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Preface

What causes teachers to change their behaviour? In 2009, I struggled with this 

question. At that time, I worked as an account manager at Ricoh Netherlands, a 

company that sells copiers. I was responsible for the development of a new 

service, Book2Fit. With Book2Fit, teachers could customize the teaching 

methods they already used: omit chapters, add texts from other sources and 

even add their own texts. At the push of a button, a complete book with a self-

designed cover was released – your own method, fully tailored to the way you 

want to teach!

 The development team for this service started by building a prototype (a 

website). The prototype was then tested in a number of schools. It turned out 

to be a success. Teachers were very enthusiastic. The positive reactions led us 

to conclude that we could introduce the service in the education market 

successfully. After the necessary adjustments to the prototype, the service 

was brought online. Sales reps enthusiastically brought the tool to the 

attention of their customers. 

 It appears to be a complete failure. I was desperately wondering what 

might have caused this error of judgment. After all, the service fitted well with 

teachers’ working practices and they were also enthusiastic. How was it 

possible that they stuck to their old way of working and continued to use the 

standard method they had used for years? 

 At that time I had contact with Wim Drost, director of the Development 

Centre, a publisher of digital teaching materials in green vocational education. 

Wim once came up with a column he had written about the introduction – in 

the eighties – of copiers in schools. These devices had proved to be an 

unstoppable success, without any attention being given to a careful and 

deliberate introduction. The concept of “learning organization” was yet to be 

invented, and no use was made of change management methods, tools, project 

leaders or charismatic leaders. On the contrary, the devices were simply 

placed somewhere. Teachers used them in no time. In his column, Wim 

described the way in which the primary education process became 
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increasingly dependent on these devices. I was able to confirm this. I often 

went to schools and knew about the panic that could break out among teachers 

when the copier went out of business at 8:30 on Monday morning.

 How could this be? Why did the teachers learn to use the copier 

automatically, while the carefully introduced Book2Fit turned out to be a 

failure? 

  In 2007, I had already started a Master of Educational Sciences degree at 

Utrecht University. The most appealing module to me was “Introduction to 

learning theories”. I became acquainted with these theories and I realized that 

behavioural change of people in organizations could be regarded as the result 

of learning processes. Could learning theories explain the remarkable 

difference between the introduction of copiers and Book2Fit?

 After having obtained my master’s degree, I decided to investigate this 

question further. I considered setting up a PhD trajectory, as this could give 

me the opportunity to really go into this issue in depth. I was pleased to 

discuss this idea with Professor Robert Jan Simons. He thought it would be 

very interesting if I thoroughly investigated this question as he had been 

involved in educational innovation for decades and repeatedly ran up against 

the inability of schools and their teachers to use results from educational 

research to improve education. So, I decided to start a PhD trajectory.

 At the start of the PhD trajectory, I read a lot about the concept of 

“organizational culture”, discussed by various authors as an important factor 

in the success of a change. I read writers like Martin (2002), Schein (2010), 

Weick (2001), Frost et al. (1985), Wright (1994), Tennekes (2003) and Bate (1994). 

Due to the many references in these books to the more general concept of 

“culture”, I also started to delve into the work of Geertz (1973), Turner (1969) 

and Bloch (2005), among many others. When Robert Jan noticed that I was 

working on the subject of culture, he suggested adding expertise from the field 

of organizational culture to the supervision of my PhD trajectory. After several 

phone calls I ended up with Frans Kamsteeg, Associate Professor of the 

Department of Organization Sciences of the Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam, 

who was interested. After discussing this with Professor Marcel Veenswijk, the 

supervision was formalized. In the following years, this combination of 

educational science and organizational science proved to be very fruitful, 

perhaps because of the continuous weighing up of what the PhD trajectory 

was actually about – educational change or organizational culture. In the 

chosen title you will see that it concerns organizational culture (contexts), 

applied to educational innovation (educational change). 

 At the start of the PhD trajectory it was decided that it would be a 

trajectory on articles. The thesis should be a collection of these articles, 

supplemented by an introduction and an integrative conclusion. I started by 

undertaking two case studies that are about initiatives to change teachers’ 

behaviour and their relation with pupils and with one another. I conducted 

these studies in two public secondary schools in the Netherlands. This resulted 

in two articles: “Teachers making sense of result-oriented teams: A cognitive 

anthropological approach to educational change” (Wierenga, Kamsteeg, 

Simons, & Veenswijk, 2013) and “Content matters: An alternative view on 

organizational change” (Wierenga, 2020). Chapters 3 and 4 of this thesis, 

respectively, are based on these articles. 

 During the investigations of the first case study, I became aware that the 

school improvement ideas studied were based on an ideology known as “New 

Public Management” (NPM). NPM reforms seek to introduce business 

principles in public sector organizations. I realized that NPM-inspired change 

initiatives are quite common in Dutch education, as is the case in the public 

sector in general. This implied that the results of my thesis could be applicable 

in other public subsectors as well. Therefore, I decided to extend the scope of 

my study to not just the educational change domain but also the broader 

domain of public sector reform. I conducted a third study into the place of 

context in public management reform literature. This study resulted in a third 

article: “Towards a cognitive cultural approach to public management reform” 

(Wierenga & Kamsteeg, 2018). Chapter 3 of this thesis is based on this article. 

 This thesis is the final result of my PhD trajectory. Contrary to the 

previous intention to bundle the articles into a thesis, with an introduction 

and a conclusion, this is now a thesis in the form of a monograph. On closer 

inspection, this turned out to lead to a clearer and more coherent line of 

argument. This means that the thesis can also be read as an introduction to 



12 13

the contextualization of educational change and organizational change more 

generally. The structure of this monograph will be further explained in the 

introductory chapter. 

 During the last three years of writing this thesis, I have been able to 

come up with the main points of an implementation method in which the 

results of my PhD trajectory have been incorporated. I have further developed 

the method into a useful tool in change processes and have now been able to 

use the method on three different occasions: the implementation of a new 

mission for a care organization for the mentally disabled, the implementation 

of a new method for youth protection and the implementation of a new mission 

for my own organization. A description of this new implementation method is 

given in Appendix A.

 Before I give thanks to everyone who has contributed, I want to explain 

what this process has done to me. First of all, I feel very privileged to have been 

able to do this project. It could have taken another ten years for me. And 

second, in this trajectory, I have chosen to focus on the influence of human 

cognition on behavioural change. And although I have not explicitly dealt with 

the emotional side of change, I have been able to think a lot about the feelings 

that change can evoke in people. I have got a better view of my own behaviour 

and the associated feelings during organizational change processes I 

experienced myself – sometimes with a strong sense of relief (finally!), 

sometimes with an unpleasant mix of resistance and fear. Because, let’s face it, 

if you ask yourself what causes people in organizations to change or not 

change their behaviour, that is also about the question of what makes you do 

or not do that yourself. Hence, the PhD trajectory also taught me a lot about 

myself, an unexpected and highly appreciated side effect.

 I would like to thank several people for their support during my research 

and while writing this thesis. First, Frans Kamsteeg. I remember his calm and 

somewhat detached observations of the world in general and my text products 

in particular. Thank you, Frans, for trying to enliven my sometimes rather dull 

text with the flowery language that characterizes anthropologists. Thanks for 

the many hours you must have spent thinking about the meaning of my texts. 

Thank you also for the anthropological insight you gave me into the office 

politics of your department, especially during the move to the main building.  

It made me laugh, but it also made me realize that a university is not a place 

where I would like to pursue my career – too much status awareness and 

conservatism for me.

 Thanks also to Robert Jan Simons. He was the first to think that the topic 

of my PhD might be worthwhile. Unfortunately, he had to stop his guidance by 

order of his dean – a typical office clerk’s decision that was clearly intended to 

deal with a free thinker, with the high quality of Robert Jan’s guidance playing 

no role whatsoever.

 Thanks, of course, to Marcel Veenswijk, under whose responsibility this 

thesis has been completed. The topic and perspective that I have developed on 

organizational change is not his way of thinking. It shows real scientific 

thinking to want to stand behind this thesis. Thank you, Marcel, for your 

sometimes sharp counterplay and other, for me, sometimes disruptive input 

that you have given me.

 I also want to thank Rein van de Wal, Gerrit Jan Miedema, Gerrit Elings 

and Joke Bos, who gave me the opportunity to carry out research at their 

schools. I would like to thank the management of Ricoh Netherlands, who 

offered me the opportunity to be active in education as a business developer, 

in which I failed unintentionally. It motivated me to formulate my research 

question and to do my utmost to find a satisfactory answer. Thanks also to 

Wim Drost, who showed me that some changes in education take place 

automatically, from which I saw the path to the development of a contextual 

perspective.

 Finally, I would like to mention two individuals in my private sphere. 

Firstly Ite, a great anglophile, who took the trouble to improve my English. And 

secondly, Heleen. Her perseverance has inspired me to persevere and reach 

the finish line just like her (albeit a couple of years later…).
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Introduction:  
the problem of  
Educational Change

In the last few decades, an enormous amount of scholarly attention has been 

paid to educational change from hugely different angles and positions. A search 

of WorldCat – the well-known database that contains information about the 

collections of more than 72,000 libraries worldwide – on the term “educational 

change” in article titles only yields 31,093 hits, articles written between 1990 

and the present (20 October 2020), not to mention the enormous number of 

hits on related terms such as “educational innovation” and “school 

development”. Compare that with a query on the more generic term 

“organizational (or ‘organisational’) change”: 17,147 article titles between 1990 

and today. Incidentally, it is not only scientists who pay so much attention to 

educational change. Governmental institutions on a national or local level have 

shown increasing interest in educational change, and also civil society 

organizations, businesses, school authorities, principals, teachers and – of 

course – parents and children speak out on the importance of (improving) 

education. This reflects the widely recognized idea that education is one of the 

cornerstones of a prosperous society. We have developed a strong belief in the 

malleability of people, and education is seen as the tool par excellence for 

training and moulding people in ways desired by society. As a consequence, 

education itself needs to be malleable as well. 

 Despite our deeply rooted belief that education should and can be 

changed, the diffusion of well-intended initiatives for change within national 

educational systems and even within individual educational organizations 

appears to be rather problematical. The success rate of educational changes 

remains under par, although research efforts in recent decades to improve 



18 19

education have led to a much better understanding of successful change 

management in education. The problem is not that we are in the dark about 

what ideal education should look like: the basic knowledge of school 

effectiveness has been on a decently mature level for some decades now 

(Scheerens, 1992; Teddlie & Reynolds, 2000). Policymakers also make use of 

the most recent insights from education researchers, as witnessed by the 

many change initiatives intended to implement new scientific insights about 

effective education (Fullan, 1991; Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006; Leithwood, 

Jantzi, & Mascall, 2002). Examples in the Netherlands include the introduction 

of the so-called “study house” and the “new learning” in secondary education, 

both of which have been evaluated by the Dutch Parliament 

(Onderwijsvernieuwingen, 2008). The problem is that we still appear to be 

unable to take full advantage of all this knowledge. 

 A related problem here is that the different stakeholders in the institutional 

world, such as policymakers and school authorities, suggest solutions for solving 

problems or fulfilling ambitions that are completely relevant within their 

context, but appear problematic at the moment they must hit the reality of the 

teachers’ workplace, which, in fact, is necessary if they are to have any effect. An 

important example of these sorts of changes is the introduction of explicit 

standards and measures of performance that has been instigated by the 

ideology of New Public Management (NPM). NPM seeks to introduce a 

“businesslike government” (Gore, 1997), aimed at increasing the effectiveness of 

public services in general. In education, NPM targets a shift from the educational 

process toward educational outputs and external accountability (Pollitt, 2003).   

 Other public management theories, such as Public Value Management 

(Moore, 1995) do offer perspectives on public services that are complementary 

and sometimes corrective to NPM. Yet, these perspectives also keep focused on 

the institutional world and as a result they also pay relatively little attention to 

the challenges of implementing change in the daily work practice of street-level 

bureaucrats (Lipsky, 2010), which is what teachers ultimately are. And even 

without strong support from theory, such change initiatives have difficulties to  

affect the day-to-day reality of teaching, for instance in a secondary school with 

noisy classrooms, full of hormone-driven teens. 

The real effects on the workplace are easy to guess. There is a graveyard of 

disappointing attempts at change (Dalin, 1998; Hopkins & Levin, 2000; Rinehart 

& Lindle, 1997; Sebring et al., 1996). The causes are diverse: new changes are 

often announced before the previous ones have been fully implemented, let 

alone made sustainable (McLaughlin & Mitra, 2001). Educational changes are 

seldom thoroughly implemented and scaled up beyond the phase of pilot 

projects. As a result, just a few changes reach the institutionalization stage and 

too many changes are not accepted as part of teachers’ practice at all 

(Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006). Moreover, the impressive amount of research 

into the effectiveness of teaching makes us aware of the complexity of 

educational change (Fullan, 1991; Hopkins, 2001; Hopkins et al., 2014). Obviously, 

this complexity is not conducive to running change processes smoothly. 

 It is within this field of tension between a general belief in education as a 

cornerstone of a prosperous society and the graveyard of failed improvement 

efforts that I intend to provide an additional perspective on educational 

change. In this introductory chapter I will explore this field, first by providing a 

short introduction to approaches to educational change. Then I will elaborate 

on educational leadership and teacher professionalism, two related aspects in 

which the competing logics of performance (Noordegraaf, 2015) are clearly 

visible. In the section thereafter, I will argue and substantiate that educational 

change initiatives can be more successful if more attention is given to the 

specific content of a given change, together with the observable reality of 

teacher workplace practices. Then follows a section defining the main 

concepts of this thesis. This chapter ends with an introduction to the 

remainder of this thesis.

Approaches to educational change

In the last few decades several types of approaches to educational change have 

been developed and can be roughly divided into two main categories (Hopkins, 

2001). The first category consists of adoptive or top-down approaches. These 

approaches have an empirical-analytic orientation and assume that 

educational change is more or less linear, initiated by an authority normally 
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outside the system to be changed, in the institutional world of managers, 

administrators and policymakers. The second category consists of adaptive 

approaches, which have a situational interpretative orientation, more sensitive 

to the local situation of the schools involved. Adaptive approaches have an 

organizational development character and “are concerned about developing a 

capacity for change within the school rather than adopting a specific approach 

per se” (Hopkins, 2001, p. 20). 

In this section, I introduce these two categories first. Their characteristics are 

summarized in Table 1. Then I discuss the efforts to develop combined 

approaches and the aspects of leadership and teacher professional 

development that permeate the discourse on educational change. Finally, I will 

discuss their limitations and introduce some initial requirements for an 

alternative way of combining adoptive and adaptive approaches.

Table 1.
Characteristics of educational change approaches

Adoptive approaches
The educational change discourse originally started thinking about how to 

implement large-scale curriculum innovations. These innovations were 

centrally defined and had an empirical-analytic orientation (Aoki, 1979), while 

the implementation strategy was mostly top-down, or centre-periphery 

(Hopkins, 2001). A change was considered successful to the extent the centrally 

defined policy had been distributed to, and adopted by, schools. Its success, 

improvement of education, was considered to be caused by the content of the 

policy, for example a better curriculum. Although this adoptive approach has 

been criticized substantially (Dalin, 1973), it has not been replaced completely 

by other approaches. On the contrary, education is still a domain that is 

prominent among politicians and policymakers on different levels of public 

government. Mehta (2013) analysed the pattern of an adoptive approach in 

educational change movements: 

 “In each movement, this process exhibited a similar pattern: (1) the 

identification of a crisis of quality which destabilized the existing educational 

status quo; (2) the elevation of a technocratic logic, backed by the knowledge 

base of a high-high status epistemic community; (3) the rallying of ideologically 

diverse powerful actors external to the schools behind a commensurating 

logic that promised control over, and improvement of, an unwieldy school 

system; and (4) the inability of education to resist this technocratic logic (and 

often to be co-opted by it) due to teaching’s historical institutionalization as a 

feminized, weak, bureaucratically administered field lacking its own set of 

widely respected countervailing professional standards” (p. 1). 

 The US governmental “No child left behind” initiative, which dates from 

2001, is a typical example of a programme that has been defined by the 

institutional world of policymakers and politicians that followed this pattern. 

In the Netherlands we see initiatives that follow this pattern as well, such as 

“evidence-based education” (Onderwijsraad, 2006), which has led to a number 

of policy initiatives to intervene in school practices, varying from effectivity 

conditions for bullying protocols (Rijksoverheid, 2015) to a programme of 

gradual improvement of mathematics education (Rijksoverheid, 2014), inspired 

by a lowering of Dutch secondary education on the PISA ranking. Improvement 

Adoptive approaches Adaptive approaches

Orientation Empirical-analytic Situational-interpretative

Preferred implementation 
strategy

Top-down Bottom-Up

Primary change agents
Stakeholders in the 
institutional world

Teachers

Change focus Policy distribution Process

Results defined in terms of
Outcome, output, 

accountability
Personal and organizational 

development
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in the benchmark position or climbing into the international ranking lists are 

often the desired results of these modern adoptive approaches. 

 Some top-down change initiatives in the Netherlands have actually had a 

sustainable impact on teachers’ workplace practices, particularly changes in 

curriculum standards in secondary education, which, in the Netherlands, are 

centrally defined by government. These changes appear to be implemented 

successfully, especially if these standards have been incorporated into new 

textbooks and teachers are obliged to use them, as these standards are 

elaborated as the main topics in central exams. 

 Other top-down change initiatives, particularly initiatives that are 

supposed to impact the way teachers teach, are less likely to succeed. A clear 

example in the Netherlands is “Het studiehuis”. Its failure was evaluated by the 

Dutch Parliament (Onderwijsvernieuwingen, 2008). This change initiative was 

based on the idea that self-reliant pupils should have control over their own 

learning process, while teachers should act as facilitators and coaches. One of 

the conclusions drawn was that major risks were taken in the way in which the 

changes were introduced. The basic implementation conditions, such as 

training facilities for teachers, were often not met. Differences between pupils’ 

learning preferences were not taken into account. 

 In general, changes planned by actors in the institutional world and 

intended to change teachers’ workplace practices bear the risk of not carefully 

taking into account the fact that behavioural change is not simply about 

adopting these new practices. Teachers are committed to sensemaking within 

their own context of work (Weick, 2001) and “realize their reality by ‘reading 

into’ their situation patterns of significant meaning” (Morgan, Frost, & Pondy, 

1983, p. 24). These patterns regulate teachers’ behaviour and changing them is 

only possible under quite specific circumstances (Swidler, 1986). 

Adaptive approaches
In the 1980s the insight emerged that adoptive approaches paid too little 

attention to individual school contexts, while these contexts may determine 

school effectiveness. The attention to teacher training, problem solving and 

local experi ments (Schmuck & Runkel, 1985) grew. Approaches influenced by 

strategies of organizational development (OD) were developed, with the aim of 

humanizing the school context. 

 As with the adoption approaches, adaptive approaches to educational change 

are also used to this day. Adaptive approaches have a more situational-interpretative 

orientation to reality. Scholars highlight the limitations of adoptive approaches and 

advocate taking the change process seriously (Hopkins, Stringfield, Harris, Stoll, & 

Mackay, 2014). In the beginning, school improvement was defined as engaging in 

action research projects inspired by Kurt Lewin’s (1951) approach to change. This 

focus on the change process implied that these initiatives gave less focus to learning 

outcomes or, generally speaking, to what the aim of the change was. 

 Meanwhile, new adaptive approaches arose as a result of a growing 

understanding of the school as an organization. These internally assured 

approaches provided a blend of school development and school effectiveness 

strategies. Examples include the authentic school improvement strategy 

(Hargreaves & Hopkins, 1991) and several “whole school designs” (Stringfield, Ross, 

& Smith, 1996). However, Nunnery (1998) proved that initiatives to change teachers’ 

workplace practices that are based on these blended strategies were often failing 

as well, even more often than changes that were initiated externally, because they 

ran out of energy, due to the substantial pre-implementation planning efforts. 

Efforts to combine adoptive and adaptive approaches
An international development focused on the dynamics of, the differences 

between and the benchmark ranking of nationwide education systems has 

increased the realization that adoptive and adaptive approaches should not be 

mutually exclusive, but could reinforce each other (Reynolds, Creemers, 

Stringfield, Teddlie, & Schaefer, 2002). The idea is that the analysis of the 

differences between national educational systems, both in structure and in 

educational outcomes, may lead to generic best practices for high-quality 

education. Implementing these best practices would require changes at both 

the institutional, using an adoptive approach, and school level, using an 

adaptive approach (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009). The more adaptive aspect is 

shaped by an ideology of involvement of teachers in the institutional world. 

This goes along with initiatives to form professional infrastructures for 
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teachers (Harris, 2011) that are given responsibility to influence both 

institutional change and professional standards. 

 Another way of combining adoptive and adaptive approaches is to vary 

strategically between them, depending on the level of school performance 

(Hopkins, Harris, & Jackson, 1997). Low-performance schools induce top-down 

interventions; high-performance schools are given autonomy and initiate 

changes themselves. The paradox here is that autonomy is given and thus can 

be withdrawn, which challenges the concept of autonomy. 

A struggle for leadership and teacher development

All approaches discussed thus far appears to have a hard time fulfilling the 

ambitions with which they started. Adoptive approaches bear the risk of not 

carefully taking into account the fact that ambitions that are relevant within 

the institutional world appear problematic at the moment that these ambitions 

sooner or later hit the reality of the teachers’ workplace. Adaptive approaches, 

in turn, are confronted, among other things, with the problem of 

implementation efforts that transcend local resources. Efforts to combine 

adoptive and adaptive approaches cannot solve the power struggle between 

the institutional world and teachers, which incidentally often occurs in 

professional public services. Noordegraaf (2015) refers to the same power 

struggle as he clarifies the competing logics of performance, politics and 

professionalism in the public sector. He argues that it’s not an option to 

eliminate this struggle. It is more effective to use the appropriate logic, given a 

particular change in a particular context. 

 As we examine the tension that results from the power struggle in 

educational change more deeply, it is (also) about who takes the lead in 

educational change and, directly related to it, who is primarily responsible for 

the teachers’ professional development. On the one hand, the institutional 

world wants to take leadership to initiate educational changes that will, for the 

most part, lead to changing teachers’ workplace practices. On the other hand, 

teachers, like all professionals, want to be able to decide for themselves how to 

do their work and develop professionally. 

Incidentally, this struggle is not only reserved for education. Greener (2013) 

places this problem in a broader context of public management as he states 

that “professionals are a distinctive part of a great deal of public service 

provision, but there are significant problems in answering both who should 

manage them and to whom they should be accountable” (p. 124). 

 I will now discuss educational leadership and professional development in 

more detail as these notions attract a lot of scholarly attention in educational 

change. Next, I will substantiate my thesis that an alternative approach is needed 

that offers an additional perspective on leadership and teacher development that 

any change initiative can benefit from, regardless of whether it comes from 

teachers’ workplace or has been initiated in the institutional world.

Educational leadership
All educational change approaches emphasize the crucial importance of good 

leadership, as it is key to successful educational change (Hallinger, 2003; 

Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005). However, the approaches differ 

thoroughly from each other in terms of what good leadership entails. In the 

adoptive approach, leadership is considered a means to implement changes in 

teachers’ workplace practice. In contrast to this, the leadership focus of 

adaptive approaches is primarily on supportive leadership practices, while 

teachers themselves are in charge of their professional development. Scholars 

consider authoritative, transformational and participatory leadership, teacher 

orientation and differentiated teacher support to be key factors for successful 

educational change, while emphasizing the importance of teacher engagement 

and their “deep learning” (Blase & Blase, 1999; Brezicha, Bergmark, & Mitra, 

2015; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2007; Leithwood & Sun, 2012; Leithwood, Tomlinson, 

& Genge, 1996; Lu, Jiang, & Li, 2015; Marsh, Waniganayake, & De Nobile, 2014; 

Nguni, Sleegers, & Denessen, 2007; Thoonen, Sleegers, Oort, & Peetsma, 2012; 

van den Berg, Sleegers, Geijsel, & Vandenberghe, 2000). Moreover, leaders 

should enhance their own conversational skills in order to search more 

thoroughly, and to check their understanding of the views of teachers (LeFevre 

& Robinson, 2015), and they should also develop strong relationships with, and 

between, teachers (Fairman & Mackenzie, 2015; Stone-Johnson, 2014). Teachers 
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become motivated to reach educational goals that are beyond expected if 

these goals reflect their values and beliefs. Teacher acceptance and 

involvement in the process of change are considered crucial success factors. 

School leaders should refrain from prescribing how to teach, but rather 

provide the basic conditions for teachers’ professional development and thus 

organizational health. 

Teachers’ professional development
The notion of teacher professional development has been developed in recent 

years in addition to, and partly in a situation of mutual influence with, the 

development of educational leadership. The focus on teacher professional 

development can be regarded as an elaboration of the idea described before, 

that the success of educational change depends on the involvement of 

teachers, who should form professional infrastructures. Learning communities 

(Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009), a focus on teachers’ professional development 

(Evers, Van der Heijden, Kreijns, & Gerrichhauzen, 2011; Geijsel, Sleegers, Stoel, 

& Krüger, 2009) and strong, shared educational values (Carpay, 2010) suggest 

positive effects on the success of educational change. 

 Although all stakeholders in education underline the importance of 

teachers’ work for educational results, the elaboration of teacher professional 

development appears to be influenced heavily by the position of the main 

stakeholders in educational change. From the institutional perspective, 

professional development is an area that can be influenced by enabling the 

emergence of systemic professional standards and procedures. Implementing 

these standards and procedures, which is by its nature an adoptive approach, 

should enhance educational results. It is in their interest that teachers 

organize themselves into professional organizations with certain registration 

requirements for membership. For teachers themselves, professionalism often 

equals professionalization, which is mainly about being a professional, in terms 

of autonomy, status and reward (Hargreaves, 2000). Defining general 

professional standards, even if it is done by someone’s own professional 

organization, can lead to a decrease of their feeling of being autonomous. 

School leaders, being a important educational stakeholders as well, can adopt 

a slightly different position towards teacher professional development. On the 

one hand, they can use generic professional standards in their support of 

teacher learning. On the other hand, and as a consequence of a more adaptive 

type of change approach, school principals that consider themselves to be 

transformative leaders may feel compelled to let their teachers define their 

own definition of professionalism, given the characteristics of their schools, 

teachers and change needs. 

Problem statement

I would argue that the results of the discourse on leadership and teacher 

development hardly provide a way out of the fundamental problem that the 

various stakeholders in the institutional world will continue to use their formal 

authority to drive solutions to educational problems or to fulfil educational 

ambitions that prove problematic when they turn into requirements for 

teachers’ workplace practices and their professional development. The power 

struggle that causes this problem has not been resolvable as suggested until 

now just through teacher involvement in the institutional world or picking the 

appropriate approach, given the problem that needs to be solved or the 

ambition that should be fulfilled. I believe that we need an alternative 

perspective that may not end the inherent tension caused by the power 

struggle between stakeholders but may neutralize its negative effects as much 

as possible. This perspective starts by acknowledging that education does 

indeed have an important public function, and that public institutions must be 

able to consciously influence education. But it must also be based on the 

understanding that education is teachers’ work and that teachers – like all 

people – cannot be changed. They change themselves, at most. 

 My position, which I will develop in this thesis, is that leadership from the 

institutional world, be it a school leader, administrator or policymaker, should 

be limited to deliberately creating a set of specific conditions, on different 

levels – sectoral, on a school and team level and on an individual level – that 

cause teachers to develop themselves in the desired direction. This follows the 

central idea of distributed leadership – from a normative perspective – that 
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leadership should not be viewed as a set of practices of a person, the leader or 

manager, but should be shared by all involved (Mayrowetz, 2008; Storey, 2004). 

It reflects the idea that it is not only the principal, administrator or policymaker 

who is, or should be, the change agent. Teachers could, or should, develop 

change leadership practices as well, resulting in an increase of their 

involvement in, and their impact on, the change process. I will elaborate on 

this position with the development of an alternative approach that combines 

the empirical-analytical orientation of adoptive approaches with the 

situational-interpretative orientation of adaptive approaches. In order to 

develop this alternative approach, I have to get down to some basic aspects of 

change that – as I will show in this thesis – remain rather underexposed. On 

these basic aspects of change, I will build an approach that helps to estimate – 

in advance – the conditions for an initiative to make teachers’ workplace 

practices succeed. I will now build the argument towards the research 

question of the thesis, in which these basic aspects of change resonate.

