (2000) suggests that there is an inverse relationship” between 

the amount of “usable data” that is obtained from the interview process and 

the “number of participants” (p. 4) that are required. Finally, Guest (2006), in 

reviewing the literature regarding sample size concludes that there were “no 

practical guidelines for estimating sample sizes for purposively sampled 

interviews” and that “very little headway” (p. 60) had been made in setting 

such guidelines for qualitative research to determine the level required for 

analytic saturation.  To this latter point Guest’s (2006) investigation suggests 

that analytic data saturation may occur at a threshold level of 12 initial 

interviews, in terms of no new information being derived from the coding 

process.  In this respect, I am confident that the initial sample of thirteen 

interviews, with an additional seven subjects theoretically sampled for follow 

up interviews, provided me with a broad spectrum of usable data for deep 

conceptual analysis. 

Lastly, the analysis being grounded in an iterative process of constant 

comparison of incidents requires me as the researcher to exhibit good 

intellectual judgement as to when theoretical saturation has been reached.  

As a novice researcher, this proved to be a challenge.  Should I stop coding? 

Should I be writing more theoretical or analytical memos?  When is a 

category truly a category, or a concept truly a concept? Is my theoretical lens 

sound? Have I grounded my argument solidly in the data?   

Each of these questions implies limitations to the value of my research 

in terms of the findings of this study.  However it may be also be argued that 

arrival at the point of data saturation leading to the articulation of a theoretical 

core concepts rests entirely on my judgement as a researcher, on my 
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adherence to a sound research methodology and on my level of confidence in 

the conceptual strength and depth of my analysis.  In this respect I am 

confident that my research has adequately addressed these issues. 

 

5.6 Methodological Observations  

Consideration of the application of the grounded theory methodology to 

this case study presents a number of methodological observations that I have 

learned that may offer refinements to the grounded theory analysis of this 

case study. 

One observation arises in relation to my position as an embedded 

researcher at the case study in terms of my pre-existing relationships with site 

based policy actors.  A question worth exploring is whether the research 

dynamics would change if I conducted the research at a location where I was 

an unknown individual, with no site based policy responsibilities.  A 

concomitant question to be posed is if this were the case, would the analysis 

be influenced in any way by the removal of this relational dynamic and if so, 

how? 

Another observation pertains to the case study site itself.  The question 

arises as to whether the demographic make up of the population specific to 

the case site impacts or influences study participants in terms of their 

perceptions of policy processes and if so, how?  This observation poses an 

additional question of the methodology in terms of the analysis as to whether 

policy actors’ perceptions are shaped by factors other than their engagement 

and interactions with policy processes.  

A third methodological observation relates to the CGT notion of 

theoretical sampling as a key element informing the ongoing process of data 

collection and analysis.  Since theoretical sampling is informed by the 

researcher’s perceptions of whom to approach for additional data collection, 

is there a case to be made for a prior vetting of those to be theoretically 
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sampled to uncover predilections or biases prior to follow up interviews?  

Such a process may be useful in reinforcing the selection of those that are 

theoretically sampled as viable candidates informing the subsequent analysis. 

While consideration of each of the preceding observations is not 

inherently consistent with the classic grounded theory approach, their 

incorporation into the analytic process may strengthen the theoretical 

understanding gained through use of the methodology. 

5.7 Implications for Practice 

Policy actors’ interactions and engagement with policy processes are 

subjected to a range of forces that elicit Affective Disruption with respect to 

the internal impact of those forces.   This emotion laden core concept arising 

within policy actors presents implications for practice in terms of 

understanding and mediating Affective Disruption in terms of its impact on the 

policy implementation processes. 

First, implementation processes must give recognition and importance 

to the emergent affective responses that may impinge on policy enactment. 

Such recognition must take account of the differentiation in these responses 

along site based and system based lines, in order to better understand their 

potential impact on policy processes as they unfold.  

Second, policy processes need to encompass structures that mitigate 

negative and advance positive affective responses towards policy enactment.  

In these terms, such structures must diminish and counteract the emergent 

emotional tensions between forces internal to and external to policy actors, 

that precipitate the conditions for Affective Disruption to be realized.   

Third, any such mediating structures must be aligned with the internal 

emotional and affective priorities of policy actors, as opposed to being 

perceived as negating those priorities.  This alignment thus sharpens the 

focus of policy processes towards understanding the affective dimensions 

that influence policy actors as they negotiate the policy landscape.  



 191

Finally, increased prominence must be given to the emotional affective 

dimension impacting policy processes, separate and apart from sole 

considerations of the cognitive dimensions.  Policy processes are dependent 

on human interactions and engagement in terms of their efficacy.  Failure to 

pay attention to this affective dimension, which has embedded within it an 

emotional framework, is a failure to recognize the indispensability of the 

human dimension to policy processes.   

 

5.8 Implications for Research 

The latter point from the previous section provides a lens through 

which to consider ongoing research implications attached to the identification 

of the theoretical core concept of Affective Disruption developed through this 

research study.  This emergent notion builds on the ideas elaborated through 

the research lens of organizational psychology (Meyer & Allen 1991, Meyer et 

al 2004, Sonenshein & Dholakia 2012, Maitlis et al 2013) in terms of the 

mediating nature of emotions on behaviour during change processes.  