 A change in teachers’ workplace practices is actually a behavioural change 

and one can only determine afterwards whether, or to what extent, that change 

has taken place. This requires two things: explicit descriptions of the previous 

behaviour and of the current behaviour. By comparing these, one can determine 

whether a change has occurred, and if so, what change has occurred. This 

applies on an individual level, but also for a group of collaborating teachers who 

share the context of a school. It even applies to a much larger group of teachers, 

for instance all teachers in Dutch secondary education. If people from the 

institutional world, for instance school admini strators, initiate a change, they 

can – of course – only observe teachers’ current workplace practices. The 

desired behaviour is not yet displayed. However, and this is a crucial part of my 

approach, they can describe the desired behaviour in detail: the content of the 

change. And if we have mapped the current behaviour well, we are able to 

analyse the differences in advance.

 My thesis is an effort to explain how this analysis could be performed, 

whereby I will use Sperber’s (1996) cognitive anthropology as a source of 

inspiration, together with Borgatti and Halgin (2011), and several other authors 

whose articles are included in A Companion to Cognitive Anthropology 

(Kronenfeld, Bennardo, De Munck, & Fischer, 2011). In addition, I will offer and 

demonstrate a method by which actors in the institutional world can use these 

additional insights in the change process they intend to initiate. The research 

question is as follows: 

How can changes in teachers’ workplace practices be 
explained in relation to their shared context? 

Hereafter I elaborate on the different notions used in the research question: 

workplace practices, (shared) context and change of workplace practices. 

Thereafter I will present the structure of this thesis. 

Workplace practices

I define workplace practices as observable actions, including pronounced 

words and other body movements, that teachers consciously or unconsciously 

use to interact with each other, with students and with the rest of their 

physical environment, such as school boards, texts, digitally or on paper, etc. 

Context

The second term used in the research question is “shared context”. Many a 

scholarly pen has been put to paper writing on the concept of context (Dilley, 

1999). Taken literally, context refers to something that appears around a text: a 

word or phrase. It is because of the context that the text can be understood. 

Without the context the text is meaningless. My perspective on teachers’ 

context follows this literal meaning of context. I consider teachers’ context to 

be the result of their cognitive operation that makes what is around them, 

their physical environment, meaningful to them (Ausubel, 2000; Driscoll, 

2005). Our cognition is designed to give meaning to our physical environment, 

so we can survive, develop ourselves and live together. Our cognition 

determines whether a meaning emerges, and if so, which meaning arises. 

Applied to teaching: in teachers’ workplace practices the meaning a teacher 
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gives to his/her physical environment becomes intertwined with their 

purpose of teaching. While teaching, a context emerges for both teacher and 

pupils, as a result of which they understand each other, which is considered an 

important condition for learning. 

 This brings me to my definition of context. Someone’s context is the pattern 

of connections with, and interpretations of, his or her physical environment. This 

definition is derived from Meyerson and Martin’s (1987) definition of change.  

The phrase “pattern of connections and interpretations” is not only applicable to 

define an individual’s context, but also for the context someone shares with other 

people. My assumption is that this shared context constitutes a subset of 

connections with, and interpretations of, the physical environment that people 

must share in order to act and work together. This shared context enables them to 

collaborate in a certain way and on a certain level of effectiveness and/or 

efficiency. 

 In this thesis, I sometimes have to use the term “organizational culture” 

instead of “shared context”. In elaborating the notion of shared context I have 

been inspired by scholars in this domain, especially those who explore 

organizations from an interpretative perspective. This perspective draws 

attention to the so-called “organizational life”, or, as Martin (2002, p. 1) 

describes it, “how things are done around here”. In this perspective, 

organizational culture is to be understood as a sociocultural construction, a 

meaning system of a knowledgeable group, profession or organization that 

shapes shared strategies of action (Swidler, 1986). It elicits that a shared 

context is hardly capable of changing itself. Bate (1994) indicates that 

organizational cultures are mostly considered to be conservative entities that 

are hardly capable of changing themselves. He refers to Schön’s notion of 

“dynamic conservatism” (Schön, 1973). Schön describes dynamic conservatism 

as follows: “[D]evelopment processes of cultures (...) have a circularity to them 

that reproduces infinite permutations of the old, while producing little that is 

new” (Schön, 1973, p. 90). 

 If we apply this dynamic conservatism to the concept of “shared context”, 

it becomes clear that this shared context largely determines the behavioural 

choices of individual, or groups of, teachers. The shared context therefore 

influences the chance that a change initiative will be successful. And that is 

precisely what I want to show. I will elaborate on this further in the next section.

 In this thesis I use “organizational culture” in cases where it is necessary 

to align with the terminology of the authors under discussion. In all other 

cases I use “context”.

Change of workplace practices

I consider a change in workplace practices in its most basic explanation: at a 

certain moment in time someone observes workplace practices; at another 

moment in time the same observer observes practices that are different. The 

observer’s specification of the factual difference is the description of the change. 

 This analytical view on change stems from my background as an 

educational specialist. My education in this area started with what Marcy P. 

Driscoll defines as learning “a persisting change in performance or 

performance potential that results from experience and interaction with the 

world” (Driscoll, 2005, p. 1). Applied to the explanation of change given above: if 

an observer of workplace practices concludes that people’s shared 

performance has been changed, it is likely to be suggested that they have 

learned something from experiences and interactions with their physical 

environment. 

 I would argue that the educational and organizational change discourse 

does not fully benefit from the implications of this basic assumption about 

learning and from the wealth of theories of learning and instruction that have 

been built upon it over the past few decades. Incidentally, I am not saying that 

the subject of learning in organizations is not mentioned in organizational 

change theory (Argyris, 1999; Senge, 2006). The problem is that many writers 

on change management theory hardly reason out their ideas for effective 

interventions on theories of learning and instruction. I will show this by first 

highlighting a dominant, but often implicit, assumption in current change 

management theory, and show how this assumption relates to a certain theory 

of learning and instruction. Subsequently, I will show how other theories of 
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learning may cast a different light on the diffusion of change initiatives and 

may point to an alternative view on educational and organizational change.

 The dominant and generally implicit idea in current change management 

theory and practice I draw attention to is that in order to change workplace 

practices, people who are not involved in these practices directly, namely 

policymakers, administrators and managers, have to do something 

deliberately. Much attention is paid to generally applicable process 

interventions that these more or less external stakeholders should undertake 

to achieve change results (Boonstra, 2004; Cameron & Green, 2015; Cummings 

& Worley, 2001; Jones, 2007; R. Smith, King, Dishu, & Skelsey, 2014). An 

illuminating example is found in the table of contents of one of the books 

referred to above, Organization Development & Change (Cummings & Worley, 

2001): process and organization development, human process interventions, 

techno-structural interventions, human resource management interventions, 

strategic interventions and special applications of organization development. 

Current change management literature is deeply influenced by this managerial 

type of action research (Lewin, 1951), which Jones (2007) defines as “a strategy 

for generating and acquiring knowledge that managers can use to define an 

organization’s desired future state and to plan a change programme that 

allows the organization to reach that state” (p. 288). Authors implicitly or 

explicitly find a causal connection between managers deliberately intervening 

in change processes (the cause), and the change itself (the result). The quality 

of their change process interventions is supposed to decide whether the 

outcome is successful. When these change pundits theorize about learning, 

their theories are used to substantiate why the process interventions proposed 

by managers can be successful (Cameron & Green, 2015). In the subdomain of 

educational change, the attention to change process interventions is similar 

(Hargreaves, 2012; Hopkins, 2001; Leithwood & Sun, 2012; Marzano et al., 2005). 

As an educational specialist I can see an analogy with the more traditional 

theories of instruction: the omniscient teacher holding forth to the attentive 

pupils. Here, the hidden assumption is: the higher the classroom teaching 

quality, the more pupils learn. Applied to organizational change: the higher 

managers’ intervention quality, the more chance of organizational change.

I would claim that theories of learning and instruction that focus on creating 

conditions for learning, especially views that see learning as a sociocultural 

process of sensemaking, such as the contextual and discovery learning 

theories of Bruner (1961)  and Vygotsky’s “zone of proximal develop ment” 

(Vygotsky, 1978), receive too little attention in organizational change. Yet this 

does not mean that the idea remains underexposed, that an organization can 

be considered a sociocultural construction. On the contrary, the idea is 

widespread that organizations are “(merely) social creations and constructions, 

emerging from actors making sense out of ongoing streams of actions and 

interactions” (Allaire & Firsiroty, 1984, p. 208). Weick can be regarded as a 

strong advocate of this view, as he states that effective organizations 

understand the process of sensemaking and learn how to use it (Weick, 2001; 

Weick & Obstfeld, 2005). However, the way in which this sensemaking process 

can be influenced in the desired direction has been investigated less until now. 

I would argue that influencing teachers’ sensemaking process can be 

understood as an effort to change their shared context and that a change in 

teachers’ shared context is a condition for a change in their workplace 

practices. In other words, if we want to estimate whether the workplace 

practices of a group of teachers are likely to change, we have to be able to 

estimate whether their shared context will change. And if we feel that a change 

in their shared context is likely to occur, we may conclude that their workplace 

practices might change accordingly. 

Structure of this thesis

Now that I have defined the notions used in the research question, I can 

explain along which line of reasoning and in which accompanying chapters of 

this thesis the alternative approach to educational change will be developed. 

After this introductory chapter, I elaborate in Chapter 1 on a development 

already introduced before that has greatly determined the change discourse 

in the public sector and has also profoundly influenced the types of changes in 

education: New Public Management (NPM). This elaboration further 

substantiates my argument that change failures are due to the scant attention 
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change pundits pay to the workplace practices of the people directly involved 

in the change and their shared context. 

 I will show that this omission is remarkable because of the abundant 

evidence that context is largely responsible for the success or failure of NPM-

inspired change initiatives. I analyse possible causes of the negligence of 

context factors and conclude that scholars have difficulty relating presumably 

objective NPM principles to the idea that actors can have very different 

interpretations of their shared reality. As such, this chapter describes a change 

landscape within which the alternative perspective developed in this thesis 

gains a sharp profile.

 The thesis continues in Chapter 2 with an elaboration of my alternative 

approach. This approach explains the interplay between context and change 

and analyses the role of human cognition in this interplay. It is due to this 

combination of cognition and context that I name my alternative perspective 

“cognitive-contextual”. By using this term I want to emphasize that the 

approach is inspired by Sperber’s cognitive anthropology and has a contextual 

way of looking at organizations. Thereafter I present a cognitive-contextual 

method to study particular change initiatives. Chapter 2 ends with a 

preliminary theoretical answer to the research question.

 Chapters 3 and 4 report on two case studies in which the cognitive-

contextual method has been tested. Both chapters end with an application of 

the research question and its theoretical answer to the introduction of a 

specific change in a specific context. 

 In Chapter 5 I will reflect in a more integrated way on the results of the 

two case studies. I will answer the research question and discuss how the 

alternative perspective on change can help solve the problem described at the 

beginning of this introductory chapter that many ambitions of stakeholders in 

the institutional world fail when they confront the reality of teachers’ 

workplace practice, a problem that is a major cause of many failures in 

educational change. 

 The cognitive-contextual approach also provides an additional 

perspective to NPM and organizational change management in general. I will 

discuss this in Chapter 6 and make some suggestions for future improvements 

and applications of the cognitive-contextual approach.



36 37

Context and change 
in the public  
management reform1
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Context and change in 
the public management 
reform1 

As stated in the previous chapter, New Public Management (Hood, 1991; Hood 

& Peters, 2004; Paulsen, 2005; Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2000; Pollitt & Dan, 2011; 

Veenswijk, 2005) has profoundly influenced the types of changes in education 

that are meant to enhance school results, introducing explicit standards and 

measures of performance, as well as the corresponding working standards. 

New Public Management (henceforth NPM) can be regarded as a telling 

example of the political and societal desire to improve public services and our 

nearly inexhaustible belief in a malleable society. In general, NPM reforms seek 

to introduce a “businesslike government” (Gore, 1997), aimed at increasing the 

effectiveness of public services and at overcoming the dismal consequences of 

bureaucracy. One of the main goals of NPM is bringing about a shift in 

management focus from internal processes and inputs toward a focus on 

outputs (results) and outcomes (public effect) (Pollitt, 2003). This results in 

more attention to measurement and quantification. 

 The NPM ideology has become anchored in our thinking about improving 

education. In the educational change discourse, we can see a strong focus on 

accountability, via measuring and enhancing school results. As such, NPM is 

almost exclusively focused on one of the three competing public management 

logics (Noordegraaf, 2015), i.e. performance, while the logics of professionalism 

and even politics remain out of sight. There are a number of international 

comparative studies, such as the OESO Programme for International Student 

Assessment (see, for example, Schleicher (2006)), putting pressure on 

improving national educational systems’ results. National governments 

develop tools for comparing and measuring individual schools in order to 

identify stronger and weaker schools (Granger, 2008; Tomlinson, 1997). In the 

Netherlands, a number of websites inform the public about school results,  

1  This chapter is an adapted version of Wierenga and Kamsteeg (2018).

1
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for example VO-raad (2016). Although there is an alternative perspective that 

advocates a stronger focus on what children need for their learning (Biesta, 

2010; Bogotch, Mirón, & Biesta, 2007), the pressure on accountability is very 

strong. 

 Today, there is hardly any public sector, at least in the Western world, 

that has not been influenced by this development. Apart from education, NPM-

inspired change efforts affect central and local government and semi-public 

services such as health care and infrastructure. 

 In this chapter, I will show that NPM neglects contextual factors despite 

abundant evidence that context is largely responsible for the success or failure 

of NPM-inspired change initiatives. I analyse possible causes for this and 

conclude that scholars have difficulty relating presumably objective NPM 

principles to the idea that actors can have very different interpretations of 

their shared reality. As such, this chapter describes a change landscape within 

which the cognitive-contextual approach, described in Chapters 2, gains a 

sharp profile.

 After a short introduction to NPM, I will demonstrate, based on an 

analysis of a sample of 281 NPM papers, that NPM scholars have difficulty in 

answering the question as to how the diffusion of specific NPM-inspired 

change initiatives can be explained in relation to the organizational context in 

which they are to be implemented. The chapter concludes with an argument 

about what may be the cause of this difficulty: a rather abstract or fragmented 

approach to both the content of change and the particular context. I will argue 

that this may be a cause of failed change initiatives, in education as well as in 

the public sector as a whole.

NPM

Public management reform has been described as “one of the most striking 

international trends in public administration” (Hood, 1991, p. 3). Osborne and 

Gaebler’s book Reinventing Government (1992) is generally seen as the starting 

point of thinking about organizing public bodies improved in a more 

businesslike manner. In this debate, NPM is one of the leading ideologies.  

One of its well-known researchers, Pollitt, summarizes the key elements of 

NPM (2003, pp. 27-28) as follows: “A focus on outputs and outcomes, a shift 

towards more measurement and quantification, a preference for lean and 

mean organizational forms, a preference for contract-like relationships, 

deployment of market mechanisms, an emphasis on service quality, blurring 

frontiers between the public and the private sector, and a shift towards 

efficiency and individualism.” 

 According to Aristigueta and Van Dooren (2007), the improved 

performance at the heart of NPM reform is represented by: better products 

and services for citizens, more control for politicians, more freedom for public 

managers or a combination of these. Pollitt and Bouckaert (2017, p. 2) define 

NPM reform as “[d]eliberate attempts to change the structures, processes 

and/or cultures of public sector organizations with the objective of getting 

them (in some sense) to run better”. 

 There is some evidence that NPM reform has led to public organizations 

acting more effectively and efficiently (Pollitt & Dan, 2013). But there is also 

evidence that many NPM reform initiatives have not been successful, and it is 

often hard to decide why they failed. Consequently, there is no such thing as 

best practice for NPM reform. Pollitt and Dan (2013) argue: “[O]ur database 

holds a good deal of interesting information about changes in output resulting 

from performance-oriented reform, but what the collectivity of this knowledge 

suggests is that these vary enormously, from highly positive through ‘no 

change’ to rather negative, depending on circumstances” (p. 20).

Meta-analysis on NPM papers

In his evaluation of NPM-inspired organizational change, Pollitt stresses the 

“need for a careful analysis of the specific activities, the goals that are set for 

the particular reform, and the context in which it is to take place” (Pollitt, 

2003, p. 49). The question I asked was to what extent and how thoroughly this 

analysis is actually carried out in empirical studies. Finding an answer to this 

meant sifting through scientific publications on public management reform 

published 12 months after Pollitt’s advice appeared or later. I took a sample of 
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the publications by selecting articles that refer to Hood and Peters’ article 

“The middle aging of new public management: into the age of paradox?” (2004). 

I did not add “education” as an additional keyword to the selection because the 

small number of remaining articles would no longer reflect the full breadth of 

the discourse field. This sampling strategy seemed appropriate, because Hood 

and Peters – two widely recognized scientific NPM experts – published their 

article soon after Pollitt’s (2003) advice. I also felt that this sample would 

provide a valid picture of the whole range of investigations into NPM change 

initiatives, more so than a possible alternative, purposive sampling, which 

would have meant choosing only the well-known names in the current NPM 

debate. I used Scopus, the largest abstract and citation database of peer-

reviewed literature, to take the sample, a selection method that is not unusual 

(Chirici, 2012; Fekete, Siegrist, & Tough, 2017; Zyoud, Al-Jabi, Sweileh, & Awang, 

2014). I took a first sample on 5 July 2015, resulting in 228 articles, and a second 

sample on 12 July 2016, resulting in 281 articles. The increase in the number of 

articles may indicate that Hood and Peters’ (2004) article is still relevant. 

 From the 281 articles, I then selected only those articles that report on 

case studies of NPM-inspired changes, since Pollitt emphasizes the 

investigation of specific cases of change in specific contexts. Seventeen per 

cent of the selected articles, i.e. 49, appeared to do this, as I concluded from 

their methods sections. At this stage, I did not yet make an additional selection 

based on a pre-given definition of context; I just tried to infer how the authors 

conceptualize and analyse context, implicitly or explicitly. 

Table 2. 
Quantitative empirical studies referencing Hood and Peters (2004)

Note: Da = Document analysis, Ques = Questionnaire

In the selected studies, I then checked whether – and to what extent – the 

context is described. I also checked to what extent the NPM-inspired change 

content is described, as I believe that the content of the change should also 

define the scope within which the context should be investigated. 

 The above analysis revealed that 13 articles use a quantitative research 

method (Table 2). These studies focus, for instance, on measuring the effects 

of NPM interventions on job satisfaction (Shin & Jung, 2014), on measuring 

performance reporting expectations (McDavid & Huse, 2012), seeking opinions 

about NPM-inspired interventions (Steyvers et al., 2010) and investigating the 

relationship between NPM-caused work alienation and organizational 

commitment (Tummers & Den Dulk, 2013). 

 Out of these 13 articles, four studies actually try to define both the 

change content and the organizational context: Verbeeten (2008), Shin (2010), 

Willem and Buelens (2007) and Zafra-Gomez et al. (2012). Only Willem and 

Article reference Method of data collection

Adams, Muir, and Hoque (2014) Ques

McDavid and Huse (2012) Ques

Park and Joaquin (2012) Ques

Shin (2010) Ques

Shin and Jung (2013) Ques

Steyvers, Reynart, De Ceuninck, and Valcke (2006) Ques

Steyvers, Reynart, and Block (2010) Ques

Tummers and Den Dulk (2013) Ques

Verbeeten (2011) Ques

Verbeeten (2008) Ques

Vigoda-Gadot, Eldor, and Schohat (2012) Ques

Willem and Buelens (2007) Ques

Zafra-Gomez, Rodriguez Bolivar, and Alcaide Munoz (2012) Da

42
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Buelens (2007) operationalize context in a concrete manner, using a substantial 

number of pre-existing and validated scales, as well as some newly defined 

ones. They investigate correlations between the level of knowledge sharing 

and contextual factors, such as the level of trust, identification and power 

games. Unfortunately, the authors seem to have felt no need to define and 

conceptualize context properly, and their choice of contextual aspects seems 

rather opportunist, resulting in only a fragmented view of the context. As a 

result, it cannot be shown whether there are other, perhaps more important, 

contextual factors that correlate with knowledge sharing. Neither can it be 

established to what extent the context as such relates to knowledge sharing. 

The three other studies operationalize context with a limited number of items, 

which are formulated in rather abstract terms.

 Subsequently, I examined the 31 qualitative and five mixed-method 

studies (see Tables 3 and 4), which are all (multiple) case studies. Again, I 

analysed the way in which both change content and context are 

operationalized. 

Table 3. 
Quantitative empirical studies referencing Hood and Peters (2004)

Note: Da = Document analysis, Int = Interview, Obs = Observations 

Article reference Method of data collection

Almqvist, Catasús, and Skoog (2011) Da/Int

Anderson and Klaassen (2012) Da/Int

Azzone and Palermo (2011) Da/Int

Baines, Charlesworth, and Cunningham (2014) Da/Int/Obs

Baines, Charlesworth, Turner, and O'Neill (2014) Da/Int/Obs

Cloutier, Denis, Langley, and Lamothe (2016) Int/Obs

Gleeson and Knights (2008) Da/Int

Goh, Elliott, and Richards (2015) Da/Int

Grimaldi and Serpieri (2013) Da/Int

Hall et al. (2015) Da/Int

Hall and McGinity (2015) Int/Obs

Kann-Rasmussen and Balling (2015) Int

Kartalis, Tsamenyi, and Jayasinghe (2016) Da/Int/Obs

Kinder (2012) Da/Int/Obs

Liff (2014) Int

Liguori (2012) Da/Int/Da

Malmmose (2015a) Da

Malmmose (2015b) Da

G. P. Martin, Currie, and Finn (2009) Da/Int/Obs

Mattison and Ramberg (2015) Da/Int

Mattison and Thomasson (2007) Int

Maxcy (2009) Da/Int/Obs

Modell and Wiesel (2008) Da/Int/Obs

Petsoulas et al. (2014) Da/Int/Obs

Sacranie (2012) Da/Int/Obs

Schultz Larsen (2015) Da/Int/Obs

M. J. Smith, Richards, Geddes, and Mathers (2011) Da/Int

Svensson, Trommel, and Lantink (2008) Da/Int

Tummers, Bekkers, and Steijn (2009) Da/Int

Tummers, Bekkers, and Steijn (2012) Int

Wihantoro, Lowe, Cooper, and Manochim (2015) Da/Int/Obs
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Table 4. 
Mixed-method empirical studies referencing Hood and Peters 
(2004)

Note: Da = Document analysis, Int = Interviews, Ques = Questionnaire 

I first studied the way in which the content of the change was included. It 

appeared that some studies do not define this content at all, because they do 

not actually go into a concrete change process. Examples include Baines et al. 

(2014), Grimaldi and Serpieri (2013) and Kann-Rasmussen and Balling (2015). 

Other articles study organizational change without explicating the actual 

change content (Hall & McGinity, 2015; Kinder, 2012), or they define a change 

initiative in rather abstract, mostly macro-level or political terms (Cloutier et 

al., 2016; Hall et al., 2015; Liguori, 2012; Mattison & Ramberg, 2015; Sacranie, 

2012). Five studies appeared to define the change content in detail: Azzone and 

Palermo (2011), Gleeson and Knights (2008), Liff (2014), Schmid et al. (2010) and 

Schultz Larsen (2015). 

 I then analysed how context is described in these 36 studies. It appeared 

that context usually figures only in general terms (see, for example, Almqvist 

et al. (2011) and Cloutier et al. (2016)). There were four exceptions: Ahlbäck and 

Bringselius (2015); Anderson and Klaassen (2012); Azzone and Palermo (2011); 

Schultz Larsen (2015). These four studies do investigate specific contexts in 

detail, and it must be added that Schultz Larsen’s (2015) study is the only one 

that defines the change content in detail as well (see above). However, none of 

the authors, Schultz Larsen included, provides a substantive justification for 

the reasons why the contextual elements actually described were selected. 

This means that I could not adequately figure out the substantive cohesion 

from their descriptions, and as a result, their descriptions appeared rather 

fragmented. For example, Anderson and Klaassen (2012) investigate how 

context affects output management effectiveness. The authors work out 

context in terms of the degree of agreement on objectives, insight into the 

transformation process, specificity of output definition and political 

sensitivity. They justify these factors by pointing to other studies that claim 

that these factors affect output management effectiveness. However, the 

authors do not even begin to make it plausible that these four factors are the 

only contextual elements that affect output management effectiveness; and 

besides, these factors are abstractions in themselves and were operationalized 

only vaguely in this study. 

 In the four studies that describe context in detail, I studied the methods 

of data collection, and I concluded that these fragmented descriptions are the 

result of a rather limited operationalization, and therefore limited investigation 

of the context. Yet, some studies use a method that makes it possible – at least 

in theory – to develop a fuller view of the context. For example, Schultz 

Larsen’s study (2015) is based on one year of ethnographic fieldwork, which 

would have enabled the author to give a detailed description of the context. 

But his factual description gives just a narrative of the limited time lapse of the 

change process itself. Since no broader contextual data are presented, the 

reasons given for the outcome of the change process are, to say the least, 

questionable. In other words, the author cannot or does not explicate whether 

the examples and quotes given really and validly represent the context 

investigated.

Summarizing results and conclusion

My conclusion that only 17 per cent of the studies in the sample are empirical is 

perhaps the most telling result of my research. As others have concluded 

earlier (Pawson, 2013; Pollitt & Dan, 2011), I feel that this low percentage is a 

manifestation of the rather abstract and rhetorical level of NPM discourse on 

change – which may well explain the lack of a clear conceptualization of 

context as well. An analysis of the empirical studies showed that one 

Article reference Method of data collection

Ahlbäck and Bringselius (2015) Da/Int/Ques

Caraker, Jorgensen, Madsen, and Baadsgaard (2016) Da/Int/Ques

Schmid, Dolev, and Szabo-Lael (2010) Da/Ques

Shin, Kim, Lim, Shim, and Choi (2015) Int/Ques

Da/Int/Ques
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quantitative study (Willem & Buelens, 2007) deals with some contextual 

factors, within the limits of quantitative methods as such, more than other 

quantitative studies, but it fails to conceptualize context, and this means it is 

another instance of a fragmented approach. 

 The results of the qualitative and mixed-method studies I screened show 

that only one study (Schultz Larsen, 2015) produces a detailed description of 

the content of both change and context, while all the other studies, though 

paying a little more attention to context than the quantitative studies, 

conceptualize context equally poorly, and their descriptions are similarly 

abstract or fragmented. I would submit that the problem of the abstract and 

fragmented approach to context could be resolved if these studies used a 

description of the change content as a framework in which the context should 

be described. I will return to this argument later in this thesis.

Discussion

If the lack of a detailed survey of the content of both change and context has 

such important consequences as Pollitt (2003) argues – too many failing NPM 

initiatives – the question is why scholars have not been able to make theoretical 

and methodological contributions to improve their contextual analyses. This 

section addresses this problem and may offer some material for my theoretical 

and methodological contribution to contextualizing change initiatives, to be 

presented in the next chapter.

 It is my estimate that the rather abstract or fragmented approach to 

context must be attributed to what Hood and Peters call “broad-brush 

normative concerns” (2004, p. 267), and to the corresponding practices that 

have preoccupied NPM and NPM theorizing from their earliest stages. I must 

add, though, that over the years, some sensitivity for paradox has developed. In 

an edited volume on context in public policy and management, Pollitt (2013, p. 

215) rhetorically asks how many reliable generalizations the so-called “anti-

contextualists” produced over the last few decades before they finally started to 

explore the explanatory link of what attention to context – in whatever form – 

can mean in the chain from public administration policy interventions to 

performance and supposed outcomes. In the same volume, Hood traces the 

history of context in organization studies (e.g. contingency theory), which can 

help overcome the damage of a one-size-fits-all approach of “public 

management by numbers” (2013, p. 116). His plea for a cultural approach based 

upon anthropologist Mary Douglas’s grid-group scheme (Douglas, 1996) is an 

indication that what lies behind NPM’s failure to live up to its claims is precisely 

the negligence of culture at group level. Flynn (2002) has already made a 

similar point, emphasizing the importance of both national cultures and the 

more local political and cultural climate, or, as Verhoest (2011, p. 1) formulates, 

“implementation habitats”.

 It is precisely this local observable reality that is conspicuously lacking in 

the NPM approach to organizational change, because – I think – that is exactly 

the domain where interpretation of reality by organizational actors becomes 

relevant, the interpretation the unpredictability of which sits uneasily with the 

allegedly objective NPM principles. An informative example of the lacking of 

this local interpretation of reality by organizational actors is the model of 

public management reform, developed by Pollitt and Bouckaert (2017, p. 33). In 

this model, concrete observable workplace practices remain out of sight, 

which, in fact, is in sync with the absence of references to the workplace 

reality in their definition of public management reform, cited in my short 

introduction to NPM above. 

 In the introduction of this thesis I argued that many educational change 

initiatives introduced by the institutional world have difficulty hitting the 

ground of teachers’ workplace reality. Above I demonstrated that this problem 

infects public management in general. In the next chapter I will present an 

approach that helps in conceptualizing context and in detailing the change 

content in such a way that it becomes comprehensible in the daily 

organizational reality. As such, it may be helpful to take some steps towards 

performance-oriented reform, one of the NPM goals. I will go into this further 

in Chapter 6. 
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Towards a cognitive-
contextual approach2
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Towards a cognitive-
contextual approach

In the previous chapter I concluded that the notion of context is hardly 

conceptualized by many of the authors named or cited there. Moreover, I 

concluded that the content of NPM-inspired changes is hardly detailed and 

that descriptions of this change content seldom cover locally observable 

realities. With this conclusion, I substantiated my claim in the previous chapter 

that NPM-inspired changes, which are common in education, do not pay 

enough attention to either the content or the context of change processes. As 

a result, NPM cannot deliver on its promise of more effective education 

through successful education changes.

 In the introduction I formulated the research question of this thesis as 

follows: How can changes in teachers’ workplace practices be explained in 

relation to their shared context? In the introduction I announced that we first 

have to rethink educational change theoretically. I will do this by answering 

the question in this chapter using a conceptual train of thought. Afterwards, in 

the two chapters that follow, I will demonstrate in two case studies how these 

concepts can turn into practice.

 In the introduction I announced that this rethinking could be 

accomplished by going down to some basic aspects of change that remain 

rather underexposed. Attention to the basics implies that our rethinking 

should start with observable reality and the causality needed to estimate 

whether or not a particular change initiative may cause changes in teachers’ 

shared context and thus may change their reality, their workplace practices. 

 Therefore, I will first discuss how this causality should be understood.  

I then present the cognitive-contextual (CC) approach to change, which can be 

considered as a combination of the analytical and the interpretative per-

spective described in the introduction. It can be seen as a solution to the 

constant discomfort about the unclear interplay between change and context. 

In the introduction I have already discussed the notion of context and change. 

2
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Now I will elaborate on these notions and present the central notion of the CC 

approach, which is “contextualizing change”, and I will show that the CC 

approach makes a relevant contribution to the educational change discourse, 

as well as to the current NPM debate, and to the organizational change 

management discourse more generally.

 After that, I present the cognitive-contextual method (CC method) by 

which the CC approach can be used in concrete cases to predict the success or 

failure of educational change initiatives. This method should be seen as my 

methodological contribution to the academic discourse of educational change, 

and organizational change more generally. 

Naturalizing change

My argument about causality in educational and organizational change rests 

heavily on the work of the cognitive anthropologist Dan Sperber’s Explaining 

culture: A naturalistic approach (Sperber, 1996). He advocates the discovery of 

natural mechanisms that explain a wide range of social phenomena in a 

testable manner. He calls it a “naturalistic approach”. In Sperber’s opinion, a 

naturalistic programme should establish “fundamental continuities between 

its [social sciences] domain and that of one or several neighbouring natural 

sciences” (p. 5). For social sciences, he considers cognitive science to be the 

closest neighbouring natural science because “some of their programmes are 

in the process of being more or less successfully naturalized” (p. 5). I fully 

agree, because this opinion resonates in the definition of change that I gave in 

the introduction of this thesis: “At a certain moment in time someone observes 

workplace practices; at another moment in time the same observer observes 

practices that are different. The observer’s specification of the factual 

difference is the description of the change.” So, if I want to explain why such an 

observable change succeeds or not, I need to establish a (beginning of a) causal 

connection between this change and another observable phenomenon. 

Sperber (1996) makes a serious effort to do this by making a connection 

between change and our cognition. He realizes that this field of science is far 

from being able to observe our cognition. Cognitive scientists will be the first 

to recognize this, but they persist in seeking a connection to the observable 

reality. And that makes this domain the most interesting for me to determine 

the causes for change of teachers’ workplace practices. Of course, the fall of 

reductionism is on the verge here, but it can be avoided if, as Sperber argues, 

we reconceptualize the social domain as an “epidemiology of representations” 

(p. 7). I will elaborate on this argument later. 

 In my opinion, a substantial number of explanatory models within the 

organizational sciences, despite their – mostly – implicit use of causality, have 

a weak or missing link with the observable reality. As a result, their practical 

usefulness for improving the functioning of the organization seems limited. A 

clear example is the notion of “organizational excellence”, used in the EFQM 

excellence model (EFQM, 2013), that is supposed to be caused by “future-

shaping leaders”, “stakeholder-focused strategy”, “valuing employees”, 

“managing partnerships” and “improving processes”. These are impressive 

terms, but it remains unclear what someone should perceive when a leader 

behaves in a “future-shaping” way, etc. Other examples are the notions used in 

the many different excellence models that focus on organizational culture 

(Bergquist & Pawlak, 2008; Cooke & Szumal, 1993; Sackman, 2006). Sperber’s 

naturalistic approach makes it clear that the ties between these notions and 

the reality is doubtful, as a consequence of which the suggested causality of 

these notions is questionable. The CC approach should restore the connection 

of these and many other organizational concepts with the observable reality, 

because the ambition to improve the functioning of organizations remains 

very valuable.

 This ambition can be fulfilled by making human cognition a central 

notion in organizational sciences. Now, there have been some efforts in this 

direction, especially in the domain of the application of neurosciences to social 

phenomena. However, these applications have been highly speculative until 

now. I will show later in this section that my approach is less ambitious but 

possibly more beneficial in the shorter term. 

 Incidentally, I would not suggest that cognition is completely out of sight 

in organizational sciences. For instance, in Weick’s (2001) view, cognitive maps 

are schemata or patterns of thought that individuals tie together to make 
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sense of the surrounding environment. At the group or organizational level, 

these cognitive maps of individuals are coupled in order to represent shared 

contexts. Weick’s approach to the organizational shared context and the 

central role of cognitive maps or cognitions is closely related to the central 

theorem of cognitive anthropology developed by Sperber. However, Weick fails 

to apply his sensemaking approach to organizational change. As I will 

demonstrate later, Sperber’s approach can be helpful in filling this gap. 

Contextualizing change

This section introduces the notion of contextualizing change, which is central 

to the CC approach. It starts with an introduction of the main principles of 

cognitive anthropology: how human cognition determines someone’s context 

and how a shared context can be derived from these cognitive mechanisms. 

Thereafter I will define the notion of contextualizing change using the 

cognitive anthropological notions of relevance and diffusion. After that, I will 

present the CC framework, which relates the different notions to each other. 

Cognition and context
A key concept in Sperber’s (1996) naturalistic approach is cultural 

representations: “a fuzzy subset of the set of mental and public representations 

inhabiting a given social group” (p. 33). Applied to a group of teachers of a 

particular school: teachers’ mental representations are considered 

representations internal to teachers’ cognition, while public representations 

are part of their environment, for instance a text book, a computer program 

for administering pupils’ learning results, or colleagues. Public representations 

exist in reality and have material aspects because they can be perceived by the 

senses. They exist in two different sorts of elements: first, the elements and 

modifications of the physical environment, for instance a school building; and 

second, human behaviour within that physical environment, for instance 

pupils making a noise while teaching. In what follows in this section I will use 

the more common term “physical environment” for public representations. 

In Sperber’s (1996) approach, mental representations are considered to have 

material aspects too. They are “(…) brain states described in functional terms. 

(..) It is the material interaction between brains, organisms and environment 

that explains the distribution of these representations” (1996, p. 26). So, 

teachers’ mental representations consist of interpretations of the physical 

environment in which they act. They represent teachers’ behaviour, which 

then becomes effective within his physical environment.

 From this introduction to Sperber’s (1996) naturalistic approach we can 

conclude that his notion of “mental representations” bears a strong 

resemblance to my definition of context (the pattern of connections and 

interpretations that drives someone’s behaviour). In what follows I will use the 

notion of context instead of mental representations.

 Now I have argued on how cognition and context are related, the next 

step is to relate cognition to change. 

Cognition and change on an individual level
I assume that a change in behaviour of an individual is always represented by a 

change in his or her context. Basically, someone’s behaviour changes when the 

change content appears more meaningful than the current context and thus 

the change context becomes the dominant source of a new or transformed 

context. In Sperber’s (1996) terms, the content of a change seems “cognitively 

relevant”. He argues that the cognitive processing of the change content 

determines whether it has any contextual effect, whereby our cognition is set 

to maximization of relevance, with the least possible effort. This implies that 

“[i]t is relevance that is treated as a given, and context that is treated as a 

variable” (Sperber & Wilson, 1995, p. 142). This statement is contrary to the 

usual meaning of relevance and context. Usually, we say that someone’s 

context determines to what extent he considers a change relevant. In their 

view however, relevance is not a matter of consideration primarily: “The 

assessment of relevance is not the goal of the comprehension process, but only 

a means to an end, the end being to maximise the relevance of any information 

being processed” (p. 142).
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The next question is how to qualify the expected contextual effect. Sperber 

and Wilson (1995) mention two different types of contextual effects. The 

change content may either reinforce or provide evidence against, and may 

possibly change, people’s context. In the first case, their context will be 

confirmed and remain unchanged. In the second case, two questions arise: 1. 

Under what conditions does the new content replace or change certain 

elements of their context? 2. To what extent will the change content itself be 

changed due to the cognitive process, in which case their context will remain 

unchanged? 

 In dealing with these questions, Sperber introduces the attraction 

process (Sperber, 1996), which acts as follows. The human cognition tries to 

integrate new content – information that differs from the context – into a new 

version of that context. The physical environment plays an important role 

here. The extent to which context and physical environment match determines 

the extent to which the context will change. If someone’s behaviour requires a 

lot of cognitive effort, the cognitive relevance of the context is low. If the 

change content is more in harmony with the physical environment, new 

behaviour will be developed, because it has a better match with the physical 

environment. In this last case the change content appears to survive the 

“relevance battle”, “infecting” the context with new content and, eventually, 

new behaviour. If the current context shows a better match with the physical 

environment, it is more likely that the change content will lose the relevance 

battle, having no contextual effect or, perhaps, being somehow integrated 

within the context without changing it. 

 It is important to note that contextualizing is not only a process starting 

at some point in time, when new information is deliberately introduced in a 

context. Our cognition is contextualizing all the time, evaluating the relevance 

of any information while acting in a physical environment. It tries to maximize 

the relevance of that information being processed against the lowest possible 

cognitive processing effort. The result of this cognitive process determines 

whether or not someone’s context will change, and as an effect will change 

someone’s behaviour.

Shared context
The previous paragraph explained the cognitive mechanisms that may or may 

not change someone’s context. The question is how this theory translates 

towards the domain of organizational change. 

 I assume that an organization is defined by a degree of collaboration between 

individuals within a physical environment. Thus, the first step to be taken is to 

theorize on the specifics of a shared context needed to collaborate meaningfully. 

The second step described in the paragraph that follows is to translate the 

above-given theory of cognition and context to a change of a shared context.

 As a first step, I would argue that a change of a shared context is 

determined by the same generic human cognitive mechanisms as described 

above, because all people that share a particular context have these cognitive 

mechanisms on board. However, we cannot claim that their shared context is 

the same as each individual’s context. To understand this, Ann Swidler’s 

approach to culture is helpful. According to her, culture does not act as a 

unified shared context that consistently pushes action in a specific direction. 

Culture is rather a “toolkit” or repertoire of meanings from which actors select 

different pieces – or building blocks – for constructing lines of action (Swidler, 

1986). The context of people acting together in the same physical environment 

will thus vary. This means that the outcome of their cognitive processes will 

vary as well. However, this does not mean that there is no coherence between 

their repertoire of meanings at all, because, if so, they would not be able to 

collaborate. Furthermore, without overt change efforts coming from outside 

the culture, coherence tends to increase; the shared context becomes 

ingrained and “rusted”. This is what Swidler calls the “stabilizing quality” of 

contexts. Thus, a stable context creates necessary continuities in the 

organization of strategies of action (p. 282). 

 When trying to define the shared context we have to deduce the 

“common denominator” of the individual contexts of the people acting 

together. This common denominator can be small or great, depending on the 

characteristics of their collaboration and the specifics of their physical 

environment. In the next section I will show which method can be used to 

determine this common denominator.
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How a shared context changes
Now that I have theorized on how to define a shared context, the next question 

to be answered is: what mechanisms determine a change of a shared context? 

Sperber (1996) states that the process of diffusing elements of a context within 

a group of people may partly proceed according to the laws of epidemiology. In 

biological epidemiology, this process generally occurs by copying (replication). 

According to Sperber, diffusion of context elements within a group of people 

does not happen by replication, but is determined by cognitive relevance and 

by the physical environment. This means that a particular change content only 

attains cognitive relevance within a group of people if it reinforces elements of 

the current shared context or if it would meet unmet needs as it evolved into 

changed shared behaviour. This diffusion process within a current shared 

context can be called a “relevance battle”, in which the context that is most 

cognitively relevant in the given physical environment wins. Initially this battle 

is fought on an individual level, where idiosyncratic variables, such as 

processing efforts, will cause differences. The resulting new set of existing 

representations will therefore initially vary within a group of people. After 

some time, coherence might increase due to the stabilizing quality of contexts 

(Swidler, 1986), resulting in a changed shared context. 

 The analysis to estimate the course of this relevance battle and the 

preceding steps described above is what I call “contextualizing a change”. It 

must be admitted here that we are just at the start of theorizing about both 

the diffusion and the stabilizing process. In the next section I will describe the 

method by which some insight could be gained in the practice of 

contextualizing change. 

 The way in which a shared context may change, as described above, is 

depicted in Figure 1. It depicts the notions previously used together with their 

causal relations. It is, in fact, an approach that demystifies organizational 

change to what it is basically: the result of a cognitive process of colleagues 

collaborating within a given workplace. Their behaviour is, to a certain extent, 

cognitively relevant within that workplace, as a result of which people can do 

their tasks. If someone within the organization (e.g. the general manager) is 

planning to initiate a change, the content of this change will be cognitively 

relevant to the extent that it may reinforce the existing shared context or lead 

to more effective interaction within the workplace. In the latter case, it will 

likely become part of the changed context, and then behaviour will change 

accordingly.

 

Figure 1.
 The CC approach.

By workplace I mean the physical environment within which the group of 

people act together. Analysing this workplace is important for determining 

whether people experience obstacles when acting in compliance with the 

current context. If this is the case, then mismatches are likely to arise between 

people’s behaviour and this workplace, resulting in a decline in the cognitive 

relevance of the context, and in an improvement in the conditions for change. 

In situations like that, the change content stands a good chance of surviving 

the “relevance battle” with the current shared context, “infecting” it with new 

representations, new action strategies and eventually new shared behaviour. 

The content of the change will meet with an easier reception in the workplace 

and will, therefore, become the new source of shared context necessary for 

acting effectively in the workplace. 

 By means of the CC approach, I intend to explain, and to some extent 

predict, the possible effects of change efforts. This does not mean that the 

“relevance battle” is considered the only process determining the course of 

change. All change processes consist of a complex mix of policies, practices, 
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cognitions and emotions (Spillane, Brian, & Reimer, 2002). However, the CC 

approach is basically a substantive perspective on change. This seems 

important to me, because the current discourse on educational change and 

organizational change in general does not give the substantive perspective on 

change processes the place it deserves. The CC approach can therefore be 

seen as an attempt to correct this lack of attention in the existing discourse to 

substantive aspects of a change.

From theory into practice: the CC method

Now that I have developed the CC approach that relates context to change, 

and discussed its theoretical implications, the next step is to develop a method 

that makes this approach useful for change agents and practitioners. For that 

purpose, we need a method for analysing change content, shared context and 

the relevance battle. It consists of a number of analyses that, taken together, 

can be characterized as a mixed method (Greene & Hall, 2010; Robson, 2002; 

Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). 

 The CC method is depicted in Figure 2 and consists of three phases: 

Make the change concept explicit; Define shared context; and Perform 

relevance analysis. These three phases will be explained in detail below.

Figure 2. 
The CC method.

Phase 1: Make change content explicit
The elicitation of the change content consists of three steps: “Define basic 

categories”, “Elaborate basic categories” and “Create, describe and agree on 

change description”. In the first step, the people who present themselves as 

the initiators of the change initiative are interviewed. The interviews should 

be semi-structured, with the aim of identifying the core concepts of the 

change, and should be recorded verbatim. In the second step, an open coding 

analysis (Robson, 2002) on the written interviews should be done in order to 

bring the underlying notions, causal conditions, contexts and consequences of 

the change to the surface. The result is a number of short statements, which 

are categorized and prioritized further by the initiators of the change, leaving 

out the statements that – on their closer inspection – do not contribute 

substantially to what should be the results of the change. The remaining short 

statements are further called “change elements”. The third step consists of the 
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processing of a description of the change using the change elements, which is 

to be confirmed by the change initiators. By performing this procedure and 

through a formal approval of the description, I ensure that the change 

initiators actively guide the definition of the content of the change. 

Phase 2: Define shared context
The second phase consists of four consecutive steps: Collect participants’ 

mental models; Perform consensus analysis; Deduce hidden shared context; 

and Derive unmet needs. In the first step, Collect participants’ mental models, 

randomly selected operational staff members are interviewed. The categories 

in which the change content is classified determine the domain of this 

investigation. The aim is to get a list of notions around which the shared 

context can be defined. After each interview – recorded verbatim – the same 

code analysis techniques as mentioned above are used to extract these 

notions. Interviewing of staff members continues until the notions found are 

“saturated” (Robson, 2002, p. 192). This method elicits the concepts individuals 

use to describe their organized sphere of knowledge – the cultural domain – 

and consequently helps to uncover the salient dimensions of meaning 

individuals use to distinguish similarities and differences among these 

cognitions (Collins & Dressler, 2008).

Consensus analysis
In the second step, “Perform consensus analysis”, the notions found in the 

previous step are translated into dichotomous questionnaire items that staff 

members can agree or disagree on. The questionnaire is distributed to the staff 

members who are supposed to change their shared behaviour. The results of the 

questionnaire are analysed by means of the informal analysis model of the 

cultural consensus theory (Romney, Weller, & Batchelder, 1986), in short: “the 

consensus analysis”. The consensus analysis is a method for concep tualizing 

individual variability and specifies the conditions under which agreement 

between people can be seen as proof of knowledge or knowing the culturally 

correct answers (Borgatti & Halgin, 2011). Atran et al. (2005) call the consensus 

analysis “an effective tool for uncovering both shared and unshared knowledge” 

(p. 753). According to Weller and Romney (1988), “[a] central assumption of the 

consensus model is that the correspondence between any two informants is a 

function of the extent to which each has knowledge of the culturally correct 

answers” (p. 75). In order to infer the culturally correct answers, the data set of 

items should be transposed by exchanging variables (participants) and 

aggregated answers (items). Afterward, an item is scored “1” (true) if it contains 

the corresponding aggregated answer and “0” (false) if not. This should be done 

for each participant in order to analyse the items statistically. The level of 

sharing can be determined by performing a reliability analysis using the Pearson 

correlation coefficient, followed by a factor analysis. In accordance with Weller 

and Baer (2002), the participants are considered to have the same shared 

context if the first eigenvalue in a principal component analysis is substantially 

greater than the second. Finally, the items scored as “true” are considered to 

form the cognitions of that shared context (Borgatti & Halgin, 2011).

 A tool that can be used for the principal components analysis is UCINET, 

a social network analysis tool that Borgatti et al. (2002) specifically designed to 

perform consensus analyses. 

 I would add a few additional considerations to the introduction of 

consensus analysis to define a shared context. Consensus analysis fulfils an 

important role in defining a shared context, because it measures the internal 

consistency of answers given by the participants. Romney and Weller (1984), 

the first scholars in the development of the consensus theory, argued that 

patterns of interaction of a group of people will be unequally distributed 

among group members. They proved that the more reliable a participant 

appears to be, the better he knows about the pattern of interaction within the 

group constituting their reality. Their findings also proved that reliability 

analysis also results in a definition of the elements constituting the reality as 

conceived by this group. In applying consensus analysis in the domain of 

organizational change we need the calculation of variability of the context of 

each of the people involved to draw conclusions about the existence of a 

shared context. If the internal consistency of a set of answers reaches a high 

level, these answers are correct, in the sense that the answers constitute the 

investigated shared context. 
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Although consensus analysis is simple and effective for defining a shared 

context, it has not been used intensively yet. It is my impression that many 

scholars that approach organizations and organizational change culturally 

emphasize that the concept of organizational culture implies ambiguity and 

contestation. Consequently, they are – more or less conceivably – hesitant 

about the idea of the internal consistency of a shared context. My reaction is 

that the definition of a shared context is always with reference to, or within 

the scope of, a particular change. It is not meant to provide a complete picture 

of the organizational context with all its variability. In general, the shared 

context is only needed to represent current behaviour that characterizes the 

functioning of the organization that is to be changed. The fact that employees 

act together as an organization to a certain extent implies that there should be 

a shared context. This, of course, cannot be taken for granted a priori. This is 

exactly why the consensus analysis is needed.

 Consensus analysis uses principal component analysis in order to 

measure internal consistency, requiring the first eigenvalue to be substantially 

greater than the second (Weller & Baer, 2002). In the two case studies (see 

Chapters 3 and 4) I will obtain different ratios, but in both cases the first 

eigenvalue will turn out to be significantly greater than the second. However, a 

clear standard has not been set yet. Increased use of this – relatively simple – 

technique will undoubtedly lead to the adoption of a realistic standard. 

Deduce hidden shared context 
The third step in defining a shared context is “Deduce hidden shared context”. 

This step deserves further substantiation. “People realize their reality by 

‘reading into’ their situation patterns of significant meaning” (Morgan et al., 

1983), or, translated into the vocabulary developed in this thesis: human 

cognition shapes context and change to their utmost relevance with a minimum 

of processing effort, and by doing so, people are able to act meaningfully in their 

physical environment. However, this does not imply that people are always 

aware of that meaning (Bate, 2005). Human cognition is a mechanism that we 

can hardly influence consciously. Moreover, procedures and actions function 

automatically when used regularly. This applies to all types of knowledge,  

but professional knowledge in particular, such as teacher knowledge (Eraut, 

1994). Teacher activities, especially their performance in the classroom, can be 

qualified as intuitive, because the urgency to act is immediate. “Action in the 

classroom is hot action” (p. 53). Such action is steered by “theories in use”, which 

may well be quite different from “espoused theories” (Argyris & Schön, 1974). 

 And even if people are aware of their theories in use, we still have the 

chance of a social desirability bias (Krumpal, 2013) that – at least in Dutch 

education, the primary focus of this thesis – is strengthened by the societal 

pressure to carry out educational change (Onderwijsraad, 2013). As a 

consequence, when asked to give meaning to their behaviour, people sometimes 

answer in a way that does not exactly reflect their behaviour, but rather in a 

way that echoes what they think their behaviour was or should have been. 

 This implies that in searching for a shared context, researchers should 

not only inquire into the actions the participants perform, or into the words 

they give to these activities. They should carefully observe their behaviour 

within their physical environment as well, especially if their acting is intuitive, 

the risk of social desirability bias is high, and they do not feel the need or do 

not have the opportunity to deliberate and reflect before acting.

 Making observations does not appear to be a straightforward tool of 

investigation. The exact definition of the object of observation is of great 

importance here, especially in cases of observations of professionals, such as 

teachers, whose work consists of talking. One may distinguish between 

observations of participants who talk about their work – and thus reflect on 

their work – and observations of participants who talk during, and as a part of, 

their work. For example, teachers talking together about their work might 

reflect on teaching. In this case, the object of observation consists of views on, 

or opinions of, their work. In the case of observing teachers at work in their 

classroom, the talking is part of the teaching itself. The first case, in fact, may 

be seen as a sort of interviewing of participants without asking questions. In 

this case, a researcher collects espoused theories. In the second case, the 

researcher is able to deduce a shared context constituting their theories in 

use. Discussing the observation results with the participant afterwards can be 

a valuable validation of these results. 
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Different observational techniques can be used, in order to show how theories 

in use can be elicited and to investigate the extent to which participants’ 

espoused theories and the theories they actually use may differ: observations 

of several participants, for instance teachers during breaks in the common 

room, observing teachers’ classroom behaviour, or a form of indirect 

observation, by interviewing clients or students. 

 In real situations it may be impractical to observe all participants 

involved. This can be overcome by selecting a limited number of participants 

based on the calculation of their cultural competence (Borgatti & Halgin, 2011), 

which is a part of consensus analysis. My assumption is that differences 

between the shared context as espoused and the “real” shared context can be 

investigated by observing participants with a relatively high cultural 

competence. This is not only for reasons of efficiency. The assumption is that 

differences found can be generalized to the shared model.

Derive unmet needs
In the fourth step, Derive unmet needs, the participants of step 1 are 

interviewed in order to identify the alignment of the ideological and cultural 

correct statement (including hidden mental models deduced before) with the 

workplace. This may lead to a number of needs not being satisfied within the 

domain of investigation. This fourth step is based on the rule given by Sperber 

(1996) that the content of a change achieves relevance to the extent that it 

meets not yet satisfied needs in certain cognitive subdomains of a shared 

context. 

Phase 3: Perform relevance analysis 
In the final stage of the CC method the results of phase 1, Make change content 

explicit, and of phase 2, Define shared context, are put together. In order to 

structure the analysis of the cognitive relevance, both the change elements 

and shared context are grouped into subdomains. These subdomains are 

compared with each order. The differences per subdomain are analysed by 

applying the mechanisms of the attraction process (Sperber, 1996) described 

above. The first step in this phase is to compare the change elements with the 

shared context. Next, by analysing the similarities and differences, the 

reinforcing and contracting change elements can be identified. Afterwards, an 

analysis is conducted of the extent to which change elements meet 

participants’ unsatisfied needs. These analyses are put together so as to 

determine for each change element the extent to which it actually reinforces 

the shared context or meets unsatisfied needs. 

 In the last step of this phase conclusions can be drawn about the 

cognitive relevance of the change content, i.e. the likelihood that (parts of) the 

shared context will change if this change is introduced. 

The proof of the pudding?

In this chapter I presented the cognitive-contextual approach to change and a 

method to analyse the cognitive relevance of particular change content within 

a given shared context. 

 In the introduction I formulated the central question of this thesis as 

follows: How can changes in teachers’ workplace practices be explained in 

relation to their shared context? In this chapter I developed the CC approach to 

answer this question. The most important notion here is “cognitive relevance”, 

as the outcome of linking context to change content. The mechanisms that 

determine the course of the relevance battle (see Figure 1) also determine 

whether a change in teachers’ workplace practices is to be expected. 

 The CC method provides the building blocks for application of the CC 

approach in particular cases. As such, it answers the research question as well, 

as this question can also be asked in the case of a particular planned change in 

a particular school. In the next two chapters I demonstrate how this could be 

done. In both cases the NPM ideology is visible, in the first case (Chapter 3) 

more than in the second (Chapter 4). In the descriptions of the use of the CC 

method, the phases and steps of the method are further explained, so that it 

becomes clear how the method can be used in practice.

 The first case, the planned introduction of result-oriented teacher teams 

within a school of vocational education in the Netherlands, is focused on the 

specifics of the relevance analysis. The second case study entails the planned 



70 71

introduction of an ideology of teacher professionalism in a Dutch secondary 

school. In this study I show the importance of observing actual teacher 

behaviour. Both studies use most of the steps of the CC method, albeit in 

different ways. It reflects the fact that the CC method is in its preliminary 

stage and needs further elaboration. 
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Case study 1:  
Teachers making 
sense of result- 
oriented teams3
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Case study 1:  
Teachers making sense 
of result-oriented teams2 

This case study concerns the introduction of result-oriented teacher teams 

(ROTTs). Schools in the Netherlands are confronted with an ideology of explicit 

standards and measures of performance, greater emphasis on output controls 

and disaggregation of units into more or less independent teams (Gunter & 

Fitzgerald, 2013). The general aims are to modernize the organization and to 

create more efficiency, while maintaining and possibly even enhancing 

educational results. The general idea of these ROTTs is that all teachers work 

in self-steering teams, oriented to the best possible results. 