Meyer & Allen (1991) suggest that the affective commitment of 

individuals to an organization is reflected by the degree to which their 

personal needs are met and their values reflected through their experiences 

within the organizational environment.   Meyer et al (2004) build on this notion 

by suggesting that affective commitment is linked to the degree to which 

behaviours are shaped by intrinsic or extrinsic motivating factors. These 

notions parallel the components presented within my theoretical model that 

show factors internal and external to policy actors as eliciting opposing 

tensions.   

Sonenshein & Dholakia (2012) propose a model incorporating 

cognitive and affective pathways, that are both deemed to be “vital in 

explaining employees behaviour during strategic change implementation” (p. 

18).  Sonenshein & Dholakia (2012) acknowledge however that investigations 

privileging the cognitive approach have taken precedence.  These 
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investigators suggest that “future research should untangle the role of affect 

versus cognition in explaining change implementation behaviours” (p. 18). 

Maitlis et al (2013) acknowledge that an “important but under 

examined facet of sensemaking is the role of emotion” (p. 223), which they 

recognize as playing a key role in triggering certain aspects of behaviour in 

response to external conditions.  Maitlis et al (2013) make the argument that 

sensemaking and emotion are inextricably linked, with the latter shaping the 

how the former takes place.   

Each of these preceding lines of research from the discipline of 

psychology adds a theoretical perspective that is worthy of greater 

consideration in terms of the impact of affect and emotions on the interactions 

and engagement of policy actors with policy processes.  In light of the above 

considerations, I suggest that this case study has added a layer of 

understanding of how emotions are mediated through Affective Disruption in 

the course of policy actors’ interactions and engagement with policy 

processes.   

As previously observed, educational policy implementation research 

has paid scant attention to these affective and emotional dimensions, 

focussing instead on social cognition frameworks such as sensemaking to 

explain how policy actors rationalize their engagement with policy processes.  

This case study has opened the door to looking at such policy processes 

through the lens of human interactions.  A next step in continuing this line of 

investigation would be to expand this CGT study of policy processes to 

multiple case sites in order to confirm (or disconfirm) the findings through data 

triangulation, for the purpose of incorporating the core concept of Affective 

Disruption into a Formal Grounded Theory that explains the emotional 

aspects of interactions with policy processes on a broad based conceptual 

and theoretical level. 
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5.9 Study Significance 

The notion of affect has been previously recognized by lines of 

research (Bartunek et al 2006, Avey et al 2008) as a mediating component 

that acts in parallel to the cognitive process of sensemaking in shaping the 

interactions of individuals with policy processes that require them to adapt 

and/or change their practice.  What is not understood is the role that affect 

and emotions occupy in terms of how they act on the individual with respect 

to their interactions and engagement with policy processes. This research 

thesis has presented three seminal ideas in relation to building this 

understanding. 

First, the notion of Affective Disruption advances a theoretical 

framework for understanding the impact of affective and emotional forces on 

policy actors in terms of their interactions with policy processes.  This finding 

suggests that emotive forces within policy actors need to be recognized as 

key factors shaping behaviour and further examined for their behavioural 

impact. 

The second finding recognizes the existence of opposing internal and 

external forces operating on policy actors, which act to elicit the emotional 

tension that gives rise to Affective Disruption. This finding suggests a need to 

examine how these internal and external forces are shaped by policy 

processes, in order to mediate their impact in creating this emotional tension.  

The third finding suggests a role for those involved in policy leadership 

– whether site or system based – in mediating the affective and emotional 

responses that elicit Affective Disruption.    

These findings suggest the need to examine the intersection of 

research across disciplines such as sociology, psychology and organizational 

behaviour, to enlist additional theoretical perspectives that may add to and 

advance the understanding of the role of affect and emotions in mediating 
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policy actors’ responses to policy processes.  In this vein, Gooty et al (2010) 

present an excellent example of a research review that offers a window into 

the contributions that these disciplines may add to this research discourse.  

This research thesis purports to open that window.  
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Appendices 
 
Appendix 1 – Interview Questions
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Appendix 2 – Sample Line by Line Coding of Transcripts
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Appendix 3 a – Sample Codes Derived From Transcripts
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Appendix 3 b – Sample Grouping of Codes
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Appendix 4 a – Raw Memos from Transcripts
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Appendix 4 b – Raw Memos Grouped by Category
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Appendix 4 c – Analytical Memos Grouped by Concept
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Appendix 4 d – Reflective Memos Grouped by Concept
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Appendix 5 – Sample of Field Notes 
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Appendix 6 – Sample of Codes Grouped to Categories
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Appendix 7 – Sample of Analytical Notes  
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Appendix 8 a – Code of  Practice and Research Ethics
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Appendix 8 b – Ethics and Data Protection Monitoring Form
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Appendix 8 c – Ethical Approval Letter
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Appendix 9 a – VSB Research Guidelines
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Appendix 9 b – VSB Checklist for Conducting Research
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Appendix 9 c – Informed Consent Letter
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Appendix 9 d – VSB Permission Letter 
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