 The general school manager and a small support staff have already 

elaborated on the ROTT concept, but the teachers have not been exposed to 

the ideology as such, and have no knowledge of its implementation in the 

future. Although teachers have already worked in teams for almost a year, their 

joint team efforts until now have been oriented to enhancing the quality of 

educational processes rather than to defining targets and managing 

educational results. Moreover, individual team members are primarily focused 

on the subject they teach, rather than concerning themselves with team 

results. Therefore, it is clear from the start that the projected change towards 

ROTTs will require a substantial cognitive reframing for the teachers.

 The study uses the CC method described in Chapter 2. I explore the 

possibilities of predicting which elements of the ROTT ideology are relevant 

and thus likely to be successfully merged with teachers’ context, and which 

elements lack this relevance. Not all steps of the CC method are used, as it 

developed during the PhD trajectory, together with the CC approach. 

 The central question is whether the confrontation between the 

prevailing shared context and the change content could produce the required 

level of relevance for the change to take root. The ROTT case presented here 

2  This chapter is based on Wierenga et al. (2013).

3
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was still in its planning phase, as a consequence of which the actual 

“confrontation” between the shared context and the change content became 

the heart of the study. The outcomes of this study could consequently benefit 

the implementation phase of the ROTT study. 

 The research question for this study is: To what extent is the ROTT 

ideology considered relevant by the teachers involved? Three related 

subquestions are dealt with separately in order to address the main question 

on change: 

	c Which elements can be distinguished in the ROTT ideology?

	c Which elements are central to the teachers’ shared context?

	c Which elements of the ROTT ideology are relevant and which elements  

lack relevance?

Participants

The researcher recruited the participants for this study from a Dutch school 

for vocational education and training offering educational programmes in the 

agricultural sector. The general manager, together with a small supporting 

human resources (HR) staff and an internal educational specialist, had started 

planning the implementation of ROTTs a year before the start of this study, but 

result-oriented practices had not yet been implemented in the teacher teams. 

The general manager, the HR manager and the internal educational specialist 

were assigned to be the key persons for eliciting and embodying the core 

concepts of the ROTT ideology. 

 For the quantitative analysis of the current shared context, 88 teachers 

were asked to participate; 64 (72.7%) of them actually did so. 42% of them were 

women. The years of teacher experience varied across the group, as shown in 

Table 5.
Participants’ teacher experience

The participating teachers were organized into eight teams. Each team was 

responsible for a comprehensive set of course programmes. Twenty-five per 

cent of the participants were responsible for general courses, such as 

languages or maths, and 64.1% for programme-specific courses such as 

“livestock farming” and “plant breeding”. The remaining 10.9% of the 

participating teachers had different, more specialized tasks. 

 For the quantitative analysis of the current shared context, the 

researcher took a purposive sample (Robson, 2002) of five teachers from 

among the 64 teachers who participated in the quantitative analysis. The five 

participants were selected based on the cultural competence coefficient 

(Collins & Dressler, 2008; Romney et al., 1986) and their correspondence to the 

teachers’ shared context. The five participants were divided into two groups 

based on how well they matched with the shared context, resulting in three 

participants in the higher matching group and two in the lower matching 

group. 

Years Number

0 - ‒4 11

5 - ‒9 19

10‒ - ‒14 12

15 - ‒‒19 4

20 - ‒‒24 2

25‒ - ‒29 6

30‒ - ‒34 6

35‒ - ‒39 4
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Procedures and techniques

In this case study the CC method was used as described in this section.

Phase 1: Make change content explicit 
The elicitation of the ROTT ideology consisted of two steps. In the first step, 

three members of the general management and supporting staff of the school 

were interviewed, as they had planned the change initiative and were the 

interlocutors of the change ideology. The interviews were semi-structured, 

with the aim of identifying the core concept of ROTTs, and recorded verbatim. 

In each interview the starting question was: “What do you mean by result-

oriented teacher teams?” Subsequently, the underlying concepts and terms, 

such as “results”, “result orientation”, “team” and “teacher teams”, were 

meticulously discussed with the participants. Next, the researcher carried out 

an open coding analysis (Robson, 2002) in order to bring the underlying terms 

(items) of the ROTT ideology to the surface. Initially, there were 69 items. 

Phase 2: Define shared context 
The second step, jointly taken with these three key informants, consisted of an 

analysis of their opinions in order to elicit the central categories of the ROTT 

ideology. The participants were asked to perform a pile sort technique on the 

69 items found (Weller & Romney, 1988). The items were put on small cards and 

subsequently shuffled and randomized before giving them to the participants. 

Each participant was asked to sort all the cards into piles in such a way that 

similar items were put together in single piles. They were allowed to make as 

many piles as needed. The choice of the sorting criteria was left to the 

participants as well. During this task, they were asked to think aloud about 

their choices. After having finished the piles, the participants were asked to 

produce a label for each pile that described the cards of that pile as accurately 

as possible. Each of the sessions was again recorded verbatim. Afterwards, the 

researcher analysed and clustered these labels. This clustering was needed 

not only to compare of the elements of the ROTT ideology with teachers’ 

shared context, but also to be able to establish the level of coherence. The 

items that appeared at least twice within these categories were considered to 

be part of the ROTT ideology. The number of items left was 60. The remaining 

nine items were removed from further analyses because they only reflected 

one particular cognition. 

 For the quantitative part of the analysis of the current shared context, 

the ROTT categories were converted to questions for a questionnaire. In doing 

so, the analysis of the current shared context could be focused on those 

elements that would be affected by the ROTT ideology. The questions marked 

the cognitive domain without using notions and terms that are connected to 

ROTTs, preventing the teachers from formulating their own interpretation of 

ROTTs. The questions were open and free listing (Balieiro, Santos, Santos, & 

Dressler, 2011). For each question, respondents could give three to ten answers 

(in one case with a minimum of just one), in the form of a keyword or short 

description. The keywords and short descriptions were analysed for each 

question using the pile sort technique. Ideally, the participants themselves 

would perform this pile sort, but this approach appeared to be unrealistic 

given the number of participants and their limited motivation to perform such 

a complex and time-consuming operation. Thus, the researcher himself 

performed the pile sort. This pile sort operation resulted in a set of items that 

were analysed using the cultural domain analysis technique (Bernard, 2006) in 

order to decide which could be considered to belong to the shared context. In 

order to infer the culturally “correct” answers, the data set of items was 

transposed by exchanging variables (participants) and aggregated answers 

(items). Consequently, an item was scored “1” (true) if it contained the 

corresponding aggregated answer and “0” (false) if it did not. This was done for 

each participant in order to analyse the items statistically. The level of sharing 

was determined by performing a reliability analysis using the Pearson 

correlation coefficient, followed by a factor analysis. The analyses were carried 

out using SPSS, version 21. In accordance with Weller and Baer (2002), the 

participants were considered to have the same context if the first eigenvalue 

in a principal component analysis was substantially greater than the second. 

The items scored as “true” were considered to form the cognitions of this 

context.
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The qualitative part of the analysis of the current shared context consisted of 

in-depth interviews with five teachers, again recorded verbatim. Each 

interview consisted of two parts. In the first part the participant was asked to 

elaborate on the meaning of the items of the current shared context. In the 

second part the participant was asked to comment on items of the ROTT 

ideology, without naming the idea of ROTTs as such. While interviewing, the 

researcher gave special attention to the need the teachers have to solve the 

problems they encounter while doing their work. This focus was based on the 

rule given by Sperber (1996) that new representations achieve relevance to the 

extent that they meet not yet satisfied needs in certain cognitive subdomains 

of a current shared context. 

Phase 3: Perform relevance analysis
After the data collection had been finished, the researcher compared the 

shared context with the ROTT ideology. The first aim was to establish the 

elements of the ROTT ideology that reinforce the shared context, and the 

second was to establish the contradicting elements of the ROTT ideology that 

may or may not satisfy teachers’ needs. 

 The next section presents the outcomes of the study. First, the elements 

of the ideology of ROTTs are described, followed by the results of the consensus 

analysis on the teachers’ shared context. The following paragraph describes 

the confrontation of ROTT ideology and the teachers’ shared context. The 

section ends with a paragraph describing the relevance of the ROTT ideology. 

Results

ROTT ideology 
Table 6 depicts the notions of the ROTT ideology as elaborated by the general 

manager and his supporting staff: the 60 terms defining the ROTT ideology. 

The five main categories of the ideology are based on how participants 

identified the piles. The description below is the researchers’ summarizing 

interpretation of the ideology as developed in this particular context, based on 

the verbatim-recorded interviews. 

Table 6.
ROTT Ideology 

1. Leadership focus
-  Sustainability as an educational issue
-  External visibility of the school
-  Social responsibility
-  Relevance for the region
-  A better school than the average
-  Sustainable building
-  External network
-  High satisfaction of society
-  Reacting to external changes

2. Team characteristics
-  Agreements between teams
-  Sense of team belonging
-  Free tasks model
-  Budget responsibility
-  Interaction between teams
-  Negotiation within teams
-  Acceptance of team choices
-  Team freedom
-  Sharing of student progress info
-  Differences in professional practice building
-  Making alternative planning scenarios
-  Team self-evaluation

3. Teacher skills
-  Professionalism
-  Collaboration
-  Capability of self-reflection
-  Passion for education
-  Intrinsic motivation
-  Self-steering
-  Exemplary behaviour
-  Feeling responsible
-  Result awareness
-  Environment awareness
-  Needing each other
-  Holding each other accountable
-  Communicative skills
-  Alignment of behaviour to the school brand
-  Leverage on educational results
-  Team plans

4. Result-oriented education
-  Attractive education
-  Integrated learning arrangements
-  Paying attention to student differences
-  School minors
-  Connection with pre-VET and university
-  External relevance of the diploma
-  Usage of modern educational technology
-  Entrepreneurial
-  Preparatory instructional phase

5.  Management and  
management information

-  Granting discharge on basis of results
-  Being in control
-  Year plans
-  Management information
-  Monitoring of team performance
-  Holding accountable
-  Justifying
-  Ownership
-  Data registration for reporting
-  High satisfaction of trade and industry
-  High satisfaction of employees
-  High satisfaction of parents
-  High satisfaction of students
-  Branding
-  Leverage on educational results
-  Team plans
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The ROTT concept was primarily aimed at enhancing the performance of the 

school in the view of external stakeholders, which is reflected in the items of 

category 1: “Leadership focus”. Logically the ROTT ideology contained a set of 

“Team characteristics” suitable for achieving higher “Leadership focus”. 

“Teacher skills”, “Result-oriented education” and “Management and 

management information” were all seen as categories promoting a high level of 

result orientation within the teams. In this respect, the ROTT concept was an 

all-inclusive ideology targeting the kernel of the institution’s educational 

programme. 

The general manager stated: 

“Look, we start with the basic, or lesser element: the students 
should be able to learn comfortably and easily. The organi-
zation should be organized smoothly so as to prevent students 
being stuck in unsupportive procedures. They should be able 
to study efficiently. That is the lesser element. The larger 
element concerns aspects that are relevant for financers, 
society and other external stakeholders.” 

The “Leadership focus” category describes the larger element that should be 

the result of proper leadership by the general manager and the supporting 

staff. External stakeholders should gain a positive image of the school, 

resulting in a growing inflow and a higher outflow of students towards jobs in 

companies and other organizations, or towards other institutions of higher 

education. The most important result would be for students to have above-

average test outcomes. Three other elements came to the fore here. Firstly, the 

school should be sustainable, in terms of buildings, energy consumption and 

attention to sustainable issues in the educational programmes. Secondly, the 

school should be clearly and externally recognizable, presenting itself at all 

kinds of events. Thirdly, the students should show awareness of the 

agricultural situation in developing countries and make their knowledge 

available to – for instance – farmers in these countries. 

The teacher teams were seen as the most important organizational unit in 

achieving these ambitious goals. Category 2, “Team characteristics”, therefore 

contains the principal aspects that enable the teams to do so. The teams were 

to obtain budget responsibility, so that they could be given control over the 

budget and prioritize activities considered important to reach their goals. It 

also meant that the team members should not be hampered by formal task 

division, school-wide planning scenarios or the design of professional practice 

building. The teachers should be free to negotiate on the tasks to be performed 

by the teams, the priority of improvement plans and the design of the 

educational programmes. There should be interaction between teams as well, 

as far as necessary, for agreeing on shared resources. A good team atmosphere 

was seen as important too. Team members should get a sense of belonging to 

the team and needed to feel a joint responsibility for team results. They should 

always accept team choices and actively engage in team evaluation activities.

 Apart from the typical team characteristics described above, teachers 

themselves should have a number of other competencies needed to perform 

their own duties in line with team results. This is reflected in the third 

category, “Teacher skills”. Good teachers are committed and inspiring. They 

accept that all their efforts should contribute to the team results and make 

their own goals secondary to this broader ideal. They realize that team 

members need each other to achieve results. Self-reflection is seen as a major 

skill for teachers in order to accept that personal performance is no guarantee 

of shared vision and team success. 

 The ROTT ideology also has consequences for the educational 

programme design, indicated under category 4: “Result-oriented education”. 

In order to gain above-average results, the educational programmes should be 

attractive, which means that educational design and materials pay attention to 

differences in student abilities and interests. Starting school minors focused 

on labour market niches should enhance the external relevance of a 

programme. Students interested in continuing their education at a higher level 

should get additional courses preparing them for a smooth switch. The use of 

modern educational technology should be promoted and integrated learning 

arrangements should enhance the applicability of the learned competencies 
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for future jobs. In all programmes, teachers should take care of the growing 

demand for entrepreneurship in the labour market. 

 In all school segments – teams, management and support staff – the 

availability of information should be enhanced. This is reflected in the final 

category 5: “Management and management information”. The teams should be 

in control, hold ownership of educational processes and exert leverage on 

educational results, as a condition of which they perceive the need to receive 

all relevant information. A multi-annual and an annual year plan should be 

made for all projects and activities, describing explicit goals, priorities and 

budgets. During the school term the progress of the projects, activities and 

the team performance as a whole should be monitored. All monitoring 

information should be readily available.

 School management, supported by support staff, should be able to hold 

the teams accountable by monitoring team performance and formulating 

targets – high satisfaction of both external and internal stakeholders – at the 

school and team level. As such, all items named in this category should support 

the result orientation of the teacher teams. 

Teachers’ shared context
To enable a “relevance check” of the ROTT ideology, the teacher shared 

context was studied in the following way. First, five semi-open questions were 

constructed, directly derived from the five categories depicted in Table 6. 

These questions together focused on the current teachers’ shared context 

within the ROTT domain without referring to the elaboration of the ROTT 

ideology as described above, thus leaving room for informants to formulate 

their own views on the current educational practice. Table 7 depicts the 

questions, and the corresponding categories from the previous phase.

Table 7. 
Questions for the analysis of the teacher’s shared context

The 64 respondents to the questionnaire gave 1,235 answers (on average 247 

answers per question, 19.3 answers per participant, 3.9 answers per question 

per participant) in the form of keywords or short indicative articulations. The 

phrases could be aggregated into 98 items.

 Next, to conclude on the content of these cultural cognitions, answers 

mentioned by 20% or more of the participants were considered as part of the 

teachers’ shared context. The then remaining 23 items were considered to 

represent the cognitive schemata of the teachers’ shared context.

 Consensus analysis (Weller & Romney, 1988) was used to obtain the level 

of agreement between the teachers on the remaining 23 items. The square 

root of the average Pearson inter-item correlations provided a computed level 

of consensus (Weller & Baer, 2002). 

1. Leadership focus
What should general management and 
supporting staff contribute to the realization 
of team results?

2. Team characteristics
What makes your team a team that realizes 
good results?

3. Teacher skills
What, in your opinion, are the most important 
teacher skills that are needed to realize the 
team results?

4. Result-oriented education
What should the education given by your 
team look like in order to realize the best 
results?

5. Management and 
management information

In order to realize team results there should 
be some sort of guidance. In order to provide 
good guidance, information is needed. What 
information does your team need in order to 
realize the results agreed upon?
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Table 8. 
Consensus for the five cultural categories

The factor analysis resulted in an eigenvalue of 8.383 for the first component 

and 3.037 for the second, resulting in a ratio of 2.8:1. This ratio was considered 

sufficient to maintain that the participants formed a cultural group with a 

shared context on the basis of the 23 cognitive schemata.

 Yet, as can be seen in Table 8, category 1, “Leadership focus” had a 

negative average Pearson correlation of -.01 (resulting in an undefined square 

root), meaning that there was no consensus at all among the teachers on the 

items in this category. As a result, this category could not be considered as 

somehow being part of the teachers’ shared context and – together with its 

four underlying items – was left out in the remaining analyses. Nevertheless, 

in a later paragraph about the relevance of the ROTT ideology this finding will 

be discussed, as this complete lack of representation in the teachers’ shared 

context has important implications for the relevance of the themes related to 

this category.

 As the other four categories showed a sufficient level of internal 

consistency, the corresponding items can be considered “true” answers 

(Weller & Baer, 2002). The teachers’ shared context can thus be built upon four 

out of five of the categories – with 19 remaining items of schemata – present in 

the ROTT ideology (Table 9). 

Comparison: ROTT ideology and teachers’ shared context 
Tables 10 to 13 show the contrast between the ideological terms and the 

teachers’ shared context. The last column of each table depicts the percentage 

of the 64 participants that mentioned the corresponding term from the 

teachers’ shared context. This was done for the four categories presented in 

Table 9. Based on the interview results, the terms from the teachers’ shared 

context that appeared not to fit into any of the ROTT ideology terms are 

presented together with the ROTT ideology terms that did not have a 

corresponding term in the teachers’ shared context. 

Category Pearson square root average 

1.  Leadership focus ∞

2.  Team characteristics .25

3.  Teacher skills .41

4.  Result-oriented education .48

5.  Management and management information .31

Category Item

Team characteristics Subject matter expertise

Good collaboration

Good fellowship

Good organization

Commitment/high stakes

Good team atmosphere

Student oriented

Good communication

Teacher skills Subject matter expertise

Ability to collaborate

Sense of responsibility

Good connection with the students

Being open to each other

Communicational skills

Result-oriented education Education on different levels

Practice oriented

Management and management 
information

Information about students’ development

Information on school/management level

Communication between teachers

Table 9. 
Items of the teachers’ shared context, per category
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Team characteristics

Table 10. 
Team characteristics

The category “Team characteristics” presents the characteristics of the team 

as a whole as it points to skills that are not necessarily skills of each and every 

team member. The item “subject matter expertise” in the teachers’ shared 

context appeared to be the most dominant aspect. As one teacher claimed:

“In order to deliver quality, the team as a whole should have 
a substantial level of expertise, both in depth and in width, 
and as such covering the whole basis of the educational 
domain. Team members should be able to count on each 
other’s knowledge, but also be capable of educating 
colleagues so as to raise the overall level of team expertise.”

The idea was that students should never notice differences in the level of 

knowledge and in the educational approach of teachers. Although teachers 

underlined the importance of subject matter expertise, they did not suppose a 

direct causal relationship between teacher knowledge and educational results. 

For them, the quality of the students’ learning process was an intermediate 

variable: teachers believed that subject matter expertise (and other teacher-

specific competencies, see below) is the single basis for a solid student learning 

process, which in turn is a prerequisite for satisfying educational results. Such a 

causal relationship, starting with teachers’ expertise, was conspicuously missing 

in the ROTT ideology, as in fact was subject matter expertise as a whole.

 Another clear contrast was that teachers value highly the social effects 

of teamwork (“good fellowship” and “good team atmosphere”), while in the 

ROTT ideology, team sociability was downplayed, or rather considered 

instrumental, in the “free tasks model”, “budget responsibility” and “shared 

student progress info”. In the teachers’ shared context, students are supposed 

to become better motivated by an atmosphere in which teachers stimulate 

each other and show that they enjoy their classes. As another teacher stated:

 “I consider it very important that we as a team are really functioning like a 

team, that we can deal with one another, that students notice that they have 

teachers in front of them who enjoy giving the classes (..), that the good 

atmosphere within our team is noticed by the students as well. If so, I think 

that students will be motivated to get good results, that together [teachers and 

students] we achieve good results.”

 So, the somewhat intangible elements of the teachers’ shared context 

were considered important parts of the causal chain leading to educational 

results. In sum, the ROTT ideology fails to include the teachers’ shared context 

on teamwork and subject matter, pushing a far more instrumental view on 

improving study results instead. 

Terms from ROTT ideology Terms from teachers’ shared context   %

Agreement between teams Subject matter expertise 61%

Sense of team belonging Good collaboration 39%

Free tasks model Good fellowship 31%

Budget responsibility Good organization 31%

Interaction between teams Commitment/high stake 28%

Negotiation within teams Good team atmosphere 25%

Acceptance of team choices Student oriented 23%

Team freedom Good communication 20%

Sharing of student progress info

Differences in professional practice building

Making alternative planning scenarios

Team self-evaluation
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Teachers’ skills

Table 11. 
Teachers’ skills 

Table 11 shows that “subject matter expertise” was also priority number one for 

the teachers individually. One of them poignantly stated:

“If you do not have subject matter expertise, then you are 

not able to transfer it to the students. So each and every 

teacher should master his or her subject matter in every 

detail (..).” 

However, the professionalism needed for being an expert had a totally different 

connotation in the ROTT ideology, where it was not centred on subject matter 

expertise, but rather oriented toward general attitudes. Knowledge transfer 

and “good connection with the students” were not prominent ROTT terms. 

Teachers, however, highly valued maintaining a good relationship with their 

students:

“If you [as a teacher] do not have a good connection with 

the students, then, I think, you can forget about teaching 

anyway. That is my most straightforward answer. (…)  

When I am standing at the door at the start of the lesson, 

saying ‘good morning’ to everyone when they come in,  

then I already get that connection, then they relate to me. 

And you will get it back. Sometimes it takes a few weeks, 

especially at the beginning of a new year. (..) That connec-

tion, you have to make it and keep on making it (…).  

Let them know that you are there for them, then you get 

that reciprocity you need for effective teaching.”  

This connection with students even went as far as being considered conducive 

to the students’ general development. Thus, educational results were far more 

widely defined in the teachers’ shared context than in the ROTT ideology.  

A focus on learning process quality and student orientation was believed to be 

essential for making ROTTs work. This further confirms the teachers’ belief in 

the intermediate function of “students’ learning process” (between “subject 

matter expertise” on a team level and “good educational results”) mentioned 

before. But in this category, teachers stated that the relationship between 

teacher and student influences the student’s learning process as well, as a 

result of which good educational results can be gained. It only seems logical 

that the ROTT ideology lacked a term referring to student learning process. 

 Some of the other terms teachers preferred, such as “ability to 

collaborate”, “sense of responsibility”, “being open to each other” and 

“communicational skills”, were also found in the ROTT ideology, suggesting 

somewhat greater convergence between the two frameworks. However, the 

majority of ROTT ideology themes did not appear at all in the teachers’ shared 

context. “Professionalism”, “capability of self-reflection”, “intrinsic motivation”, 

“self-steering”, “exemplary behaviour”, “result awareness”, “environment 

Terms from ROTT ideology Terms from teachers’ shared context    %

Professionalism Subject matter expertise 72%

Collaboration Ability to collaborate 41%

Capability of self-reflection Sense of responsibility 25%

Passion for education Good connection with the students 22%

Intrinsic motivation Being open to each other 20%

Self-steering Communication skills 20%

Exemplary behaviour

Feeling responsible

Result awareness

Environment awareness

Needing each other

Holding each other accountable

Communicative skills

Alignment of behaviour to the school brand
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awareness”, “holding each other accountable” and “alignment of behaviour to 

the school brand” were simply never mentioned. These terms do not 

necessarily contradict the terms of the teachers’ shared context. Yet, when 

such an item did appear in an interview, the teachers linked the responsibility 

item to the students rather than to the system as ROTTs would have it:

 “The notion of responsibility is first and foremost focused on students. It 

is important, in my opinion, that we are responsible for the nurturing of the 

pupils, their general development. (...) It requires involvement with the student 

as a person.”

 All in all, again in this category the ROTT ideology generally diverged 

from the teachers’ shared context, especially in its neglect of subject matter 

expertise. Yet, in contrast to what we found in the first category, the ROTT 

ideology does not necessarily contradict, and may even enrich the teachers’ 

shared context on aspects like collaboration, taking responsibility and in 

stressing the emphasis on good communicative skills.

Result-oriented education 

Table 12. 
Result-oriented education

The most salient result in the result-oriented education category of ROTTs 

was the limited number of terms that resonated with the teachers’ shared 

context. The teachers’ view on how education contributes to study results was 

fed by a broad set of ideas. The ROTT ideology instead had a quite explicit set 

of terms intended to produce educational results, although these concepts did 

not necessarily contradict the teachers’ shared context. “Education on 

different levels” (ROTTs) might be interpreted as a form of student orientation, 

the term preferred by the teachers. Similarly, teachers’ “practice orientedness” 

is somehow reflected in what in ROTT ideological terms is labelled “external 

relevance of the diploma”. From all other ideological terms lacking a 

corresponding term in the teachers’ shared context, it can’t really be 

established whether they contradict or support the current shared context. 

Management and management information

Table 13. 
Management and management information

Terms from ROTT ideology Terms from teachers’ shared context   %

Attractive education Education on different levels 50%

Integrated learning arrangements Practice oriented 22%

Paying attention to student differences

School minors

Connection with pre-VET and university

External relevance of the diploma

Usage of modern educational technology

Entrepreneurial

Preparatory instructional phase

Terms from ROTT ideology Terms from teachers’ shared context    %

Granting discharge on basis of results Information about student development 53%

Being in control Provisioning of information of the school/management level 36%

Year plans Communication between teachers 23%

Management information

Monitoring of team performance

Holding accountable

Justifying

Ownership 

Data registration for reporting

High satisfaction of trade and industry

High satisfaction of employees

High satisfaction of parents

High satisfaction of students

Branding

Leverage on educational results

Team plans
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Management issues are framed differently in ROTT ideology and teachers’ 

shared context terms. If I look at the broad range of terms in the left column 

and compare it with what teachers have to say about management-related 

issues, I see a wide gap. ROTTs stresses that basic management information, 

as well as results and attitudes, are crucial for team management, like 

“monitoring of team performance”, whereas teachers emphasize that basic 

(management) information is needed for their actual work. Teachers also give 

priority to information exchange and mutual communication, both of which 

are hard to find in the ROTT ideology. Information needed to manage the team 

in order to obtain team results was considered unimportant for their actual 

work, confirming the low priority level that teachers gave to ROTT-required 

issues such as the creation of underlying data, the making of team plans and 

filling in questionnaires.  

The missing category: ‘Leadership focus’
As described above, the category “Leadership focus” can be seen as the 

principal external driver for ROTTs. This key element of the ROTT ideology 

was largely absent in the teachers’ shared context. There is a relation between 

this gap and the difference between the ROTT ideology and the teachers’ 

shared context in defining educational results. In the ROTT ideology the 

lower-ranked elements constituted the basis that should be in place anyway, in 

order to allow more important elements as determined by external 

stakeholders to be realized. Within the teachers’ shared context, however, the 

(in ROTT terms) less important focus on students’ gains was pre-eminent: one 

teacher stated:

“One should keep in mind that the students should achieve 
results. If the student reaches his or her goals, then we [as 
teachers] achieve results. We can only achieve results by 
motivating and stimulating the students.”

Attuning their classes largely to the individual student’s needs, teachers 

believed that students would be motivated and stimulated to learn. They 

considered these, in ROTT terms, less prominent elements as being key to 

their domain, whereas the more salient ROTT elements proved alien to them, 

as they were largely associated with the ambitions of management and 

supporting staff. One teacher expressed himself as follows:

“Let us first try to become an average school. I think that we 
already have to do a lot to get to this level. An example: if I 
look at last year’s examination process, we encountered so 
much disorder. The exams were taken in the library, where 
students were walking in and out, and copying, while a 
colleague was giving a lesson. So, if they say we want an 
above average school, then they have a long way to go.” 

Concluding, I would say that the leadership gap points to diverging definitions 

of educational results. Although the ROTT ideology and the shared context of 

the teachers show common ground on many “small” issues, they appear to 

differ on the main ROTT element: “leadership focus”.

Relevance of the ROTT ideology

Sperber (1996) argued that new representations achieve relevance only if they 

reinforce the current shared context or meet not yet satisfied needs in certain 

cognitive subdomains of this shared context. If new representations lack this 

relevance, it is unlikely that these representations will change the current 

shared context. The results presented above show that some elements of the 

ROTT ideology do indeed reinforce elements in the current teachers’ shared 

context. Before I can answer the question as to which elements of the ideology 

meet not yet satisfied needs, I need to determine which teacher needs have 

not been satisfied. From the interviews with the teacher-participants the 

following four unsatisfied needs came to the fore:
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1. Sufficient means to support each student in his/her own 
learning process
The teachers interviewed experienced insufficient resources (time and money) 

to realize their ambitions with regard to supporting students in their learning 

process. On the other hand, they expected that even less resources would be 

available for these ambitions if initiatives with regard to implementing “bigger” 

issues (ROTTs) were undertaken.

2. Recognition of teachers’ workload
The teachers interviewed felt that stronger ambitions on the part of the 

general management and supporting staff would lead to an increasing 

workload. Furthermore, teachers felt that general management was not aware 

of the fact that the teams and the individual teachers already had too heavy a 

workload to prepare students optimally for the exams.

3. A sense of being master of their own time allocation  
priorities
The teachers interviewed felt that they lacked sufficient opportunities to set 

their own time allocation priorities, while they considered this a prerequisite 

to gain the best results. 

4. Policies for realizing teacher ambitions
The teachers complained that no policies were developed to support initiatives 

they themselves started and showed themselves to be frustrated over 

unexpected restrictions imposed by general management.

 Table 14 depicts the two conditions for the relevance of ROTTs. As 

concluded before, the category “Leadership focus” is left out of the analysis 

because it lacks any connection with the teachers’ shared context. The column 

marked with an “R” denotes which elements of the ROTT ideology reinforce 

the current teachers’ shared context. If this column is left blank, then that 

particular element contradicts the teachers’ shared context. The next four 

columns of the table indicated with a digit represent the components of the 

ROTT ideology that meet the four unsatisfied teacher needs described above. 

R 1* 2* 3* 4* Relevance

Team characteristics

Agreements between teams S R

Sense of team belonging S R

Free tasks model Y R

Budget responsibility

Interaction between teams

Negotiation within teams

Acceptance of team choices S R

Team freedom Y R

Sharing of student progress info

Differences in professional practice building S R

Making alternative planning scenarios S Y R

Team self-evaluation

Teacher skills

Professionalism

Collaboration S R

Capability of self-reflection

Passion for education

Intrinsic motivation

Self-steering Y R

Exemplary behaviour

Feeling responsible S R

Result awareness

Environment awareness

Needing each other S R

Holding each other accountable

Communicative skills S R

Alignment of behaviour to the school brand

Table 14.  
Relevance of the elements of the ROTT ideology 
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The last column indicates whether or not a particular element of the ROTT 

ideology has relevance for the teachers, which is the case if at least one of the 

other five columns is not left blank. The table shows that an ROTT element may 

strengthen an element of the teachers’ shared context and at the same time 

satisfy one or more of the teachers’ needs (e.g. “paying attention to student 

differences”). This suggests that these elements might be more relevant than 

others and should be given specific attention in the implementation process. 

This point will be dealt with further in the next section. 

Conclusions

With the CC method I intended to predict whether a specific change can affect 

the prevailing shared context in a specific educational setting. The results of 

the study show that the ROTT ideology contradicts substantial aspects of the 

existing shared context and fails to meet not yet satisfied needs within this 

shared context. As described in the results section, the ROTT ideology is 

primarily aimed at enhancing the performance of the school in the eyes of 

external stakeholders, urging the school management to give priority to this 

goal. However, the main component promising to achieve this, the leadership 

focus, appeared to be irrelevant for teachers. The other categories 

distinguished in the ROTT ideology also largely failed to either reinforce 

current teachers’ shared context or to satisfy experienced teachers’ needs. 

Only 19 of the 60 individual parts of the ROTT ideology proved relevant, but 

together these 19 did not cover a specific and coherent subdomain. As a 

consequence, the relevance of ROTTs proved to be limited.

 This conclusion might provoke the question as to where exactly the 

teachers’ shared context differs from the content of this particular change. In 

Table 7 the issues framing the analysis of the teachers’ shared context were 

presented. They were based on the categories found in the ROTT ideology and 

had a strong focus on team results. The subsequent cultural domain analysis 

resulted in a set of short articulations of the teachers’ shared context. The 

corresponding interviews provided clarifying backgrounds and highlighted 

some problematical aspects of the teachers’ daily work.

R 1* 2* 3* 4* Relevance

Result-oriented education

Attractive education

Integrated learning arrangements

Paying attention to student differences S Y Y R

School minors S Y R

Connection with pre-VET and university

External relevance of the diploma

Usage of modern educational technology

Entrepreneurial

Preparatory instructional phase

Management and management information

Granting discharge on basis of results

Being in control Y R

Year plans Y R

Management information

Monitoring of team performance

Holding accountable

Justifying

Ownership Y R

Data registration for reporting

High satisfaction of trade and industry

High satisfaction of employees

High satisfaction of parents

High satisfaction of students

Branding

Leverage on educational results Y R

Team plans Y R

1 = sufficient means to support each student in his/her own learning process
2 = recognition of teachers’ heavy workload
3 = a sense of being master of their own time allocation priorities
4 = policies for realizing teacher ambitions
S = the ROTT ideology element strengthens the existing shared context
Y = the ROTT ideology element satisfies the need
R = the ROTT ideology element is relevant
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Based upon these findings the dominant opinion of teachers about what it 

takes to do their job well is defined by whether or not students actually 

succeed in developing themselves. It makes it clear that while the ROTT 

change content addresses the need to enhance the results on the school level 

and views teacher team membership as a prerequisite for that, the teachers’ 

shared context rather points to an individual commitment to subject matter, 

colleagues and student development. This conclusion clearly underlines and 

dovetails with the limited relevance of the ROTT ideology.    

 In conclusion, it seems justified to conclude that it is highly improbable 

that the ideology of result-oriented teams will win the “relevance battle” with 

the teachers’ shared context in this institution. Given the fact that this study 

has been done in the pre-implementation phase of the ROTT intervention, I 

claim that the negative prediction of this particular change effort will weigh 

upon the outcomes of possible future change initiatives in the school.

 In this case study I demonstrated how the cognitive-contextual approach 

can be used in concrete cases. The method used was largely based on the CC 

method, outlined in Chapter 2. This study is also a clear demonstration of how 

NPM-inspired changes lack sensitivity for local contexts, and provides a way 

to avoid this without leaving the ideas behind NPM completely out of sight. 

The deployment of the relevance analysis provides an example of the great 

influence that a shared context has on the occurrence or non-occurrence of a 

change in teachers’ workplace practices. Here, this influence is generally 

negative, in the sense that the change seems to be unlikely to succeed. Yet 

there also appears to be elements in the context that make certain parts of the 

change possible. This mainly concerns components that provide (the 

beginning of) an answer to concrete problems experienced by the teachers in 

the performance of their work. If we test this conclusion against the main 

question of this thesis – How can changes in teachers’ workplace practices be 

explained in relation to their shared context? – then this study shows how 

detailed the analysis of the differences between current shared context and 

change content (through the use of relevance analysis) must be in order to 

draw conclusions about the likelihood of a change in teachers’ workplace 

practices. 

In the next chapter I present the second case study, in which the NPM ideology 

is less visible. However, as in this first study, there is a similar approach from 

the manager: setting a standard for teacher professionalism without taking 

into account the current shared context. 
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Case study 2:  
Enhancing teacher 
professionalism?4
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Case study 2:  
Enhancing teacher 
professionalism?3

In the first case study I focused in particular on the techniques used to 

perform phase three of the CC method: the relevance analysis. In the study 

described in this chapter, I will focus on phase two, Define shared context, and 

step three, Deduce hidden shared context, in particular. It clarifies the 

importance of this technique in defining a shared context of professionals, 

such as teachers, whose tasks can be defined as “hot action” (Eraut, 1994). 

 In this case, NPM is more of an identity project (Paulsen, 2005), where 

the manager sets a rather abstract standard for teacher professionalism in 

order to enhance school results, nevertheless showing some sensitivity for 

workplace practices. 

Participants

This case study took place in a small Dutch school for secondary education in 

one of the larger cities in the Netherlands. The principal of the school was 

supported by four team leaders and coordinators, together forming a five-

member management team. The total number of teachers was 36. The school 

offered educational programmes on pre-vocational and intermediate 

educational levels. In the recent history of this school, most of the pupils were 

from the Dutch middle class, mostly Christian families. Most of the teachers 

share this background. However, the current student population is mostly 

from lower-class Turkish, Moroccan and Netherlands Antilles families and  

– for the large part – have a Muslim background. 

 In a report written by the principal of the school, one of the findings was 

that the school results were below the standards set by the Ministry’s 

education inspection authority and by the executive board of the school.  

3  This chapter is based on Wierenga (2020).

4
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One of the areas covered was the need to improve the professionalism of 

teachers. In accordance with many scholars (Angelides & Ainscow, 2000; Dalin, 

1998; Day et al., 2010; McLaughlin, 1993), the school’s management considered 

the quality of their workplace practices crucial for the school’s results. 

 The working patterns of teachers, and the underlying values and 

standards, are at the heart of the debate on teacher professionalism, which is 

in itself a fairly broad and ambiguous concept (Bottery & Barnett, 1996; Eraut, 

1994; Simons & Ruijters, 2014). I would define professionalism as the ideology 

describing an ideal workplace practice of, in this case, teachers. This implies 

that becoming a professional is basically a matter of personal choice (Simons & 

Ruijters, 2014). The desire to work as a professional teacher involves setting a 

(high) standard for education and making every effort to work at the level of 

that standard. Simons and Ruijters (2014) feel that professionalism is connected 

to (motivated) learning. A decision to meet high working standards implies 

that the teacher recognizes that actual workplace practices do not necessarily 

comply with these standards, and this awareness may bring about motivated 

learning. I will show that the ideology of professionalism as seen by the 

management team of this school aligns with these ideas. They called their 

ideology “professional learning culture” (hereafter PLC).

 The question to deal with in this case study is: may we duly expect that 

teachers’ workplace practices at this particular school will change as a result 

of the introduction of the PLC? In order to answer this question I need to 

ascertain that the content of the change – or certain parts of it ‒ are likely to 

survive in the relevance battle. But then I need to answer the following sub 

questions first: (1) What are the elements of the PLC? (2) What are the elements 

of the teachers’ current shared context? (3) Given the teachers’ shared context, 

which elements of the PLC are cognitively relevant and which are not? Once I 

have analysed the cognitive relevance of the new elements I may draw 

conclusions about the likelihood of (certain parts of) the PLC surviving the 

relevance battle and thus changing the shared context.

Procedures and techniques

As in the first case study, I have now also used the CC method that I developed 

during my PhD trajectory. The fully crystallized version is described in 

Chapter 2. In this study, a special focus is placed on inferring the parts of the 

shared context that are hidden and can be made explicit by making 

observations. 

Phase 1: Make change content explicit
Explicating the PLC was a two-tier process. In the first part, the researcher 

interviewed all five members of the school management team. The interviews 

were semi-structured, approximately two hours long and were intended to 

identify the core concepts of the PLC; they were recorded verbatim. After that, 

the researcher carried out a combination of open, axial and selective coding 

analysis (Robson, 2002) in order to bring the underlying terms, causal 

conditions, context and consequences of the PLC to the surface. This 

procedure produced 185 short statements. In the second part, the researcher 

asked the principal to categorize and prioritize these short statements, 

ranking them according to their contribution to better school results. 

Statements that, according to him, did not contribute or added only marginal 

contributions were left out of the complete set of statements. The researcher 

processed the remaining set of 48 elements into a description of the PLC, a 

description that ‒ with a few comments on his part ‒ was confirmed by the 

principal of the school. The 48 elements were accepted as the representations 

of the PLC.

Phase 2: Define shared context
The definition of the teachers’ shared context was a three-tier process: 

	c 1. interviews with teachers; 

	c 2. cultural consensus analysis; and 

	c 3. observations. 

In what follows I describe in detail how this process was conducted.
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Interviews with teachers
Teachers were interviewed to get a list of notions around which the teachers’ 

shared context could be defined within the scope of the PLC. After an 

interview – recorded verbatim – the same code analysis techniques as 

mentioned in the first case study were used to extract these notions. The 

researcher asked the principal to select teachers who represented the various 

behavioural styles of the teachers in this school. This selection method was 

chosen for efficiency reasons and has the drawback of possibly introducing 

the principal’s bias. In order to minimize this bias, the researcher took the 

measure not to limit the search area for notions that could constitute the 

teachers’ shared context to the scope of the PLC found before, but rather, the 

search area was broadened by encouraging the interviewees to give a complete 

picture of their behaviour, as well as a picture of the behaviour of their pupils 

and fellow teachers. It appeared that a mere four interviews were sufficient in 

order to obtain a complete, saturated list, consisting of 106 notions. Only 

afterwards did the researcher compare this list with the PLC representations. 

Notions that appeared to lie beyond the scope of the PLC were left out of the 

analysis, and the net result was a final set of 62 notions.

 It should be noted that these 62 notions cannot be considered the 

teachers’ shared context by themselves. In the cultural consensus analysis, 

described in the next paragraph, teachers’ shared context is explicated, using 

these notions.

Consensus analysis
In the second activity to define teachers’ shared context, the 62 notions found 

in the previous activity were translated into statements that teachers could 

agree or disagree on, together forming the 62 items of a dichotomous 

questionnaire. The results of the questionnaire were analysed by means of the 

consensus analysis. The tool that was used for the principal component 

analysis was UCINET (Borgatti et al., 2002). 

Deduce hidden shared context 
The third activity to define teachers’ shared context consisted of a number of 

observations aimed at investigating possible differences between espoused 

theories (interview results and – consequently – the cultural consensus 

analysis) and theories actually used. I decided not to investigate the possible 

differences to their full extent, because that would require resources that 

exceeded my possibilities. Instead, I decided to use three different 

observational techniques to show how theories in use could be elicited and to 

investigate the extent to which teachers’ espoused theories and the theories 

they actually used may differ. The first technique consisted of observations 

during breaks in the common room. There was a total of nine staff room 

observations, lasting at least one hour each. The second technique was 

observing teachers’ classroom behaviour. I decided to observe three teachers 

and I selected them on the basis of their individual cultural competence score 

(Borgatti & Halgin, 2011; Romney et al., 1986). These three teachers had the 

highest scores of the teachers who participated. In other words, their replies 

to the questionnaire showed the greatest measure of agreement with the 

“culturally correct” answers. This choice allowed us to detect any 

discrepancies between behaviour and “culturally correct” answers. 

 Only those elements of the teachers’ shared context that described 

concrete classroom behaviour were taken into account. For the observation of 

teachers’ classroom behaviour, I developed an observation sheet. Table 15 gives 

an example of this sheet. During the observations, the researcher filled in the 

second and third columns of the sheet, as follows: the first element in our 

example (“I give pupils a place in class according to the floor plan”) was 

observed, and Teacher A did not show the corresponding behaviour, although 

her answer in the questionnaire was “yes”.
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Table 15. 
Example of the observation sheet for behaviour of Teacher A 

In this example it appears that, in the first element, there is a difference 

between the answer given and actual behaviour, but there appears to be no 

difference between answer and behaviour in the case of Element 2. Element 3 

could not be observed and, in the case of Element 4, the conclusion is the same 

as for Element 1. In the subsequent analysis, the researcher focused on the two 

elements that showed differences between observed behaviour and the 

questionnaire answer. 

 The third observation technique of teachers’ theories in use consisted of 

interviewing pupils, which is a form of indirect observation. Pupils’ perception 

of the school’s performance and its overall atmosphere has become 

increasingly important (Way, Reddy, & Rhodes, 2007). The fact is, of course, 

that in a traditional classroom, such as in this school, it is mainly (or only) the 

students who witness actual teacher behavior on a more or less daily basis and 

who can also compare the behavior of teachers. The interviewing method was 

semi-structured. The researcher was especially interested in stories or tales 

from the field (Czarniawska, 1998) that crystallized around notions in the 

teachers’ actual shared context. Because of the pupils’ position in the school, 

the enquiry dealt only with a small number of notions, namely those elements 

of teacher behaviour that can be appreciated by pupils, such as the quality of 

teaching, the degree of strictness inside and outside the classroom, and the 

marking of homework. The stories were required only as illustrations of the 

differences between espoused shared context and teachers’ behaviour. Thus, I 

decided to interview only four pupils, selected through convenience sampling 

(Robson, 2002). It appeared that the selection method and the number of 

participants were sufficient for this goal.

Phase 3: Perform relevance analysis
In the final stage of my method I put together the results of step 1, the 

explication of the PLC, and of step 2, the definition of teachers’ shared context. 

In order to structure the analysis of the cognitive relevance, both 

representations of the PLC and shared context were grouped into subdomains. 

I analysed the differences per subdomain by applying the mechanisms of the 

attraction process described in the previous section. With the results of this 

analysis I draw conclusions about the cognitive relevance of the PLC, i.e. the 

likelihood that the existing shared context will change if this change is 

introduced. 

Results

This section presents the outcomes of the study. It opens with a short 

presentation of the statistics of the cultural domain analysis. For the sake of 

coherence and readability, the second part will present the substantial results 

of the three steps described above, in an integrated way, one paragraph per 

subdomain. In each of these paragraphs a table is given, the left column of 

which gives the representations of the PLC belonging to the subdomain. The 

right column presents the questionnaire items that form the current shared 

context within this subdomain. Then there will be a summary of my findings. 

In the last paragraph, I will present conclusions about the survival chance in 

the relevance battle of the PLC. 

Observable element
Observed 

(Y/N)?
Behaviour

Answer from 
questionnaire

Diff (Y/N)?

I give pupils a place in class 
according to the floor plan.

Y N Y Y

I let pupils have the first 
few minutes in class to get 
organized.

Y Y Y N

I give pupils a yellow card if 
they fight in the classroom.

N

I am always on time in my 
classroom.

Y N Y Y
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Statistics of the cultural consensus analysis
The questionnaire that forms the basis of the second stage, “Definition of 

teachers’ shared context”, was filled in by 28 (77.8%) of the 36 teachers. 

Thirteen participants (46.4%) were women. The ages of the teachers varied 

across the group, as shown in Table 16. The years of teacher experience also 

varied across the group, as shown in Table 17.

Table 16.             Table 17.   

Age of the participants    Participants’ teaching experience

The results of the cultural consensus analysis showed that the eigenvalue of 

components 1 and 2 of the current shared context were 8.04 and 1.55, 

respectively, which gives a ratio of 5.2:1. I think this ratio is sufficient for 

claiming that the participants have a shared context, and that the resulting 

answer key can be seen as its content (Borgatti et al., 2002; Borgatti & Halgin, 

2011; Weller & Romney, 1988). 

Subdomain 1: Approach to pupils’ learning
Table 18 gives the PLC representations of the teachers’ approach to the pupils’ 

learning process in the left column, while the right part presents the 

questionnaire items that form the representations of the current shared 

context within the scope of this subdomain. 

Table 18. 
Approach to the pupils’ learning

Age Number Years Number

20 – 29 7 0‒ – 4 8

30 – 39 7 5‒ – 9 10

40 – 49 4 10‒ – 14 2

50 – 59 5 15 – ‒19 3

Over 60 5 20 – ‒24 1

25 – ‒29 1

30 – ‒34 1

35 – ‒39 0

40‒ – 44 2

PLC Teachers’ current shared context

Be aware that most pupils only learn if 
they have a positive relationship with 
the teacher.

 -   Conditions at home of many of our 
pupils are the main cause of poor 
school results.

-   Parents’ failure to monitor homework 
is the main cause of poor school 
results.

-   Most pupils study because they have 
to.

-   The classroom discipline problems of 
some teachers are not the main cause 
of poor school results.

-   The lack of consistent and firm 
interference on the part of a number 
of teachers is not the main cause of 
poor school results.

-   The fact that some teachers give 
priority to their own convenience, 
rather than to the common interest of 
the school, is not the main cause of 
poor school results.

-   Most pupils do not study especially to 
please me. 

-   Most pupils do not study of their own 
accord and lack motivation.

-   My pupils are not usually diligent.

The current shared context shows that the teachers externalize the causes of 

poor educational results. It is the home situation of the students and also their 

lack of incentive and diligence that allegedly cause unsatisfactory learning 

results. A teacher underlines this view as follows:
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It is all in the population. The children are often from 
families where no one speaks Dutch at home. And if it is used 
at all, it’s used very badly. People do not use the language as 
it should be. So, some children lag behind. It is us who have 
to face the consequences. And then again, let’s be honest 
about it, in certain cultures, there is very little control on 
what the kids do. You must be aware of the stories told about 
Moroccan culture, where children live on the streets and 
there is little discipline at home (…). And then we base our 
expectations on CITO scores [a kind of latter-day 11+ test in 
the last year of primary school in the Netherlands] and these 
may well be reasonably high [for these children], but I have 
the impression that we still have many children who cannot 
meet the educational standards here. We try to help them all 
the same. But as a result, of course, we will not have the 
same results as an “elite” school (…).

On the whole, the teachers do not really believe in possible causes – of 

substandard performance ‒ from within the school. Observations of the 

teachers’ classroom attitudes confirm the rather negative approach towards 

the pupils’ studying attitudes. It looks as if teachers do not expect much from 

their pupils, an impression that is, in fact, reinforced by the pupils’ attitude of 

showing little interest and attentiveness, as least in the traditional classroom 

setting. In the PLC the pupil-teacher relation is considered a decisive factor for 

learning. Although the current shared context indicates that teachers believe 

in bringing about good teacher-pupil relationships (see below), the cause-

effect mechanism with good educational results is weakened by the 

externalization of the causes of the poor results. The conclusion is that the 

cognitive relevance of the PLC in this subdomain is at least questionable, not 

only for the teachers, but also for the pupils.

Subdomain 2: Attitude towards pupils

Table 19. 
Attitudes towards pupils

PLC Teachers’ current shared context

-   Know your pupils.

-   Pupils should be aware that they 
matter, that they belong to the 
community and that they count.

-   See your pupils, give them attention 
and work on the relationship.

-   Know exactly how the pupil performs 
in your subject.

-   Feel responsible for each of the 
pupils, including outside the 
classroom.

-   It is all right for children to make 
mistakes, as long as they learn from 
them.

-   The (relational) distance between the 
pupil and me is small.

-   I try to achieve a good relationship 
with my pupils.

-   One of the characteristics of this 
school is the homely atmosphere for 
teachers and pupils.

-   One of the characteristics of this 
school is the good relationship with 
the pupils.

-   I feel am a coach for my pupils.

-   It is a high priority for me that each 
pupil feels comfortable.

-  Pupils’ wishes are not my first priority. 

-   It is my policy to reward rather than 
punish.

-   I am strict and exacting.

-   Any initiatives leading to more 
structure for pupils have my support.

-   I seldom feel powerless when pupils 
do not do what I ask them to do.

-   I never negotiate with pupils about 
maintaining the rules.

-   I always correct pupils’ undesirable 
behaviour.



116 117

The current shared context underlines the importance of a positive teacher-

pupil relationship and qualifies the school atmosphere as “homely”, an 

atmosphere that promotes a good learning climate. One teacher contends: 

I consider a good relationship with pupils one of the most 
important things. Although they should know how far they 
can go, it is important to share something that is important 
for them. On Saturdays, I sometimes go to the football 
grounds and I meet a couple of pupils now and then.  
Four years later I can still hear at school: “You were there 
during the match in which I scored a goal!” That is real fun 
and it does not cost much time, because I just like to do it.

The PLC reinforces these values by underlining the importance of feeling 

responsible for the pupils and their learning process. As such, the PLC appears 

to be relevant.

 The current shared context also has several elements that are not 

covered in the PLC: being strict, providing structure and being consistent in 

maintaining rules. These elements are clearly seen as important for good 

learning. But where the current shared context acknowledges the importance 

of being strict, and of providing structure, the observations show that teachers 

differ substantially in their factual behaviour. Being strict and providing 

structure can apparently be interpreted in a number of ways, both inside and 

outside the classroom. One teacher, recognized as quite a strict master by his 

colleagues, complains:

What is missing is authority and consistent behaviour (…). 
Children try to negotiate about maintaining the rules, and 
with some of my colleagues they succeed. [A colleague says]  
“I’ll keep you in for an hour! Please, Sir, something different, 
please?” Or: “Can I write lines, please, and hand them in 
tomorrow?” Another example: As teachers we have agreed that 
mobile phones may be used in some areas, and not in others. 

Well, I see them all over the place. And in areas where the 
phone is forbidden, [the children] are talking with a teacher 
and my colleague does not say anything.

Another teacher confirms this situation and comments: 

I think this is a lost race, because a pupil will always find a 
place where teachers will not see them.

Pupils recognize this difference as well. They refer to an underlying problem 

area, namely the difficulties that some teachers experience in imposing 

classroom order. Pupil 1 states: 

Teacher A is strict (…). His class is the only one where it is 
silent (…). And Teacher B, well, he never punishes pupils who 
have not done their homework.

Pupil 2 agrees:

I do my homework for Teacher A, because if you don’t you’ll 
get punished. 

A statement that obviously means that she connects strictness with doing 

homework.

 Pupil 4 says:

Teacher A is nice, but strict if needs be (…). The same applies for 
Teacher D. He is really nice. He is less strict than Teacher A, but 
he’s really nice. He never punishes. In fact he is nicely strict. 
Teacher E is a bad teacher, I never do my homework for her. 

The shared environment reinforces this situation, because teachers function 

in different domains: their own classrooms, where they interpret the rules and 
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notions in their own context. This implies that elements of the current shared 

context that match with elements of the PLC, such as knowing the pupils, 

paying attention to them and establishing positive relationships with them, 

may also be applied in many different ways. 

Subdomain 3: Homework approach

Table 20. 
Homework approach

In both the PLC and the current shared context doing homework is seen as a 

prerequisite for learning, and they underline the situation that most pupils 

devote relatively little time to it. One young teacher tells us:

The study attitude here at school is really bad. They [the 
pupils] must have their homework moments [at school], 
because not everyone works at home. I have a class, where at 
some point, no one did anything at all. I started to pay close 
attention, and warned them in advance: “From now on I’m 
going to check very carefully, every period, and if you have 
not done your homework, well, you’ll have to write lines.” (…) 
And it worked. It really pays to apply the rules very strictly.

In both the PLC and the current shared context it is borne in mind that the 

home situation of many of the pupils does not encourage them to do homework 

(at home). The PLC provides a possible solution for this situation through the 

suggestion that the school should provide facilities for doing homework at 

school. An experienced teacher suggests another solution:

My colleagues are unduly focused on the content of their 
lessons, and they expect too much from doing homework. 
Our pupils won’t do their homework, which always 
disappoints some of us. I think teachers need to develop a 
different attitude. We have to make sure that not doing 
homework is not so much the problem. I hope that teachers 
will set learning objectives for the [current] lesson and not 
homework objectives for the next lesson anymore.
This suggestion seems relevant but is not yet incorporated 
in terms of teacher behaviour and procedures. 

PLC Teachers’ current shared context

-   Be aware that doing homework is 
essential for learning.

-   See to it that pupils spend 30 minutes 
at the most on their homework.

-   Teachers should expect their pupils to 
have done their homework.

-   Provide custom-made homework 
assignments if the home situation of 
a pupil is complex.

-   Pupils should be able to do their 
homework at school but, if time runs 
out, it should be finished at home.

-   Be aware of the fact that pupils have 
their own responsibility to do their 
homework.

-   In my approach to teaching, the 
setting of homework is essential.

-   I punish pupils myself who do not do 
their homework just once, or more 
often.

-   Most pupils do their homework at 
home.
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Subdomain 4: School subjects

Table 21. 
School subject

The PLC in this subdomain presupposes an active role on the part of the 

teacher: the teacher is to be in control of the content of what is taught, and 

should have a more dominant position in deciding on the subject matter taught 

in lessons. Although these elements could not be found in the current shared 

context, the observations show that teachers work with their own teaching 

material, besides (the content of) textbooks, thus showing control of what is 

taught. On the other hand, some teachers appear to teach subjects other than 

those they are supposed to teach. The conclusion is that the PLC reinforces 

actual teachers’ shared context and teacher behaviour and may, to a certain 

extent, affect teacher behaviour in treating other subjects.

Subdomain 5: Educational results

Table 22. 
Educational results

The observations show that teacher behaviour in this subdomain differs 

substantially from their shared context. None of the teachers under obser-

vation checked, in any form, what the pupils had learned, although they claim 

they knew. Nevertheless, the pupils interviewed assert that the quality of their 

teachers’ exposition and explanation during lessons determines whether or 

not a lesson produces learning results for them. 

 Observations show that test results, as a means to discover the extent to 

which pupils have learned from a lesson, are not really embedded in the 

educational process. An exception is the digital learning method, where pupils 

can perform several tests while the teacher can keep an eye on the learning 

progress. However, in this case, I observed that the teacher rejected this 

possibility, due to a lack of time.

 The PLC, on the other hand, stresses the importance of assessing the 

learning results of each lesson. The actual teachers’ shared context also 

PLC Teachers’ current shared context

-   Be aware of and concentrate on the 
school subject.

-   Pay more attention to the school 
subject during the lessons.

Not addressed.

PLC Teachers’ current shared context

-   Monitor learning results.

-   Know pupils’ entry level.

-   Be aware of what results are to 
be realized in the lesson, and in 
extracurricular activities.

-   Check whether pupils have learned 
during the lesson as well as at the 
end of it.

-   Always reflect on whether or not 
learning goals have been achieved.

-   At the end of lessons I know what 
pupils have learned.

-   I usually mark tests the same day or 
the day after.

-   I usually mark tests in the same week 
as they were taken.

-   Each period I give pupils only one 
chance to pass a test.
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stresses this, but it is realistic to conclude that teachers are not aware that the 

actual situation is somewhat different. 

Subdomain 6: Custom-made activating education

Table 23. 
Custom-made activating education

The PLC of providing custom-made activating learning activities is not 

practised in the current shared context. This is also evident from the absence 

of this notion in the interviews. Teachers feel most comfortable with their 

traditional position on the dais, supported by the classroom configuration as 

described above. Although I observed a rather personal and compassionate 

attitude toward pupils outside of the classroom, I did not see teachers making 

clear differentiations or trying other ways to personalize education within the 

classroom. My impression is that this element of the PLC, together with the 

idea of providing custom-made instruction, has little relevance in the actual 

shared context. In this case, the current behaviour is in line with the shared 

context. 

 Our observations of a teacher working in a computer classroom show a 

different educational setting. Pupils are busy using a digital learning method, 

answering questions and doing short tests. Some pupils need more time than 

others, perhaps because they have to repeat some of the subject matter and 

resit the test they had previously failed. In this setting, the teacher was less 

active than when she was in her traditional position on the dais, answering 

questions or providing additional information where necessary. The former 

classroom setting comes closer to elements in the subdomain of the PLC that 

say “apply differentiation (…)” and “give individual attention to pupils who 

experience learning difficulties”, although other elements, such as “be able to 

switch between different learning needs” and “be creative with different 

educational settings”, are not really addressed in this setting. 

 The actual shared context lacks elements that refer directly or indirectly 

to this computer classroom setting. This is not surprising, because the use of 

digital learning tools is still fairly exceptional, and most teachers do not use a 

computer classroom at all. Besides, the PLC does not make any reference to 

the use of this type of classroom, or to the use of digital tools. It may seem 

mere coincidence that the PLC can be linked to this educational setting, but it 

may also considerably increase its relevance.    

Subdomain 7: Classroom process

Table 24. 
Classroom process  

PLC Teachers’ current shared context

-   Create a learning regime that enables 
pupils to learn actively.

-   Be creative, use a variety of 
educational settings.

-   Apply differentiation in intermediate 
education classes.

-   Provide extra challenges to fast 
learners.

-   Give individual attention to pupils 
who experience learning difficulties.

-   Take into account the differences in 
learning style and talent.

-   Address different learning needs.

Not addressed.

PLC Teachers’ current shared context

-   Monitor and control classroom 
process.

-   Create silence, order and regularity.

-    I am usually in my classroom before 
the pupils arrive.

-   I am always in class well before time.
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As Table 24 shows, the current shared context shows a structured and detailed 

approach of several concrete behavioural aspects of the teachers in the 

classroom, not only with regard to pupils, but also to the teachers’ own 

behaviour. This is in line with the PLC that states that a well-controlled and 

orderly classroom process is crucial for educational results. Making absolutely 

clear what the requirements are for pupils’ work and giving attention to the 

pupils’ contributions – these two elements are both reflected in the current 

shared context. One teacher confirms: 

Usually the structure is: entering [the classroom], checking 
absences, checking homework, checking the [presence of] 
materials [textbooks, etc.], starting with the lesson; usually 
discussing homework first, identifying topics pupils have 
any questions about and then moving on to the next topic (...). 

PLC Teachers’ current shared context

-   Always discuss test results and allow 
time for pupils to ask questions.

-   Requirements for work to be handed 
in are quite clear.

-   Give attention to, and make time for, 
the contribution of pupils.

-   Provide engaging lessons.

-   Before my first lesson I place all the 
material I need in class that day.

-   When pupils enter the classroom, I 
am well prepared for what is to come.

-   As a rule, I stand in the doorway of 
the room to welcome the pupils.

-   I decide, not the pupils, what happens 
during the lesson.

-   I usually tell pupils in advance what 
we will do in class.

-   I always record absences in the 
attendance register. 

-   Normally I check whether pupils have 
done their homework.

-   During class, I normally allow time 
for pupils to ask questions about 
homework set.

-   I usually allow time at the end of the 
lesson where pupils can start with 
the newly assigned homework.

-   It seldom happens that I have to 
refer misbehaving pupils to a senior 
member of staff. 

-   I place pupils in class according to 
the seating plan.

-   I make sure that pupils are distracted 
as little as possible during lessons.

-   In class I let pupils just go about their 
own business for a few minutes.

-   Pupils will get a yellow card if they 
are offensive.

-   Pupils will get a yellow card if they 
fight in the classroom.

-   By around the autumn break I have 
usually established the disciplinary 
regime I want. 

-   There is at least one class where 
things don’t work the way I want. 

-   I do not lay down the rule that as soon 
as the door is closed pupils must be 
quiet. 

-   In my class pupils are allowed to look 
out of the window.

-   I rarely keep pupils in after lessons.

-   I seldom experience a problem with 
classroom discipline.

-   Whenever pupils misbehave in class, I 
talk to them afterwards.
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The question as to whether the PLC reinforces the actual behaviour in this 

subdomain is arguable. Both the interviews with the pupils (see below) and the 

observations of the teachers seem to indicate important differences between 

shared context and behaviour. 

 The pupils I interviewed all felt that the quality of the exposition and 

explanation of the subject matter was a decisive factor for learning. Pupil 3 

connects realizing learning results with strictness, saying: 

Teacher A is strict because otherwise I will not pay attention 
to his explanation. He is a really good teacher (…).  
He explains things very well, and that’s how it should be.

Pupil 4 comments:

Oh man, Teacher C is very bad at explaining, man (....).  
He discusses very little, really; he uses the blackboard only 
very occasionally, I cannot understand anything. He makes 
his own PowerPoint sheets, but he only shows them,  
and that’s all.

However, Pupil 2 reacts:

If you really pay attention to what he is saying,  
you will figure it out. 

In view of the fact that teachers hardly ever observe each other’s behaviour 

(see also below: ‘learning from each other’), and do not often give much 

feedback to each other, it seems realistic to assume that teachers are not 

aware of this discrepancy between shared context and behaviour. As a 

consequence, perhaps, the PLC will reinforce the shared context, but it will 

not really affect the underlying behaviour. 

Subdomain 8: Professional reflection

Table 25. 
Professional reflection 

The elements of this subdomain of the PLC and the current shared context do 

have corresponding aspects. Teachers expect that their educational approaches 

will change, and the PLC underlines a permanent learning attitude. One 

teacher comments:

This new RTTI model [a new assessment model] would be a 
way to effect more similarity in our teaching, and get some 
uniformity. All forms of structuring are welcome here. Still,  
I am afraid there are certain colleagues who will say, and I 
may well be one of them: “Why should I change things again? 
I’ve actually always tested in this way.” 

Both PLC and actual shared context see the importance of using prior teaching 

experience as well. The conclusion is that the PLC is relevant in this subdomain. 

PLC Teachers’ current shared context

-   Have a permanent learning attitude.

-   Take initiative yourself whenever 
you find an opportunity for further 
personal development through self-
reflection. 

-   Recycle classroom preparation and 
adapt where required.

-   Use experience and results of 
previous lessons to enhance the 
quality of future lessons. 

-   In the rest of my years in education I 
will change my approach to teaching.

-   I spend less time on class preparation 
than before.
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Subdomain 9: Professional development

Table 26. 
Professional development

PLC Teachers’ current shared context

-   Have developed good teaching skills 
during your own teacher training and 
through practice.

-   Develop creativity in order to 
differentiate teaching in educational 
settings.

-   Develop organizing talents for class 
management.

-   Be a good organizer and a good 
educator.

-   Keep up with developments in your 
subject.

-   Master your subject matter.

-   I do not attend further training or a 
refresher course at least once a year.

The PLC in this subdomain emphasizes a number of topics in personal 

development, such as organizing talent, mastering the subject matter and 

creativity in educational settings, all based on good initial training. In the 

current shared context, however, this subdomain is hard to find. One teacher 

states:

Looking back on the past five years, it is always the same 
colleagues who take courses. This happens on their own 
initiative. There are, of course, workshops. There used to be 
more than we have now (..). I must admit that I attended only 
one workshop this year. But I can’t say this is my own choice.

From the prior subdomain (see above) it cannot be concluded that teachers 

think that there is no room for further development, but apparently their 

personal development is not a subject for discussion in the school, a conclusion 

that is also confirmed in the next subdomain. As long as this is the case, there 

is little likelihood that the PLC will become more relevant.

Subdomain 10: Learning from each other

Table 27. 
Learning from each other

PLC Teachers’ current shared context

-   Want to learn from my colleagues’ 
skills and expertise. 

-   Attend each other’s lessons and 
provide feedback.

-   Engage in peer-to-peer learning 
through discussion about teaching 
practices.

-   Consult each other regularly about 
practical matters, but also about the 
character of the profession.

-   The management team intervenes 
when teachers do not work 
satisfactorily and only after 
consulting colleagues and having 
gathered reliable data, but takes 
due note of the teacher’s domestic 
situation; in the end the interest of 
the school will have to prevail.

-   I do not have a clear picture of my 
colleagues’ teaching.

-   I do not regularly attend colleagues’ 
lessons, and do not see how they 
perform certain classroom tasks.

-   Occasionally, I criticize colleagues for 
their behaviour with pupils.

-   During breaks we teachers talk a lot 
about pupils.

-   Colleagues seldom discuss my 
behaviour with pupils.

-   I do not get any advice from 
colleagues on how to address pupils’ 
disruptive behaviour.

In the current shared context, teachers do not have a clear picture of each 

other’s performance. One teacher answers the question as to whether she has 

any idea what her colleagues’ classroom behaviour is like:
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No, not really, no, because in fact you only see your 
colleagues when going through the corridors. But really 
seeing what happens in the classroom, no, I cannot say I 
have any idea.

Our observations of the teachers, especially in the common room, confirm this 

conclusion. The fact that teachers regard their classroom environment as their 

private domain again underlines the shared context. The ideological elements, 

such as “want to learn from each other”, “engage in peer-to-peer learning” and 

“attend each other’s lessons”, contradict the shared context. There are no 

aspects in the current shared context, in behaviour or in the shared 

environment that suggest any relevance of the PLC in this subdomain.  

Summary of the main findings

In the previous paragraphs I presented the analysis within the various 

subdomains. What follows is a brief summary of the most interesting results of 

this analysis. 

 Two elements of the PLC appear to reinforce teachers’ current shared 

context: the importance of a positive teacher-pupil relationship and the 

importance of doing homework. The PLC also reinforces the values of being 

expert in the subject in hand, being in control of the educational process, 

being focused on learning results, and the importance of showing strict and 

structuring behaviour in the classroom. 

 In several cases, I found differences between the teachers’ shared 

context and their actual behaviour. Values, such as being strict and being 

focused on learning results, are perceived in different ways, and teachers do 

not always appear to be aware of these differences. Although they are covered 

by a set of notions that, taken together, constitute a shared context, these 

notions do not constitute consistent behaviour. In other words, teachers  

show different types of behaviour but use the same notions to describe it. And 

since teachers hardly ever attend each other’s classes, the pupils seem to be 

the only stakeholders in the school who clearly experience the differences.  

Although this has not been ascertained with regard to all aspects of the 

teachers’ current shared context, it seems reasonable to suppose that pupils 

will also endorse other differences I observed. This may well mean that the 

corresponding elements of the PLC will not have the reinforcing influence in 

practice that I had at first expected. 

 Other elements of the PLC do not seem to be connected to the teachers’ 

shared context. In the PLC, the teacher is a decisive factor in enhancing 

learning results, but teachers seem to externalize the causes of (poor) 

educational results. The PLC stresses the importance of providing custom-

made activating learning processes, but this idea does not appear in the 

current shared context. The PLC also emphasizes the value of a permanent 

learning attitude. Teachers believe that their educational approach may well 

change, but while the PLC emphasizes some specific elements in teacher 

development, teachers themselves do not feel that their personal development 

is a subject for discussion in the school or that it is relevant to enhancing 

learning results. The PLC stresses the importance of learning from each other, 

peer learning and attending each other’s lessons, but these elements do not 

figure in the teachers’ shared context. 

Conclusions 

The research question of this study was: may we reasonably expect that 

teachers’ workplace practices will change as a result of the introduction of the 

PLC? Although some elements of the PLC may appear to be relevant within the 

current teachers’ shared context ‒ because they are in line with it ‒ the results 

presented above seem to suggest that the fact that these corresponding 

elements are not observed in teachers’ actual behaviour casts serious doubts 

on this relevance. However, most elements of the PLC do not even begin to 

correspond to the current teachers’ shared context. Overall, the conclusion is 

justified that the PLC is very likely not to survive the relevance battle (Sperber, 

1996) in relation to the current shared context of the teachers. Hence, teachers’ 

workplace practices must not be expected to undergo noticeable changes 

either, even less so because those elements of the PLC that do appear relevant 
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to teachers are exactly those elements that also reinforce the current shared 

context. 

 In this case study, I have shown how the CC method can be used to make 

the CC approach practically usable in concrete change initiatives. Reflecting 

once more on the research question of this thesis – How can changes in 

teachers’ workplace pract ices be explained in relation to their shared context? – 

this study shows which research techniques can be used to gain a valid picture 

of the current shared context and how complex the associated analysis can be. 

It has become clear what influence the validity of this image has on the results 

of the relevance analysis. It also shows that finding an explanation from the 

shared context and content of the change for any change in teachers’ 

workplace practices is still preliminary and prone to error. The explanations 

that can be given are therefore no more than suggestions that can be used to 

shape the change process. In that sense, with the CC approach we are still at 

the beginning of thinking about the causality between cognition and change.

In the next chapter I will reflect further on the conclusions from the two case 

studies leading to a final reflection of the research question of this thesis. 

Afterwards I will discuss how the CC approach may help to reduce the tension, 

described in Chapter 2, between changes that are initiated from the 

institutional world of policymakers, school administrators and principals on 

the one hand, and teachers’ workplace practices on the other. In the 

subsequent Chapter 6, I will consider the significance of the insights obtained 

from my study for both the current NPM debate and the discourse on 

organizational change in general. 



134 135

Analysis: Educational 
change revisited5
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Analysis: Educational 
change revisited

I started my journey in this thesis with the following research question (in 

Chapter 2): How can changes in teachers’ workplace practices be explained in 

relation to their shared context? Now that I have gone into the development of 

the CC approach (Chapter 2), and having applied this approach in two case 

studies (Chapters 3 and 4), I am able to collect the proceeds of this journey and 

reflect on them in a more integrated manner. Subsequently, I will then reflect 

on how the notion of cognitive relevance provides an answer to the research 

question. Afterwards, I will discuss how the underlying perspective may 

reduce the tension between top-down change initiatives and teachers’ 

workplace practices. This chapter ends with a demonstration of how the CC 

approach may affect the current educational change debate. 

Reflections on the case studies

In the first case study (Chapter 3), the CC method clarified that this particular 

change initiative to introduce result-oriented teacher teams (ROTTs) was 

primarily aimed at enhancing the performance of the school in the eyes of 

external stakeholders. In contrast to this, the dominant opinion of the teachers 

of this school about what it takes to do their job well appeared to be defined by 

whether or not students actually succeed in developing themselves. While the 

change addressed the need to enhance the results on the school level and 

views teachers’ team membership as a prerequisite for that, the teachers’ 

shared context had a fairly different focus, namely a strong commitment to 

subject matters, relationships with colleagues and student development. 

Based on this discrepancy, the CC method, particularly the relevance analysis, 

clarified that the cognitive relevance of the ROTT intervention for teachers’ 

workplace practices was limited, as a result of which this intended change was 

frustrated even before it was fully implemented. The relevance analysis of this 

5
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study also suggested that in order to enhance the chances of successful 

change, more attention should be given to unsatisfied needs of teachers, and 

that change elements that do have relevance should have priority over those 

that are proven to lack such relevance. Furthermore, initiatives to enhance 

external accountability and the implementation of budget responsibility would 

have been better being postponed, while projects aimed at giving more 

freedom to teams in developing and planning their own scenarios, student 

differences and the implementation of one or more school minors should have 

received priority.

 The second case study (Chapter 4) presented an intervention concerning a 

form of organizational professionalism, the introduction of a “professional 

learning culture” (PLC). The principal felt the need for this change initiative, 

since the school results were considered to be structurally too low. In his 

approach, he was pressed by two principles: on the one hand, a concept of 

distributed leadership that sees teachers as change agents, and the pressure 

from the school board to produce measurable results on the other. The use of 

the CC method made it clear that the change content could be qualified as 

abstract and normative, based on general opinions about the contribution of 

PLC to enhancing school results, without questioning the extent to which the 

PLC fitted the context of this particular school. The relevance analysis resulted 

in the conclusion that most elements of the professional learning culture (PLC) 

did not even begin to correspond to the current teachers’ shared context. The 

principal did not give an account of the need for professional development of the 

individual teachers themselves, and therefore that the PLC was very likely not to 

survive the relevance battle in relation to the current shared context of the 

teachers. The current workplace practices would remain more or less unaltered. 

 The use of the CC method in these two cases shows why many efforts in 

the field of educational change bring about their own failure. The first reason 

is mainly related to the distance between many initiatives and what, according 

to current scientific insights (Hattie, 2008), really contributes to good 

educational results. The first case study provides a telling example. The school 

principal does not establish a relationship between the ROTT ideology and 

what determines the broader quality of the learning process: the interaction 

between teacher and pupil. As long as change initiatives do not explicitly relate 

to this context of the teacher-student interaction, it is not easily conceivable 

that they have a chance of success that transcends coincidence.

 The second reason has to do with the rather normative character of 

many educational change initiatives. In fact, the whole discourse on improve-

ments in Dutch education has a rather normative character, which is in sync 

with the outcomes of the NPM literature review presented in Chapter 1. This is 

reflected in the second case study. Unlike in the first case, the new ideology 

(PLC) is elaborated and contains elements that relate to the interaction 

between pupil and teacher. However, by failing to relate this normative 

framework to the shared context of the teachers involved, things go wrong 

again. In fact, the normative character prevents change initiators from seeing 

the importance of really getting into the shared context of those involved. 

Cognitive relevance as the central notion in answering  
the research question

The results of the two studies demonstrate the importance of assessing the fit 

between “new”, the change content, and “old”, teachers’ current shared 

context. In order to do so, the often rather abstract elements of a change 

initiative (the “new”) should be reflected upon in relation to the more concrete 

level of teachers’ prevailing shared context (the “old”). Detailed elaboration in 

itself will not do the trick here. It is first and foremost about analysing the 

cognitive relevance of new and old on the level of shared behaviour. From this, 

the more encompassing conclusion can be drawn that (components of) change 

initiatives can win relevance by checking the extent to which they address a 

sufficient number of concretely experienced problems. 

 The analytic character of the CC method provides an appreciation of a 

shared context that differs from other methods. It shows that a planned change 

of behaviour of a group of people can only be expected if they share a context. 

If this condition is not met, I would argue that it is not worth planning or 

predicting that change at all. Moreover, if they share a context, the prediction 

can only be made if the intended change can be defined within that particular 
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context. Any intended change that lies outside this shared context will have no 

predictable effect on it by definition. This is the reason why performing a 

cultural domain analysis – as part of the CC method ‒ is crucial, as it indicates 

the very existence of a shared context, and, if so, about its content. 

 If the cultural domain analysis results in the conclusion that those 

involved do not share a context within the scope of the change content, further 

analysis within that group might be useful. After all, it is not impossible that 

there is more than one shared context, again within the scope of the change 

content. If so, then it may be appropriate to develop two, instead of one, change 

processes. This underlines the fact that in change processes there is 

fundamentally no need for any grouping of people in teams, schools or even 

educational sectors. These groupings are abstractions in themselves and do 

not guarantee that their members share a context. The only grouping that is 

relevant within the CC method is the grouping of those who are supposed to 

change their workplace practices and who share a context within the scope of 

the change content. 

 Paying attention to these ostensibly “simple” issues should bear 

consequences for the design of any change trajectory. It seems appropriate to 

pay due attention to the elaboration and implementation of change elements that 

have proven to have cognitive relevance, perhaps with special attention to those 

that are relevant for more than one reason. Starting with those elements of a 

change project that are most relevant might eventually also lead to successfully 

implementing other elements as well, even if they initially lack relevance. 

 In the conclusion section of the previous chapters that describe the two 

case studies, I pointed to the high level of detailing that is needed for analysing 

the difference between current shared context and change content (through 

the use of the relevance analysis technique), in order to draw conclusions 

about the likelihood of a change in teachers’ workplace practices. I also pointed 

to the set of research techniques needed to gain a valid picture of the current 

shared context and how complex the associated analysis can be. Both studies 

demonstrated how the notion of cognitive relevance elaborated in Chapter 2 

on a theoretical level may mediate an explanation of a change in teachers’ 

workplace practices. Furthermore, the case studies show that finding an 

explanation from the shared context and content of the change for a particular 

change in teachers’ workplace practices is still preliminary and prone to error. 

With the development of the CC approach in this thesis in general, and with 

the notion of cognitive relevance in particular, I have answered the question 

about the relationship between context and change, but it must be said that in 

this thesis I have only just begun to think about the causality between 

cognition and change, both on a theoretical and practical level.

Reducing the tension 

Now, having discussed the more practical consequences of applying the CC 

method to educational change initiatives, I return to the introduction where I 

formulated the ambition to reduce the tension between top-down change 

initiatives from the institutional world of policymakers, school administrators and 

school principals on the one hand and teachers’ workplace practices on the other. 

 I start by describing what the CC approach adds to the existing main 

categories of approaches (adoptive and adaptive approaches). Table 28 shows 

this schematically.

 Firstly, the CC approach offers a way to elaborate top-down change 

initiatives down to the level of context and cognition, which are local aspects 

by definition. Moreover, while it has at its core an analytic orientation, it is 

nevertheless based on the idea that teachers’ workplace practices are the result 

of a meaning-making process, which is an interpretative conception. As such, 

the CC approach bridges objectivity and subjectivity in educational change. 

 Secondly, the CC approach clarifies that a change should be observable 

in order to determine whether it has taken place. This “naturalistic” character 

of the CC approach can be used as a reality check of top-down change 

initiatives. Change initiatives that do not lend themselves to elaboration on the 

level of concrete teachers’ practices will probably fail to cause any impact on 

educational results. 

 Thirdly, the CC approach casts a different light on the elaboration of top-

down change initiatives on different contextual levels, by which I mean the 

organizational levels between the level on which the change has been defined 
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and teachers’ workplace. For example, a government initiates a change to 

encourage primary school teachers to return to rote learning as a means of 

achieving higher PISA rankings and catching up in maths compared to other 

countries. Before this initiative can have any impact on teachers’ workplace 

practices, the stakeholders on intermediate levels, who are responsible for 

prioritizing and facilitating change initiatives, for instance, i.e. school 

administrators and school principals, will have to make sense of this initiative. 

Or, using the notions of the CC approach, the relevance battle must be fought 

on their level first. Their current context may include the view that the creative 

development of the children is more important than the development of maths 

skills. Further research will be needed to investigate what could be the 

consequences if a particular change appeared to have no contextual effect on 

one or any of these intermediate levels. 

Table 28. 
Characteristics of current educational change approaches  
and the CC approach

Adoptive 
approaches

Adaptive 
approaches

CC approach

Orientation
Empirical and 

analytical
Situational and 
interpretative

Analytical and 
descriptive

Implementation 
strategy

Top-down Bottom-Up
Top-down or 
bottom-up

Primary change 
agents

Stakeholders in 
the institutional 

world
Teachers

All involved to the 
extent that they 

share a particular 
context

Change focus
Policy 

distribution
Process

Content and 
context

Results defined 
in terms of

Outcome, output, 
accountability

Development
Behavioural 

change

Fourthly, the CC approach helps us to look differently at organizational 

structures, because it reinforces the awareness that terms such as “teacher 

teams”, “schools” and “secondary or vocational education” are abstractions. 

They are not perceptible but are contextual elements in themselves. Therefore, 

the CC approach approaches such terms differently to the norm: as terms that 

define (sometimes small, sometimes very large) groups of people who – to a 

certain extent – may share a context and for whom a change is planned or not, 

and for whom the question is to what extent this change is cognitively relevant. 

In conclusion, the CC approach reduces the tension indicated above by 

connecting two realities: on the one hand, the reality of an institutional world 

from which all sorts of educational change initiatives emerge, and on the other 

hand, the reality of teachers’ workplace practices with their own dynamics. It 

recognizes that top-down initiatives to change education are a fact of life, and 

also that the only change that actually impacts student education is a change 

in teachers’ workplace practices.

Improving the management of the educational change  
process

In the previous section I elaborated on the way the CC approach sheds a 

different light on educational change as such. In the next chapter I take a 

closer look at the contribution of the CC approach to more general aspects of 

NPM and change management that are relevant in the educational change 

domain as well. Before that, I discuss in this section how the CC approach also 

adds some elements to the processual aspect of educational change. 

 First, the CC approach adds an additional insight into the teacher 

position in change processes. In many current approaches, teachers are looked 

at as people that should be involved in some way in the change process, either 

as a group or individually. Teacher participation in the change process is meant 

to create support and to honour their ideas about what should be changed and 

how this should be done. By involving them in the change, they partially take 

control of the process and of the result to be obtained. The importance of this 

approach can hardly be underestimated. However, in the CC approach, teacher 
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participation is meant just as input for the relevance analysis. It is not meant to 

create support or motivate them to change in the first place. However, the 

result of using the CC method in general, and the relevance analysis in 

particular, can indeed determine their support and motivation. If a particular 

change appears to have a substantial contextual effect, there may be no need 

for a deliberate change process. If the relevance analysis concludes that no 

contextual effect is to be expected, teacher involvement in the change process 

will probably have no impact. For changes in between highly relevant and 

completely irrelevant, the relevance analysis can provide information to 

facilitate setting up a proper learning environment and for a proper phasing of 

the change process. Deliberate changes in the environment may lead to an 

increase in the relevancy of the change. Relevant elements might precede the 

elements that initially lack relevance, so as to amplify the relevance of the 

latter, before implementing them. 

 Second, the CC approach provides an additional insight into 

implementation processes for changes that may have a substantial impact on 

teachers’ workplace practices, for example the introduction of self-directed 

learning. Even with enough teacher support and involvement and sufficient 

training facilities, it is questionable whether these teachers could develop 

their work practices in line with this ideal. Or, using cognitive-contextual 

terms, it is rather questionable whether the cognitive relevance of this new set 

of teaching practices would be enough to survive the relevance battle with 

current practices. Experienced teachers have developed practices that reflect 

their idiosyncratic and convenient way of dealing with the challenges of 

classroom teaching. They are hardly aware anymore of these practices as 

these are burned into a partially automatic whole of actions and reactions 

(Eraut, 1994). In order to increase the chance of success, not only should the 

cognitive relevance of the change be sufficiently high, but the relevance of 

current practices should be decreased deliberately and simultaneously as well. 

In the given example, the introduction of self-directed learning, one of the 

ways this could be done is a large-scale intervention in the physical 

environment, the school building, making it impossible for teachers to 

continue giving lessons in classroom settings. If policymakers and politicians 

are more aware of this need to decrease the relevance of existing practices, it 

can likely be assumed that the process of political decision-making would have 

been ended differently.

 I have elaborated on the implications of the CC approach for educational 

change. But as mentioned earlier, the CC approach also sheds a different light 

on studies in NPM and organizational change management. That is why I will 

discuss in the next chapter how these research domains can benefit from the 

insights I have gained.
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Contextualizing NPM 
and organizational 
change6
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Contextualizing NPM 
and organizational 
change

In Chapter 2 I presented the CC approach and the CC method in an effort to 

enrich deliberate change efforts with contextual analyses. Subsequently I 

demonstrated how context and change can be connected in two concrete 

cases. Thereafter, I drew conclusions and answered the research question in 

Chapter 5. In this chapter I draw conclusions about the significance of the 

insights gained for both the current NPM debate and organizational change 

management in general. This chapter ends with some reflections on possible 

next steps to further develop the CC approach.

Implications for NPM

Chapter 1 positioned the rather abstract and normative approach to 

educational change in a broader perspective of public management reform. 

The focus on norms rather than context appeared to have preoccupied NPM 

and NPM theorizing from its earliest stages. It is still dominant in NPM, as 

witnessed by Pollitt’s (2013, p. 215) rhetorical question: “[W]hen [will] NPM 

scientists […] finally start to explore the relation between context and their 

interventions to enhance public service performance[?]” NPM scientists draw 

the same conclusions as I did in my two case studies: outputs or outcomes are 

often unchanged or “down” (Pollitt & Dan, 2013). I subsequently argued that 

the same scholars made hardly any theoretical or methodological 

contributions to fill in the missing contextual analyses. I then developed an 

approach that claims to provide a deeper understanding of the complexity and 

ambiguity of local contexts while honouring that fact that top-down change 

efforts, such as NPM initiatives, will remain a fact of life. 

 I will now firstly discuss how the CC approach provides valuable 

6
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information for assessing the overall relevance of particular NPM reforms and 

their underlying elements. Secondly, I will give some examples of the studies 

that I reviewed in Chapter 1 and describe how they may benefit from this 

alternative approach and how the CC method can be applied. Then, I will add 

some considerations about the CC approach and quantitative research, and 

lastly I will discuss how NPM reform can develop as an emergent change 

process.

The trouble with NPM reforms
My argument in providing an alternative perspective on NPM-inspired change 

initiatives started with Pollitt’s (2003; 2013) advice to carry out a careful 

analysis of the context in which public management reform is to take place. In 

Chapter 1 I have already shown that a detailed description of the context, 

plotted against a proper definition of the change content, is conspicuously 

missing in the current NPM reform debate. I argued that this is due to the 

unpredictability of interpretations of the organizational actors, an 

unpredictability that sits uneasily with the presumably objective NPM 

principles. On top of that, there is also the assumption that “contextual factors 

may have great explanatory capacity but they also prevent generalization” 

(Pierre, 2013, p. 127). 

 My argument is that the NPM discourse, and NPM-inspired educational 

change in particular, needs a fundamental rethinking of both its concepts and 

its approach to implementation, because it is the reality – accounting for place, 

time, actors and substance – that is largely missing, not only in the empirical 

studies discussed in Chapter 1, but in the debate on a more conceptual level as 

well. What we need is a perspective that can justly claim some deeper 

understanding as well as more accurate predictions of future developments, 

and at the same time claim a more modest scope and incorporate more 

complexity and ambiguity (Virtanen, 2013). Anthropological approaches are 

particularly relevant at this level of “situated activity” (Layder, 2006), where 

(individual) actors draw from cultural repertoires of meaning to interpret what 

happens in their environment. This interpretation is, in Dilley’s words, “the act 

of creating connections”, and context then just means “sets of connections 

construed as relevant to someone” (1999, p. 2). Dilley then uses Scharfstein’s 

definition of context as “that which environs the object of interest and helps by 

its relevance to explain it” (p. 3). This comes close to the definition of context 

used in this thesis: the pattern of connections with, and interpretations of a 

someone’s physical environment. 

 With the CC approach, I have designed an alternative basis to 

reconceptualize NPM reform by placing the context at the centre of the 

analysis, not as just one of a cluster of factors, but as the common denominator 

in the patterns of interpretations driving people’s behaviour. Generalization 

may indeed be problematical if context is considered as an independent factor. 

Yet, by modelling the relations between cognitions, behaviour and 

environment, as is done in the CC approach, I believe this problem is seriously 

diminished.

 While a number of NPM reformists claim that certain paradoxes emerge 

when they evaluate failed efforts to implement NPM, Hood and Peters 

conclude that “(…) the ideological character of much of the NPM movement, 

linked with the absence of conditions associated with effective learning” 

(Hood & Peters, 2004, p. 278), may lead to the (false) idea of the existence of 

paradoxes. The outcome of my thesis tends to confirm this opinion: the CC 

approach does not point to paradoxes, but to a causal factor responsible for 

the possible failure of the implementation of NPM, a factor to which little 

attention has been paid so far, namely the lack of cognitive relevance of NPM 

elements to the shared context of organizational employees. A concrete and 

detailed analysis of this cognitive relevance using the CC method may help to 

enhance evidence-based learning and may change the “one-size-fits-all” form 

of the type of ideological and bureaucratic approach NPM represents (Hood & 

Peters, 2004).

 In both case studies I found a lack of cognitive relevance of the intended 

changes. This may well have originated in the power struggles that are related 

to NPM. These power struggles can be perceived in the second case study 

(Chapter 4) about teacher professionalism. Scholars like Bourdieu and 

Wacquant (1992) reject the very notion of professionalism, because it implies 

the dominance of one professional community over others. Schinkel and 
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Noordegraaf (2011) argue that only a successful struggle for dominance in what 

Bourdieu and Wacquant call the “field of power” (1992), based on a successful 

claim to symbolic capital (status), can ensure professionals a power base that 

facilitates the dissemination of their own ideology. In this second case study, 

however, we are faced with a somewhat different situation. It is not so much 

the teachers who aspire to be professionals and gain the symbolic capital 

associated with it, but rather the school principal urging the teachers to 

become professionals, which to him is essential to his efforts to enhance 

school results. As such, it turns out to be what Paulsen (2005) calls an “NPM-

inspired identity project”. The likelihood is that the more focus there is on 

improving school results by enhancing teacher professionalism, the stronger a 

school principal, as the “distributor” of the ideology, will prove to be in a power 

struggle vis-à-vis the teachers. As a result, the teachers’ symbolic capital will 

decrease rather than increase. This paradox “places leaders in educational 

institutions in an almost impossible position, caught as they are between a 

leadership-inspired imaginary of agential change and the need to implement 

reforms [in this case enhancing school results, SW] that have been centrally 

determined” (Hall, 2013, p. 270). I concluded above that the NPM lacks cognitive 

relevance for a number of substantial reasons. Effectively diminishing 

teachers’ symbolic capital may well reduce the cognitive relevance of NPM 

even further.

 Pollitt and Bouckaert (2017, p. 76) argue that “fully worked out scenarios 

[initial situation, trajectory, future situation] are the exception rather than the 

rule in public management reform”. As a result, assessing reform results 

appears problematic. I would suggest that NPM reformers use the CC approach 

to get to grips with the complexity of both the initial situation (context) and 

the future situation (change content). This implies that the often rather 

abstract elements of an NPM reform should be considered in relation to the 

more concrete level of the context. 

 The last conclusion to be drawn from the above seems to be that the 

observed lack of cognitive relevance of an NPM-inspired changes points to the 

limited usefulness of NPM in enhancing the organizational results. The 

substitution of NPM by some alternative managerial logics seems inevitable, 

an idea that has been suggested before (Freidson, 2001). Somech and Bogler 

(2002) suggest that enhancing employees’ involvement in managerial issues 

can have a positive effect on their commitment to concerns at an organizational 

level. This is an interesting suggestion, because employee involvement with 

the problems associated with organizational results may enhance the 

cognitive relevance of better results. However, even then, if employees point to 

outside factors that cause low results, as was the case in the second case study 

(Chapter 4), a change initiative that fails to address the externalization of the 

causes of declining organizational results will probably not survive the 

relevance battle, and will fail to produce the intended behavioural change.

 Pollitt and Dan (2013, p. 22) stated that “it would be mistaken to dismiss 

NPM as a failure. […] Would-be reformers need to look rather hard at several 

dimensions of the local context before they decide that NPM is the answer to 

their problems (and certainly before they decide how to implement it)”. I would 

like to add that a relevance analysis – as part of the CC method – should be 

performed in every case defined by these would-be reformers, not only to 

decide whether NPM is the answer, but also to decide how to implement it. It 

offers valuable information that enables us not only to assess the overall 

cognitive relevance of NPM reforms, but also to make assessments at the level 

of their underlying elements. Some change initiatives that do not have any 

cognitive relevance can be buried safely, before the misery of failed 

implementation backfires on organizational performance. Other NPM change 

initiatives can – perhaps partly – be implemented successfully because it is 

clear what would have to change at the behavioural level, while their relevance 

has been estimated as sufficient.

 Partly alongside, and partly after the development of NPM theory, other 

public management views have been proposed that attempt to provide 

complementary, sometimes corrective perspectives, such as Public Value 

Management. In his “Creating public value” (2005) Moore argues that managers 

should seek “to produce public value, (...)[and] offer ideas about how managers 

should recon the public value of the enterprises they lead” (p. 30). Moore’s 

argument is rooted in the assumption that goal setting is an appropriate way 

to manage and improve the delivery of public services. So far he does not differ 
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much from NPM thinking. What he does add to NPM reasoning is that it should 

not only concern itself with setting quantifiable output goals, but also strive to 

achieve the public value or outcome. However, later in his book he returns to 

some of the core NPM thinking when he points out the importance of 

specifically describing the desired public value so that it “facilitates 

measurement, accountability, control and planning of organizational activities 

(p. 99). NPM thinking returns also in the way in which Moore positions 

management processes in the realization of political objectives: as a process of 

translating political objectives into the management of operational processes. 

And that is an omission, because many political objectives can only be achieved 

if the the professionals who provide the public value associated with these 

objectives change their behaviour sustainably. Then a deeper reflection on the 

way in which this behavioural change is effectively brought about in 

educational organizations would have been appropriate. 

 Incidentally, Van der Wal, Nabatchi and De Graaf (2013) show that only 

37% of the articles on Public Value Management report on empirical research. 

Thus, the academic discourse on Public Value Management largely shows the 

same shortcomings as I have previously outlined with regard to NPM.

 More recently, scholars such as Schatz (2009), Schwartz-Shea & Majic 

(2017), Zacka (2017) and Zacka et al  (2021) argue that political opinion-forming 

and decision-making should be based more strongly on data drawn from the 

day-to-day practice of street-level bureaucrats. They therefore advocate an 

ethnographic approach of data collection, in order to “learn not only about the 

social world, but also from it” (Zacka et al., 2021, p. 3). As important as it may be 

to base political opinion-forming on the workplace practices of street-level 

bureaucrats, even an ethnographically inspired approach does not automatically 

mean that the public values emerging in such research stand a bigger chance of 

becoming permanently embedded in those same practices. The approach that I 

develop in this thesis, in which the desired public values are elaborated all the 

way down to the behavioural level by thoroughly analysing the local context of 

street-level bureaucrat’s work, remains conditional for a successful, that is 

practical, implementation of those values.

Examples of a contextualized NPM
I will now give three examples of how the CC approach can be beneficial for 

NPM-inspired changes, for which I will use some of the studies I analysed in 

Chapter 3. The first example is Anderson and Klaassen (2012), who 

quantitatively investigate the effectiveness of different forms of performance 

management, examining, among other things, the impact of the context on 

this effectiveness. They define four context variables: agreement on objectives, 

insight into the transformation process, specificity and political sensitivity. 

They base this rather vague and abstract operationalization of context on 

“various authors” (p. 489), and, moreover, do not define the notion of context as 

such. They conclude that the assumption that performance management is 

dependent on context is a fallacy. The question is whether they would have 

come to this conclusion, which, as they themselves admit, is quite different 

from the existing literature, if the context had been well defined and, as well as 

quantitatively, also examined qualitatively. Now, the validity of their measuring 

is questionable. The validity of their investigation could have been enhanced if 

they had been more precise in defining the notion of context and more careful 

in investigating it. 

 The CC approach could have similar effects if applied to a second NPM-

inspired study undertaken by Cloutier et al. (2016). They investigate the extent 

to which the four elements of the institutional work done by health-care 

managers influence NPM reform implementations, and conclude that one of 

these elements, “relational work”, is an underpinning and determining factor 

in effectuating change. Relational work is described as building linkage, trust 

and collaboration between people involved in the actual change. Their data 

collection was done by interviewing managers, attending management 

meetings and analysing documents. The CC approach provides an alternative 

way of valuing the type of data that was used. If we alternatively consider these 

data as managers’ context, which may or may not reflect their behaviour and 

which may or may not be shared within the group of managers, we get a 

different picture and it even allows us to question whether, and to what extent, 

these managers in fact build linkages, trust and collaboration, as is suggested 

in this paper. It also shows that this study does not investigate how people in 
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the workplace perceive what their managers are doing. And since this study 

does not investigate the content of the change in detail, it is unclear against 

which reference the conclusion is drawn that relational work determines 

change. Close investigation of both the change and the shared context would 

prioritize a reflection on the actual behaviour of both the managers and the 

people involved, thus providing a more realistic view on the causes for 

successful change, or the absence of it. 

 A third and last example of the added value of the CC approach is given by 

the case of Kinder (2012). Although the author does not define the content of the 

change at hand, nor the context of the people involved, his definition of context 

comes close to the definition given in this thesis. Moreover, in his “listening and 

learning innovating framework” (p. 407) resonates the view that change is a 

matter of learning in context. In the CC approach, a change of behaviour is the 

result of “infecting” the shared context with the change content, which can, in 

fact, be considered as another description of learning (Driscoll, 2005). I would 

suggest that the author could improve his theoretical framework and analysis by 

being more specific about what should be learned in concrete situations. 

The CC approach and quantitative research
From my study of recent NPM reform literature and my critical comments on 

the mostly superficial and abstract elaborations of context in the quantitative 

studies, I may conclude that quantitative research methods are useless for 

NPM scholars who are prepared to honour the importance of shared context. 

Yet this is not what I intend to argue. For an impressive quantitative study that 

honours shared context, I give the example of Sun and Van Ryzin (2014). They 

describe a large-scale quantitative research project that provides evidence of 

a positive correlation between performance management practices and school 

results in the city of New York. When they developed a questionnaire for 

performance management practices, they used the New York City Department 

of Education’s quality review, which is conducted by a team of experienced and 

trained reviewers who perform observations of a wide range of activities in 

more than a thousand schools. Given the fact that for most researchers such a 

large data set would probably not be available, the CC method provides an 

alternative basis for developing the underlying questionnaire that requires 

substantially less effort. 

NPM reform as an emergent change process
The notion of cognitive relevance as an important factor determining the 

success or failure of change processes implies that any NPM reform has 

certain characteristics of an emergent process (Pettigrew, Woodman, & 

Cameron, 2001; Van der Voet, Groeneveld, & Kuipers, 2014). In fact, the idea 

behind the CC approach is to provide empirical data that may help in predicting 

the emergence of particular change initiatives. This does not mean that the 

change management and leadership in the NPM discourse could not benefit 

from this. The CC method can indeed be helpful in sequencing the change 

steps, for instance, starting with the more relevant change elements. It may 

also provide information for making adaptations to the physical environment 

before initiating the next steps in the change process. 

 On a theoretical level, the CC approach aligns with views that are based 

on assumptions of the complexity instead of the linearity of change 

management processes (Higgs & Rowland, 2007) and the integrative approach 

to change leadership (Gill, 2002). It also tallies with the ideas behind the 

Emerging Change Model (Lawrence, 2015), especially the conception of NPM 

change processes as action mediated by purpose, perspective and identity. The 

relevance battle of the CC approach can be understood as the underlying 

cognitive process of Lawrence’s reflective dialogue between the people 

involved, which determines the extent to which an NPM reform will emerge. 

The CC method may, therefore, offer a procedure to analyse the patterns of this 

dialogue. It may also establish the connection between the context of those 

involved and their behaviour, which seems to be missing in the author’s model. 

Suggestions for future NPM research
Scott stated: “The lack of context is not an oversight; it is the necessary first 

premise of any large-scale planning exercise” (1998, p. 346). My analysis of the 

current NPM literature reveals that in today’s NPM literature, context still 

finds itself in this subordinate position. Although I argue that context is a 
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decisive factor for success in any change initiative, this does not mean that I 

see no future for centrally initiated changes as a means of improving the 

output and results of public services. My argument is that we have to 

thoroughly rethink the way in which NPM reform should be conceptualized 

and implemented, in order to fulfil its ambitions. 

 I believe that the CC approach, which has indeed been developed 

primarily for micro-level projects ‒ where local management defines the 

content of the NPM change and has practical opportunities to investigate their 

particular context ‒ provides building blocks for this rethinking. The first step 

could be an apparently small, but significant change in Pollitt and Bouckaert’s 

(2017, p. 2) definition of public management reform: “[d]eliberate attempts to 

change the structures, processes and/or cultures of public sector 

organizations, with the objective of getting them (in some sense) to run better”. 

I invite NPM researchers to leave behind the world of abstract terms, such as 

“structures”, “processes” and “cultures”, and to embark on a fundamental 

return to the observable reality, using the following definition: “[d]eliberate 

attempts to change the workplace practices in public sector organizations, 

with the objective of getting them to run better”. 

Implications for organizational change 

In the introduction of this thesis, I revealed my ambition to add some additional 

insights to organizational change management theory and practice. Now that 

contextualizing change has been applied to educational change and the impact 

of the CC approach on NPM has been demonstrated, I extend the discussion to 

a possible contribution of the CC approach to the discourse of organizational 

change, on both a theoretical and a practical level. This discussion extends the 

contribution of the CC approach to educational change as well, as educational 

change is – at least in my opinion – a subdomain of organizational change.

Contribution to change management theory
Let us start with the contribution to the more theoretical change management 

discourse. In the introduction I pointed to the observation that some change 

efforts fail, no matter the quality of the change management practices, while 

other changes take place without any deliberate change management efforts. 

In Chapter 2 I introduced the notion of cognitive relevance that may explain 

these differences and showed how the CC method provides a way to get to 

grips with this notion.

 The CC approach is inspired by notions and mechanisms of cognitive 

anthropology. Cognitive anthropology, especially Sperber’s (1996) elaboration, 

provides a rather functionalist but nevertheless non-reductionist approach to 

change, where relevance and change are explained by underlying cognitive 

mechanisms, both on an individual and on a group level. The attention to 

cognition in organization theory is in itself not new. It has been stressed 

before, e.g. in Weick’s Making Sense of the Organization (Weick, 2001). His 

ideas of cognitive maps comes close to my notion of context. He assumes the 

potential importance of applying cognitive maps in organization theory, but 

concludes that “this application has yet to be explored” (Weick, 2001, p. 327), a 

conclusion repeated by Weick and Obstfeld (2005) four years later. The 

combination of sensemaking and change management still seems difficult. In 

their overview of development in sensemaking theories in “Organization 

Studies”, Brown et al. (2015) give just one small paragraph to sensemaking 

theory and change, and cite only five articles that point to the impact of 

narratives, the impact of conservative rituals, the role of sensemaking texts 

and global restructuring. In a recent guide to change management, Weick’s 

ideas about the central position of cognitive maps in organizational life are not 

even mentioned (Cameron & Green, 2015). I would argue that this is partly due 

to the fact that Weick’s theories lack a theoretical basis that could account for 

change mechanisms for group cognitions. The CC approach may fill this gap.

Contribution to change management practice
On a more practical level, my contribution to the existing discourse on 

organizational change may lead to the insight that the success of change 

depends not only on the quality of the change process but on substantial 

factors as well. I have also shown how this awareness can be translated into 

action. My claim now is that a thorough analysis of content and context 
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provides valuable information a priori for two applications. The first is to 

pronounce upon the chances of change as such. The second is to design the 

change process in a way that reflects the differences in cognitive relevance of 

the various change elements. A successful implementation of elements of the 

change content that have proven to be cognitively relevant may enhance the 

relevance of elements that initially lack relevance. 

 

In the rest of this section I will sketch how the CC approach casts an additional 

light on three specific themes that are generally considered important in 

organizational change: organizational resistance, organizational learning and 

change leadership (Bate, 1994; Cameron & Green, 2015; Cummings & Worley, 

2001; Senge, 2006). 

Resistance
Organizational resistance is generally seen as an important cause of failing 

change initiatives. I will illustrate that the CC approach affects the way of 

perceiving this phenomenon. For this I return to Lewin’s (1951) (re)freeze 

model. I take this rather old-fashioned model because – as I have argued 

already in the introduction of this thesis – many of today’s (educational) 

change approaches are still based on this model. My argument is that if we 

intend to provide a new additional approach, we have to return to the roots of 

current approaches. 

 The underlying principle of Lewin’s model is that driving forces must 

outweigh resisting forces in any situation if organizational change is to happen. 

Cameron and Green (2015) use the organism metaphor for this. An organism’s 

natural state is homeostasis and someone, not being a part of that organism, 

has to put effort into overcoming the organism’s natural resistance, in moving 

it in some direction, and in stabilizing it after having reached the desired 

position.

 I would argue that the use of the notion of resistance conceals the 

cognitive mechanisms that are determined by cognitive relevance. A change 

that appears highly relevant for a group of people acting together will not 

cause resistance at all. On the other hand, in the event that a change is not 

cognitively relevant, it is unlikely that any intervention will overcome the 

resistance. A deliberately developed change process should be invoked only 

between these extremes. Instead of putting even more effort into unfreezing, 

etc., process interventions should be designed to deliberately influence the 

cognitive relevance of the change content. I will get back to this later in this 

section while discussing change leadership.

 Lewin’s force field analysis bears a resemblance to what I call the 

“relevance battle” between the content of a change and the current shared 

context of a group of people. The differences between his force field analysis 

and the CC method are the mechanisms that determine the course of the 

change process, and thus the way someone may influence it. In the force field 

model any change will lead to resistance. Therefore, a change agent should 

have an active and visible role in initiating the process, pushing the people 

involved in the desired direction. Because this model is typically used by 

managers who consider themselves change agents, there is a tendency to 

place leaders or managers outside the system to be changed. Contrary to the 

implementing strategies for overcoming resistance, the CC approach may lead 

to strategies for analysing and – if needed – influencing factors that determine 

cognitive relevance, bearing in mind that leaders and managers may act within 

the same context as the employees involved. 

Organizational learning
Previously in this thesis I pointed to the fact that current organizational 

change theories seldom justify their theories and practices from underlying 

theories of learning. And if they do, as is the case with Cameron and  Green 

(2015), learning theories considering learning as a social process of 

sensemaking seem absent. 

I would argue that organizational learning models that are inspired by the CC 

approach may be valuable for managers looking for effective change 

management. It could enhance their knowledge about what constitutes or 

hinders the learning processes of their employees. It provides a theoretical basis 

for team and organizational learning, just because it explains the interaction of a 

shared context and individual learning. The CC approach can be considered a 
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basis for further elaboration of the learning theories in organizational contexts. 

The so-called “open-ended learning environment” (Hannafin, Hall, Land, & Hill, 

1994) is just one example of learner-centred instructional designs that are based 

on situated cognition and consider learning as an interactional process with and 

within rich and (near) real contexts. This idea can easily be mapped to an 

approach to organizational change.

Change leadership
Accepting the idea that successful change may benefit from a thorough analysis 

of the shared context and the change content beforehand also has some 

consequences for change leadership. Instructional design in education provides 

an analogy that may clarify this. In educational settings that are based on a 

situated cognition type of instructional theory (Clancey, 1997; Kirshner & 

Whitson, 1997), teachers have a role in providing the right conditions for 

learning and are just as important as, but consequently less dominant than, in 

the knowledge transmission concept of education. Analo gously to education, 

organizational change leaders and/or managers might also fulfil a role that is 

not so much about transferring information about the change or the vision 

behind, but about analysing the cognitive relevance of the change within the 

shared context, contriving conditions that enhance cognitive relevance for 

people to learn and change their behaviour. One of the more straightforward 

examples is changing the physical environment in such a way that the change 

content becomes more cognitively relevant, while the current shared context 

turns out less relevant. This should be considered along with the learning 

theory of situated cognition: designing a learning environment that motivates 

people to develop new behaviour themselves (Hannafin, Land, & Oliver, 1999). 

 Analysing relevance and contriving conditions as additional leadership 

roles, meant to enhance cognitive relevance, puts visionary, interventionalist 

front-stage leadership practices into perspective in favour of backstage, 

analytical and conditions-creating practices. 

 In many current change management theories, managers in leadership 

roles are positioned as agents performing process interventions. In the CC 

approach change leaders are considered a part of the system to be changed, 

because they will probably share the organizational context. Engaging in the 

process of contextualizing change can make leaders who instigate change 

aware of their own context that could be affected by the change and provide 

motivating means for learning and changing their behaviour themselves. 

 As a final remark in this section, I would say that among the additional 

leadership roles mentioned above, enhancing cognitive relevance might be of 

significant importance for some managers, because it could nuance their 

process-intervening behaviour or front-stage leadership role. This change 

calls not only for self-reflection skills. A successful change in balancing the 

organization’s leadership style from front-stage to a more backstage analytical 

position could – or should – also be developed as an implication of the CC 

approach. The central question is ‒ as it is in all changes seen as a process of 

contextualizing change ‒ how the relevance battle will emerge for this change 

from front-stage to backstage leadership practices, how this battle can be 

influenced and, perhaps the most intriguing question, by whom.

New questions to ask

As can be concluded from Chapter 5, the CC approach is basically both 

analytical and descriptive. Contrarily, the change content in most of the 

current change approaches (both the adoptive and adaptive versions) has a 

rather prescriptive character. In this regard, the CC approach is comparable to 

Lipsky’s approach to street-level bureaucrats (Lipsky, 2010). Brodkin (2016) 

comments on Lipsky’s approach as follows: “Lipsky’s theoretical approach 

moved beyond (..) conventional modes of thinking, setting out an innovative 

alternative that approached street-level bureaucrats [such as teachers] from 

the inside out. It began by asking not what street-level bureaucrats should do, 

but what they did and why. (..) [It raises the] fundamental question of how to 

understand complex organizational behaviour, namely, what makes street-

level bureaucrats tick” (pp. 28-29). Later in her review of current street-level 

research, Brodkin argues: “If one could understand the logic of street-level 

work as practitioners experienced it, it would be possible to understand and 

possibly predict how changes in the work environment could alter their 
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practices” (my italics). This is exactly what the CC approach is about: teachers, 

and other “street-level bureaucrats” as well, deserve to be understood before 

we prescribe how they should enhance their street-level workplace practices. 

Further research using the CC approach may be helpful to get a deeper 

understanding of the behavioural change of other street-level bureaucrats 

from the inside out as well. My two case studies presented here are only a first 

attempt to unveil a world that has hitherto remained largely unknown. 

 I would like to stress again that the cognitive relevance of the change 

content and of the current shared context cannot be regarded as the single or 

even the most decisive factor for change to take place. Obviously, the quality of 

change interventions is important as well (Boonstra, 2004; Cummings & 

Worley, 2001). However, the CC approach may be beneficial to the change 

process as well, because the learning-theoretical basis from which the CC 

approach is built (“situated cognition”; see the introduction of this thesis) can 

be extended to the change process. If the starting point is that behavioural 

change is the result of a learning process facilitated by a stimulating context, 

then the creation of this context can be maximally taken into account in the 

design of this process. The implementation method, described in Appendix A, 

contains a first practical elaboration of this idea and has been used in change 

processes in several public sector domains. Further research into how to 

influence the diffusion of the change content during the change process itself 

would be worthwhile. 

 Organizational science gives increasing attention to notions from the 

social sciences, such as power (Thomas et al., 2011; Weick & Obstfeld, 2005) 

and emotions (Avey, Wernsing, & Luthans, 2008). For instance, Lord, Klimoski, 

and Kanfer (2002) suggested that employees’ psychological beliefs, 

expectancies and appraisals are potential sources of positive emotions and 

subsequent employee attitudes and behaviour related to organizational 

change to succeed. No matter how important I think this is, it was my 

deliberate choice not to give special attention to the aspects of power and 

emotions in this thesis. I made this choice because my aim was to reduce the 

tension between top-down change initiatives and the workplace reality and to 

increase the chances of success of this still common approach to educational 

change and organizational change in general. In this domain, scholars and 

practitioners still see too little of the importance of a careful analysis of both 

current and desired situations, resulting in the observation, also written down 

in this thesis, that executive employees in the public sector, such as teachers, 

are often overloaded with change initiatives from the institutional world that 

are well intentioned but remain vague and abstract and thus cause a lot of 

confusion and disaffection in the workplace. However, this does not mean that 

the results of my research have nothing to say about notions such as power 

and emotions. I adhere to the theoretical standpoint that emotions and power 

are mediated by cognitions (Lazarus, 1993) and thus are attributes of someone’s 

cognitions. I would hypothesize that power and emotions influence the 

cognitive relevance of certain elements of context and/or change. For 

example, a change that is to be implemented may cause someone to feel angry 

or anxious. Without these feelings this change could cause a modification in 

the context because it appears to be sufficiently cognitively relevant, while the 

attributing feelings neutralize this relevance, resulting in no modification at 

all. Of course, this rather sloppy sort of hypothesis does not reflect the 

complexity that power and emotions add to the “relevance battle”, and it 

exceeds the scope of my thesis to test it. Further research is needed to get into 

this.
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Summary
Despite our deeply rooted belief that education should be changed, the diffusion 

of well-intended initiatives for change within the Dutch national educational 

system, and even within individual schools, appears to be rather problematical. 

 The argument, stated in the introduction and developed further in this 

thesis, is that this problem is caused by a neglect of both content and context. 

Chapter 1 substantiates this argument by analysing current academic 

discourse about new public management, an ideology that has influenced 

educational change heavily until now. From a total of 281 articles analysed, it 

appears that NPM-inspired change initiatives are often characterized by a lack 

of concreteness in combination with an often missing focus on the work 

practices of executive professionals in organisations. This neglect is remar-

kable, as it is quite conceivable to predict that some particular change content 

has no chance in the context of a particular school, irrespective of the quality 

of its change management process.

  A number of explanatory models within the organizational sciences, 

despite their – mostly – implicit use of causality, have a weak or missing link 

with the observable reality. As a result, these models are of limited use for 

predicting the success of educational change efforts. We need a rethinking of 

educational change. 

The CC approach

The CC approach, developed in Chapter 2, may be useful for this rethinking. It 

rests heavily on the work of the cognitive anthropologist Dan Sperber’s 

Explaining Culture: A Naturalistic Approach, as he states that any domain 

within social sciences should be naturalized by establishing connections with 

one or several neighbouring natural sciences. Applied to educational change – 

and organizational sciences in general ‒ change should be naturalized in order 

to establish causality, by creating connections with cognitive science. The 

cognitive-contextual approach to educational change, developed in this thesis, 

is an attempt to do so. 
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On an individual level, I assume that a change in the behaviour of an individual 

is always represented by a change in his or her context. Basically, someone’s 

behaviour changes when the change content appears to be more cognitively 

relevant than the current context, and thus the change context has a 

contextual effect and becomes the dominant source of a new or transformed 

context. 

 This mechanism determines a possible change within a group of people 

as well. I assume that an organization is defined by a degree of collaboration 

between individuals within a physical environment. When trying to define the 

shared context we have to deduce the “common denominator” of the individual 

contexts of the people acting together. This common denominator can be 

small or great, depending on the characteristics of their collaboration and the 

specifics of their physical environment. 

 The diffusion of the content of a change within a group of people is 

determined by the cognitive relevance of this content and by their physical 

environment. This means that a particular change content only attains 

cognitive relevance within a group of people if it reinforces elements of the 

current shared context or if it would meet unmet needs as it evolved into 

changed shared behaviour. This diffusion process of the change content within 

a current shared context can be called a “relevance battle”, in which the 

context that is most cognitively relevant in the given physical environment 

wins. Initially this battle is fought on an individual level, where idiosyncratic 

variables, such as processing efforts, will cause differences. The resulting new 

set of existing representations will therefore initially vary within a group of 

people. After some time, coherence might increase due to the stabilizing 

quality of contexts resulting in a changed shared context. 

The CC method

The analysis to estimate the course of this relevance battle and the preceding 

steps described above is what I call “contextualizing a change”, elaborated into 

a new method, the CC method, which is also elaborated in Chapter 2. The CC 

method is depicted below in figure 3. It consists of three phases. 

Figure 3. 
The CC method.

The three phases consist of several steps, of which three are relatively new to 

the educational and organizational change domain. The first one is the way to 

define a shared context, and the use of consensus analysis in particular. 

Consensus analysis is a method for conceptualizing individual variability 

within a group of people. 

 The second new element is the deduction of the hidden shared context 

in phase two. Human cognition shapes context and change to its utmost 

relevance with a minimum of processing effort, and by doing so people are 

able to act meaningfully in their physical environment. However, this does not 

imply that people are always aware of that meaning. Human cognition is a 

mechanism that we can hardly influence consciously. Moreover, procedures 

and actions function automatically when used regularly. This applies to all 

types of knowledge, but to professional knowledge in particular, such as 

teacher knowledge. This implies that in searching for a shared context, 
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researchers should not only inquire into the actions the participants perform, 

or into the words they give to these activities, but they should carefully 

observe their behaviour in their physical environment as well, especially if 

their acting is intuitive, the risk of social desirability bias is high, and they do 

not feel the need, or do not have the opportunity, to deliberate and reflect. 

 The third new element is phase three, the relevance analysis. It compares 

the detailed elaboration of the change content and the detailed elaboration of 

the current shared context and draws conclusions about the likelihood that 

the change content will survive the relevance battle, infecting the current 

shared context with new elements, causing a change in workplace practices. 

Trying out the CC-method

Preliminary versions of the CC method have been used in two case studies, 

undertaken in Dutch schools of secondary and vocational education. The first 

study (Chapter 3) was about the planned introduction of result-oriented 

teacher teams (ROTTs). It was primarily aimed at enhancing the performance 

of the school in the eyes of external stakeholders. In contrast to this, the 

dominant opinion of the teachers from this school about what it takes to do 

their job well appeared to be defined by whether or not students actually 

succeed in developing themselves. While the change addressed the need to 

enhance the results on the school level and views teachers’ team membership 

as a prerequisite for that, the teachers’ shared context had a fairly different 

focus, namely a strong commitment to subject matters, relationships with 

colleagues and student development. Based on this discrepancy, I concluded 

that the cognitive relevance of the ROTT intervention for teachers’ workplace 

practices was limited, as a result of which this intended change was frustrated 

even before it was fully implemented. 

 The second study (Chapter 4) concerned the introduction of a 

professional learning culture (PLC). The principal felt the need for this change 

initiative, since the school results were considered to be structurally too low. 

In his approach, he was pressed by two principles: on the one hand, a concept 

of distributed leadership that sees teachers as change agents, and the NPM-

inspired pressure from the school board to produce measurable results on the 

other. He tried to solve this dilemma by choosing an abstract and normative 

approach, based on general opinions about the contribution of PLC to 

enhancing school results, without questioning the extent to which the PLC 

fitted the context of this particular school. I concluded that most elements of 

the professional learning culture (PLC) did not even begin to correspond to 

the current teachers’ shared context. 

A new perspective to educational change

In Chapter 5 I discuss why the CC approach gives both content and context an 

important place, in several ways. Here I discuss two of them. Firstly, the CC 

approach requires an elaboration of the abstract terms in which many change 

initiatives, centrally defined changes in particular, are normally described. 

The results are concrete prescriptions on the level of concrete teacher 

practices. This is not only a prerequisite for the relevance analysis on the 

workplace level but it is a reality check of these change initiatives as well. 

 Secondly, the CC approach adds an additional insight into the teacher 

position in change processes. In many current approaches, teachers are looked 

at as people that should be involved in the change process in some way, either as 

a group or individually. The CC approach provides an additional insight into 

teacher participation in change processes that may have a substantial impact on 

their workplace practices. Teachers have often developed practices that they 

value positively, reflecting their idiosyncratic and convenient way of dealing 

with the challenges of teaching. These practices are burned into a partially 

automatic whole of actions and reactions. As a consequence, even with their 

active support and cooperation it is questionable whether experienced teachers 

will change their work practices as long as the cognitive relevance of their 

current context is not decreased. In order to increase the chance of success in 

these cases, not only should the relevance of the change be sufficiently high, but 

the relevance of current practices should be decreased deliberately and 

simultaneously as well. If policymakers and politicians were more aware of this 

need to reduce the relevance of existing practices and understand how 
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problematic this is for them to achieve, they would think twice before initiating 

changes that substantially impact teachers’ workplace practices. 

NPM and organizational change

The change initiatives I described in the two case studies are both inspired by 

the ideology of new public management (NPM). The CC approach has 

consequences for NPM-inspired initiatives, including in areas other than 

education, such as youth care and various government institutions. I would 

suggest that NPM reformers use the CC approach to get to grips with the 

complexity of both the initial situation (context) and the future situation 

(content). I invite NPM researchers to leave behind the world of abstractions 

and to embark on this fundamental return to the observable reality, in order to 

really improve public services. 

 The CC approach may add some additional insights into organizational 

change. First, it may extend current cognitive approaches, such as Karl E. 

Weick’s concept of sensemaking. His idea of cognitive maps comes close to my 

notion of context. However, the combination of sensemaking and change 

management still seems difficult. As a result, in more recent studies and 

handbooks on organizational change, the sensemaking theory is not even 

mentioned. This may partly due to the fact that Weick’s theories lack a 

theoretical basis that could account for change mechanisms for group 

cognitions. The CC approach may fill this gap.

 On a more practical level, my contribution to the existing discourse on 

organizational change may lead to the insight that the success of change 

depends not only on the quality of the change process, but on substantial 

factors as well. 

 In the CC approach, change leaders are considered a part of the system 

to be changed, because they will probably share the organizational context. 

Engaging in the process of contextualizing change can make leaders who 

instigate change aware of their own context, which could be affected by the 

change and provide motivating means for learning and changing their 

behaviour themselves. 

Despite the ambitious claim in this thesis that the CC approach is new in the 

rather crowded field of educational and organizational change approaches, I 

would stress that the content and context cannot be regarded as the only 

decisive factors for change. The quality of change interventions is important 

as well. Further research into how to influence the diffusion of the change 

content during the change process itself would be worthwhile. Moreover, the 

validity of studies such as this one may be enhanced by investigating 

organizational narratives. These could give more colour to a certain context 

and also make the associated emotions and feelings visible.
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Summary in Dutch
Ondanks onze diepgewortelde overtuiging dat onderwijs permanent 

verandering behoeft, blijkt de verspreiding van goedbedoelde initiatieven voor 

verandering binnen het Nederlandse nationale onderwijssysteem en zelfs 

binnen individuele scholen nogal problematisch te zijn. Veel verander-

initiatieven halen hun doelstelling niet of mislukken geheel.

 Mijn stelling, in de inleiding geponeerd en verder ontwikkeld in dit 

proefschrift, is dat dit probleem (deels) wordt veroorzaakt door een gebrek aan 

aandacht voor de inhoud van de verandering en van de context waarin de 

verandering zou moeten plaatsvinden. Hoofdstuk één onderbouwt deze stelling 

door het huidige academische discours over New Public Management (NPM) te 

analyseren, een ideologie die het Nederlandse onderwijs en andere publieke 

sectoren sterk beïnvloedt. Uit de in totaal 281 geanalyseerde artikelen blijkt dat 

NPM-geïnspireerde veranderingsinitiatieven vaak worden gekenmerkt door 

een gebrek aan concreetheid in combinatie met een veelal ontbrekende focus 

op de werkpraktijk van uitvoerende professionals in organisaties. 

 Heel wat verklaringsmodellen binnen de organisatiewetenschappen 

hebben, wellicht als gevolg van hun - meestal - impliciete gebruik van causaliteit, 

een zwakke of zelfs ontbrekende schakel met de waarneembare werkelijkheid. 

Als gevolg hiervan hebben deze modellen slechts een beperkt nut voor het 

voorspellen van het succes van veranderinitiatieven, en dat terwijl ze wel 

bedoeld zijn om interventies aan te reiken die dit succes waarschijnlijker maken. 

De CC-benadering

We hebben andere manier van denken over onderwijsverandering nodig. De 

Cognitief-contextuele (CC-) benadering, beschreven in hoofdstuk twee, kan 

nuttig zijn voor deze heroverweging. Deze benadering steunt op het boek van 

de cognitief antropoloog Dan Sperber’s “Explaining culture; A naturalistic 

approach”, waarin hij stelt dat elk domein binnen de sociale wetenschappen 

sterker dan nu verbonden zou moeten zijn met de waarneembare werkelijkheid. 

Dit zou kunnen door verbindingen te leggen met een of meerdere naburige 
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natuur wetenschappen. Voor onderwijsveranderingen - en organisatie-

verandering in het algemeen – zou deze ‘naturalisatie’ gestalte moeten krijgen 

door de verbindingen te leggen met de cognitieve wetenschap. De 

CC-benadering van onderwijsverandering, ontwikkeld in dit proefschrift, is 

een poging om dit te doen.

 Centraal in de CC-benadering staat het begrip cognitieve relevantie. 

Iemands gedrag verandert als de inhoud van de verandering cognitief 

relevanter is dan de huidige context, gegeven de fysieke omgeving waarin hij 

verkeert. Met context wordt bedoeld het geheel van betekenissen die iemand 

aan zijn fysieke omgeving geeft, waarmee hij in staat is om te functioneren.

 Cognitieve relevantie bepaalt ook een mogelijke gedragsverandering van 

een groep mensen, zoals leerkrachten op een school. Om te kunnen 

samenwerken ontwikkelen zij een gedeelde context, een soort ‘gemeen-

schappelijke noemer’. Deze gemeenschappelijke noemer kan klein of groot zijn, 

afhankelijk van de kenmerken van hun samenwerking en de specifieke ken-

merken van hun fysieke omgeving. 

 Een bepaalde verandering verwerft cognitieve relevantie binnen een 

groep mensen als ze elementen van de huidige gedeelde context versterkt of 

als ze bepaalde behoeften van deze groep vervult. De inhoud zet dan aan tot 

verspreiding van de verandering in de gedeelde context en in het gedrag van 

de mensen in de groep. Dit verspreidingsproces is een ‘relevantiestrijd’, waarin 

de context die cognitief het meest relevant is wint. In eerste instantie wordt 

deze strijd op individueel niveau uitgevochten, waarbij idiosyncratische 

variabelen, zoals verwerkingsinspanning, voor verschillen zullen zorgen. De 

resulterende nieuwe set aan cognities zal daarom in eerste instantie variëren 

binnen een groep mensen. Na verloop van tijd kan de samenhang toenemen 

door de stabiliserende werking van een gedeelde context, resulterend in een 

veranderde gedeelde context en bijbehorend gedrag.

De CC-methode

Het inschatten van het verloop van deze relevantiestrijd en de analysestappen 

die daaraan voorafgaan, noem ik het contextualiseren van een verandering.  

Dit contextualiseren heb ik uitgewerkt in een nieuwe methode, de 

CC-methode. De CC-methode, bestaande uit drie fasen en daarbinnen 

verschillende stappen, is weergegeven in figuur 4. 

 

Figure 4. 
De CC-methode.

Drie elementen in de CC-methode zijn relatief nieuw in het domein van 

onderwijs- en organisatieverandering. Het eerste nieuwe element is stap twee 

van fase 2: de consensusanalyse. De consensusanalyse is een methode om 

individuele variabiliteit binnen een groep mensen te bepalen. Het stelt vast in 

hoeverre een groep mensen een gedeelde context heeft en wat vervolgens de 

inhoud van deze gedeelde context is.

 Het tweede nieuwe element is stap drie van fase 2: het afleiden van de 

verborgen gedeelde context. Menselijke cognitie is gericht op het 

minimaliseren van de cognitieve verwerkingsinspanning. Daardoor handelen 

mensen min of meer onbewust en automatisch. Het afnemen van een 
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vragenlijst of het interviewen van betrokkenen is dan niet voldoende. Nodig is 

ook het gedrag zorgvuldig te observeren. Dit is overigens op theoretisch 

niveau niet nieuw, maar wordt in de praktijk van gedragsverandering in 

organisaties weinig gebruikt. De CC-methode biedt hiervoor een 

analysetechniek die in het proefschrift is uitgewerkt.

 Het derde nieuwe element is geheel fase drie van de CC-methode, de 

relevantieanalyse. In deze fase wordt de gedetailleerde uitwerking van de 

inhoud van de verandering vergeleken met de gedetailleerde uitwerking van 

de gedeelde context. Het resultaat is een inschatting van de kans dat de inhoud 

van de verandering de relevantiestrijd zal overleven, en dus kans maakt om 

deel te worden van de werkpraktijk van de betrokkenen, in deze thesis de 

werkpraktijk van leerkrachten. 

Beproeven van de CC-methode

Ik heb conceptversies van de CC-methode gebruikt en getoetst in twee 

casestudies, uitgevoerd op Nederlandse scholen voor voortgezet en 

beroepsonderwijs. De eerste studie (hoofdstuk drie) betreft een school voor 

middelbaar beroepsonderwijs. De schooldirecteur heeft het voornemen om 

resultaatgerichte docententeams (RGDT) in te voeren. Dit voornemen is 

primair gericht op het verbeteren van de prestaties van de school in de ogen 

van externe belanghebbenden. In tegenstelling hiermee blijkt de dominante 

mening van de docenten van deze school over wat er nodig is om hun werk 

goed te doen, bepaald te worden door het al dan niet slagen van leerlingen om 

zichzelf te ontwikkelen. De docenten uiten een sterke toewijding aan 

vakbekwaamheid en aan goede relaties met collega’s en leerlingen. De 

relevantieanalyse leidt tot de conclusie dat de cognitieve relevantie van de 

RGDT-initiatief voor de praktijk van de docenten beperkt is, waardoor de 

beoogde verandering niet heel kansrijk is. 

 De tweede studie (hoofdstuk vier) betreft de introductie van een 

professionele leercultuur (PLC) op een school voor voortgezet onderwijs. De 

directeur van deze school voelt de noodzaak hiervoor omdat externe 

belanghebbenden de schoolresultaten structureel te laag vinden. Zijn initiatief 

wordt bepaald door twee voor hem belangrijke principes, enerzijds een 

concept van gedistribueerd leiderschap dat leraren ziet als change agents, en 

anderzijds de noodzaak om de meetbare resultaten te verbeteren. Hij probeert 

het dilemma hierin op te lossen door te kiezen voor een abstracte en 

normatieve benadering, gebaseerd op algemene opvattingen over de bijdrage 

van PLC om schoolresultaten te verbeteren. Hij vraagt zich daarbij niet af in 

hoeverre de PLC past in de context van deze specifieke school. Ook hier luidt 

de conclusie dat de meeste elementen van de PLC in de huidige context van de 

docenten weinig betekenis hebben.

Onderwijsveranderingen in een nieuw perspectief

In hoofdstuk vijf laat ik o.a. op basis van de bevindingen van de twee case 

studies zien hoe de CC-benadering zowel inhoud als context een belangrijke 

plaats geeft. De CC-benadering dwingt een uitwerking af van de abstracte 

termen waarin veel veranderingsinitiatieven, met name centraal gedefinieerde 

en NPM-geïnspireerde veranderingen, nogal eens zijn verwoord. De CC-methode 

helpt deze abstracties uit te werken naar concreet waarneembaar gedrag. 

Deze uitwerking is niet alleen nodig om de relevantieanalyse te kunnen 

uitvoeren, maar vormt ook een reality check van deze veranderingsinitiatieven.

De CC-benadering voegt een aanvullend inzicht toe in de positie van docenten 

in veranderingsprocessen. In veel huidige benaderingen wordt er van 

uitgegaan dat docenten op enigerlei wijze bij het veranderingsproces moeten 

worden betrokken, als groep of individueel. De CC-benadering biedt een 

aanvullend inzicht in de deelname van docenten aan veranderingsprocessen 

die een substantiële impact kunnen hebben op hun werkpraktijk. Docenten 

hebben vaak een werkpraktijk ontwikkeld die ze positief waarderen, die een 

weerspiegeling zijn van hun eigen, passende manier om met de uitdagingen 

van het lesgeven om te gaan. Deze werkpraktijken worden geautomatiseerd 

tot een geheel van acties en reacties. Als gevolg hiervan is het, zelfs met hun 

actieve steun en medewerking, twijfelachtig of ervaren docenten hun 

werkpraktijken zullen veranderen, zolang de cognitieve relevantie van hun 

huidige context niet wordt verminderd. Om de kans op succes in deze gevallen 
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te vergroten, moet niet alleen de relevantie van de verandering voldoende 

hoog zijn, maar ook de relevantie van de huidige werkpraktijk laag zijn. Dit zijn 

verreikende voorwaarden. Initiators van onderwijsveranderingen, en zeker zij 

die een grote afstand hebben van de werkpraktijk van docenten, zouden zich 

goed moeten bedenken of ze aan deze voorwaarden kunnen voldoen.  

NPM en organisatieverandering

De veranderingsinitiatieven die ik beschreef in de twee casestudies zijn beide 

sterk geïnspireerd door de NPM-ideologie. In hoofdstuk zes verbreed ik het 

blikveld naar NPM en organisatieverandering in het algemeen. De CC-aanpak 

heeft gevolgen voor door NPM geïnspireerde initiatieven, ook op andere 

terreinen dan het onderwijs, zoals de jeugdzorg en diverse andere overheids-

instellingen. Ik pleit ervoor dat NPM-hervormers de CC-benadering gebruiken 

om grip te krijgen op de complexiteit van zowel de beginsituatie (context) als 

de toekomstige situatie (inhoud). Ik nodig NPM-onderzoekers uit om de wereld 

van abstracties achter zich te laten en aan deze fundamentele terugkeer naar 

de waarneembare werkelijkheid te beginnen, als het hen ten minste gaat om 

echte verbetering van de openbare dienstverlening, en niet om papieren 

verbetering.

 De CC-aanpak kan wat extra inzichten toevoegen over organisatie-

verandering. Ten eerste kan het de huidige cognitieve benaderingen 

uitbreiden, zoals Karl E. Weicks’ concept van sensemaking. Zijn ideeën over 

‘cognitive maps’ komen dicht bij mijn benadering van context. De combinatie 

van sensemaking en verandermanagement lijkt echter nog steeds moeilijk. In 

recentere studies en handboeken voor organisatieverandering, wordt 

sensemaking theorie niet eens genoemd. Ik meen dat dit gedeeltelijk te wijten 

is aan het feit dat Weicks theorieën een uitwerking missen naar een 

veranderingstheorie. De CC-benadering kan deze leemte opvullen.

 Op een meer praktisch niveau draagt de CC-benadering bij aan het 

bestaande discours over organisatieverandering, door het aanvullend inzicht 

dat het succes van verandering niet alleen afhangt van de kwaliteit van het 

veranderingsproces, maar ook van inhoudelijke factoren.

In de CC-benadering worden leidinggevenden beschouwd als onderdeel van de 

context, naar de mate waarin ze de context met delen met degenen die door de 

verandering geraakt worden. Door actief deel te nemen aan het proces van 

contextualisering van een gewenste verandering, kunnen zij die verandering in 

gang zetten. De CC-benadering kan hen helpen zich bewust te worden van hun 

eigen context en de mate waarin zijzelf door de verandering worden geraakt. 

 Het is de moeite waard om verder onderzoek te doen naar de manier 

waarop de verspreiding van de inhoud van een verandering tijdens het 

veranderings proces kan worden beïnvloed. 

En tenslotte wil ik benadrukken dat inhoud en context niet de enige doorslag-

gevende factoren zijn voor het welslagen van een verandering. Ik zie de 

CC-benadering dan ook als aanvullend aan andere benaderingen. 
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Appendix:  
Suggestion for a new  
implementation method

This appendix contains a revised implementation method for organizational 

change that is based on the results of this thesis. In this method, the content of 

the behavioural change is paramount. The starting point is that the success of 

behavioural change is not only determined by the quality of the change 

process but also by the content of the change. To cite an extreme example: you 

don’t just turn a biscuit factory into a youth care organization, no matter how 

good the change process may be. And on the other hand: some changes happen 

more or less automatically, without a well-organized change process. Consider, 

for example, the lightning-fast digitization of schools as a result of the 

coronavirus crisis.

 The implementation method consists of three phases: Analysis, Design 

and development, and Realization. It is the analysis phase in particular that 

distinguishes this implementation method from many other implementation 

methods. In addition, the method strongly conveys that behavioural change is 

primarily a learning process, individually and collectively. We will further 

elaborate the phases in the next three sections.

Phase 1 Analysis

The implementation method focuses on making the content of the change 

explicit. The desired situation (expressed in concrete observable behaviour) is 

the end point of the change. The current situation (also described in concrete 

observable behaviour) forms the starting point. The analysis maps out the 

difference, the Delta, between the current and the desired situation, or what 

needs to be tackled. For this, we have to map the Delta in detail, because from 

this we deduce what is necessary to achieve the desired situation. 
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The analysis consists of three consecutive steps: 

1.  Make the desired situation explicit

2. Determine and qualify the current situation

3. Analyse the Delta 

These steps are briefly explained below.

Step 1: Make the desired situation explicit
In order to clarify the desired situation, a number of conversations and/or 

interviews are conducted with key figures. Key people are the people who can 

best define the desired change. The following actions are taken:

	c Collect the core elements of the desired behaviour

	c Analyse the underlying concepts

	c Describe and agree on the desired situation

Step 2: Determine and qualify the current situation
This step is aimed at the employees who will be affected by the change; they 

will have to change their behaviour. 

	c Collect individual contexts

	c Define shared context

	c Infer hidden shared context

	c Determine obstacles in current work

Step 3: Analyse the Delta
Comparing the desired behaviour with the shared context. Here we use 

different techniques, including a new analysis method to reveal the cognitive 

relevance of the current and desired behaviour. 

Phase 2 Design and development

The analysis of the Delta provides a detailed insight into the difference 

between the desired behaviour and the current behaviour. That is why the 

second phase can now follow: the design and development of the change 

process. In the implementation method, this process is understood as a 

learning process, in which the parties involved are at the helm as much as 

possible (self-directed, intrinsic motivated learning). It is very important to 

carefully design and develop the process.

Design learning trajetctory
The first step is to design a learning path. Special attention is given to 

facilitating the process by which the thinking and acting of those involved have 

to be taken out of “automatic mode”. By “automatic mode” we mean the 

possible optimal match between current, often ingrained behaviour and the 

current working environment. Therefore, part of the design is a description of 

how the physical and social work environment must change in order to initiate 

self-directed and motivated learning. This new working environment can be 

considered both a working and a learning environment. 

Develop learning materials/aids
The second step in this phase consists of the development of learning 

resources and any other resources. We prefer to do this together with 

stakeholders and key figures. Educational resources include:

	c Various collegial peer review and reflection meetings

	c Self-evaluation tools, which are based on the desired behaviour

	c Work guidance, coaching and/or supervision

	c Concrete practical assignments

	c Short knowledge/training sessions

Examples of aids are:

	c New work descriptions and process descriptions

	c Handy fact sheets

	c Changes in the physical/digital work environment

The key figures and middle management play a crucial role in the 

implementation method. They can help people involved to manage their 

learning process themselves and actually use the learning resources. As such, 



212

they are learning aids as well. This requires a situational leadership style. 

Therefore, coaching of key figures and middle management is also included in 

the development process. Forms of collegial peer review and supervision may 

be necessary.

Phase 3 Realization

Once the learning materials and resources have been designed and developed, 

the change process can start. In the implementation method, we carry out this 

process on a project basis. This offers the best opportunities to monitor the 

scope, to maximize the involvement of the management, to draw up and 

implement good-quality requirements and procedures, and to react quickly if 

changes are needed in the meantime.

 When the action plan is ready and approved, the learning environment 

designed and developed in phase 2 goes “live”, and the chosen learning 

materials and aids become available to the employees involved.

 To set up the project, we work according to the principles and working 

methods of the project management method Prince2 (PRojects IN Controlled 

Environments, version 2), as follows: 

Project structure

A clear project structure with clear powers 
and responsibilities ensures clear decision-
making. The project manager is responsible for 
delivering the project results.

Project results
Specifically formulate the desired behaviour 
and define it as results.

Quality requirements
What quality should the learning materials 
and aids have in order to meet the desired 
behaviour?

Time Determine the duration of phase 3 realization.

Inventory and development 
of learning materials

Based on the analysis (phase 1), make an 
inventory of which tools can contribute to 
stimulating the desired behaviour.


