


















































































































































































































































































































































































































their way, aren't you? Which only gives you one possible way, but I didn't feel I 

had to take the suggestions that the other person was making, I very much felt that 

they were helping me to widen my thoughts. 

(Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) 

One Head teacher described how hearing a problem discussed by the different 

individuals in the group, each using their own thought processes, experience and 

perspectives, he was made aware of how the same issue might be viewed from very 

different perspectives which can help in finding a better solution: 

I think I've learned the procedures, but I've learned how we are as people, and 

that this to me is a brilliant tool because not only is it effective and you get some 

good solutions out of it but it sits between 'there's this problem' and 'there's this 

answer', that's one extreme so that's kind of my left-brained way of seeing things, 

and the right-brained way of seeing things which is 'well, let's talk about the 

problem' that will help. Four or five worse case scenarios will come out and then 

what actually transpires is nothing like all the nightmares you've played out in 

your own mind It's very clear that it does sit between two extremes and I find it 's 

, helpful to me because it's moving me away from that very left-brained way of 

seeing things but it's not frustrating in that it's completely the other end of the 

_ spectrum where we just talk about things and go round in circles. It's how we 

respond to whatever that thing is, so the more I engage with the process, the more 

I get out of it. 

(Head teacher 6 interviewed in current study) 

He went on to explain the value of hearing a problem discussed by individuals from 

different perspectives independently: 

I think partly we're all different and also from my �b�a�c�k�~�o�u�n�d�,� I'm an engineer so 

try to lookfor definite answers, I talk lots of problems through with my wife at 

home, I'm sure a lot of people do that, and the �d�i�f�f�e�~�e�n�c�e� between how she looks 

at problems and I look at problems is very different - I'm quite analytical,­

whereas my wife is in-training so it's a similar sort offield, and she likes to talk 

things over rather than coming up with solutions. 

(Head teacher 6 interviewed in current study) 
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in particular the· sharing and awareness of different perspectives was especially helpful 

and would seem to have been used by individuals following the process in order to 

consider difficulties: 

The thing that struck me when I walked away was, that was not to ofJload and 

moan, it's to seek a solution and I think I've used that a lotmyse!fin my own 

situation - this is the problem, and instead of ,"!oaning about it, I've said this is 

the position, what's the solution, so I've done it more in my own headfrom' the 

method. 

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study) 

The wide range of experience in the group was also seen to be advantageous as it 

provided many different ~gles to' problems and raised the possibility of more solutions. 

Being party to a discussion about a problem and its resolution forearms others who 

might face the same situation in the future and therefore any negative emotional impact 

of the situation may be reduced before it happens. The process was generally seen to 

have improved how the Head teachers related to each other in that it offered an 

organised, structured and focussed problem-solving system which built on an already 

established system: 

, 
The process has made, helped and bettered how we do things - in the past it's 

been s,~id "we've done this, what do you think?" Or "that's happened, what's . 

your advice? JI This is certainly a better way of dealing with things. 

(Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) 

As a consequence of attending the group sessions one participant described how she had 

proactively sought out support earlier than she might have done previously and in so 

doing reduced her feelings of distress: 

What actually happened was between the group sessions something cropped up 

that I was anxio,us about and wasn't sure who I could talk it through with, so I 

emailed_andjustput.Re. support, could do with having a few minutes either 

. by email or over the phone or whatever', we actually did it over the phone in the . 

end - he let me talk through what it was and then he asked me some questions, so 

it was the same sort of format but it was a fairly instant follow-up to me saying I 

. could do with talking through this, and by the time we had finished I felt I was 
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making the problem seem bigger than it really is, what I've actuallygot to do is ... 

and it helped me clarify how J was going to deal with that. J probably would not 

as easily have done this before, J would have probably waited until the problem 

was bigger, and then J might possibly have contacted __ because we already 

did do a little bit of being there for each other anyway, but J thought of it earlier 

on in the process, as soon as J was aware t~at I was getting wound up about it. 

(Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) 

Increased Trust, Openness and Communication 

A number of participants described how despite their initial reluctance to share ,difficult 

or sensitive issues with the others in the group, the process helped them overcome these 

feelings and allowed them to become more open: 

There is an intimidating element to it initially, you think am J going to share 

. something, but J think as we ;re developing as a group, I think we feel more' 

confident revealing things to each other that you wouldn't necessarily in another 

context, so J think the process does help that. 
I 

(Head teacher 10 interviewed in current study) 

Indeed, such was the strength of the group, although some were not personally inclined 

to share difficulties with others, that they were now willing to share their problems: 

I'm not the most forthcoming when it comes to sharing problems for a whole host 
, -

of reasons, J would now feel confident in sharing a problem in a group, saying I 

don't know the answer. Over a real hard issue J wouldn't have any problem in 

saying I'm open to suggestions please. That admission hasn't always rested 

easily with me, not that J think I'm always right because over 16 years I've" 

dropped some clangers but maybe those clangers wouldn't have been dropped if 
there had been a group like this one. Even within this kind of group you may not 

be talking about issues relevant io you at that time, but you may be listen~ng to 

issues that you may come up against in the future. 

(Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study) 

Similarly, the process enabled previously difficult subjects to be discussed openly 

which improved and established positive relationships, openness and mutual support 
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amongst group members: 

lfelt very much that I got one or two of my colleagues from schools that are very, 

very close by and previously I think there has always been a bit of competition 

with these schools, whereas I feel now, having talked about it extensively with one 

teacher from a neighbouring school, and she was actually the person I paired up 

with at that training as well, you actually feel much more that you are two . 

teachers in partnership working in different contexts, and that sharing problems 

or difficulties with each other. is actually a very supportive thingfor each other, it 

is not ~n any se~se revealing yourself as a school not as good as another school, 

it's actually a process where you feel I could actually pick up a phone and ask 

that person for some advice if the situation arose, I dofeel that I could askfor a 

1: 1 session, where we could explore ·something that I was concerned with. I don't 

think there was the understanding previously that I could do that, or that I would 

have felt very vulnerable doing that, because we are in an area where school rolls 

are falling so there are spare places in all those schools, and parents use that, in . 

a sense, to move schools more easily than they might have done otherwise. You. 

are always worried about numbers and the fact that your children might leave to 

go to another school, or other children come from other schools to yours, I think 

that's helped get over all those embarrassing areas, and that we feel very much 

more like colleagues, working together. 

(Head teacher 10 interviewed in current study) 

The experience of being in the group and getting to know other members more 

. intimately had changed some of views group members felt towards their fellow Head 

teachers and made them more relaxed around them: 

Despite being Head herefor 8 years, and I know that _ has beenfor longer at 

__ ....J,. I 'm finding out more about him professionally and my professional 

reaction to him in that process, which makes me feel more relaxed and therefore 

able to offer an opinion on ideas. 

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study) 

It depends upon how you feel about the colleagues who are there, and I feel about 

the colleagues that were there, I trust them, and I feel that they were listening, 

there were quite a few colleagues there who are quite experienced so when they 
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come up with recqmmendations often they are based on their own experience in 

their own practice. I feel that if I had a burning issue I could go to a meeting and 

talk about it. By nature 'I'm not a person who shares my problems with a range of 

people, I'm someone who gets on the phone and would chat one to one, but Ifelt 

that if I had an issue I could use that as an arena where I could air a problem. I 

actually feel from how people have behaved that they feel the sam·e. 

(Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study) 

Another effect of the safe and trusting atmosphere created by the group appears to 

enable members to go 'out of Head teacher role' and become 'themselves'. This also 

allows others to perceive their vulnerability more easily and perhaps makes group 

members more sensitive to when others are in distress than they had been previously: 

Teaching is all about acting anyway isn't it? You come in every morning and play .. 

the Head teacher with the kids and to some extent, the staff. I think that is one of 

the things, a bit like we are sitting here now and its totally confidential so you 

almost just physically go, "right, I'm going to be myself now, don't have to put an ' 

act on ", and I'm aware later this afternoon I'm seeing a parent and I'll have to be 

back to being a Head teacher, 'and at Governors tonight - you know? So you do 

see people looking or seeming more vulnerable and it brings the odd concern out. 

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study) 

Surprisingly these effects occurred in spite of Head teachers working in an extreme and 

ever-increasingly competitive environment where they are required, if not overtly 

encouraged to be competitive and single-minded with regard to their own schools: 

Jfyou think how the group works, it is actually quite surprising how it does work, 

we are more and more being lead down the route of competition with ourselves, 

and the fact that you've got Head teachers who can be a bit egotistical, and yet 

we've got this group who are Head teachers who ar(! competitive but,are 

prepared to support one another, and we have a secondary Head there who might 

. have all sorts of perspectives about different schools, and all of that is put to one 

side so that we can support each other. 

(Head teacher 6 interviewed in current study) 

Another Head explained how being in the group and getting to know other members 



more intimately had changed their view of them and made them more relaxed around 

them: 

I'mfinding out more about him professionally and my professional reaction to 

him in that process, which makes me feel more relaxed and therefore able to offer 

an opinion on ideas. 

(H~ad teacher 7 interviewed in current study) 

The reasons for this increased level of trust were based upon the positive personal 

interrelationships and understanding of others in the group. These were listed by 

participants as: being amongst people who could be trusted, had valuable experience, 

were respectful, and with whom a good relationship had become established: 

It depends upon how you feel about the colleagues who are there, and I feel about 

the colleagues that were there, I trust them, and I feel that they were li~tening, 

there were quite afew colleagues there who are quite experienced so when they 

come up with recommendations often they are based on their own experience in 

their own practice. I feel that if I had a burning issue I could go to a meeting and 

. talk about it. By nature I'm no~ a person who shares my problems with a range· of 

people, I'm someone who gets on the phC?ne and would chat one to one, but I felt 

that if I had an issue I could use that as an arena where I could air a problem. I . 

actually feel from how people have behaved that they feel the same. 

(Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study) 

For Secondary Head teachers there were distinct advantages in meeting outside the head 

secondary teachers group as the competitive element was removed: 

It [presenting a problem to the group] was fine because I didn't feel vulnerable. 

In that particular context I was very confident about the confidentiality of the 

situation. I meet regularly with all the Secondary Heads in the area but you are 

still aware that you are in competition with them and so to some extent youfeel 

that if you show too many chinks then in a way that's not as easy, and perhaps in 

the context that we ~eet it isn't as easy so Ifelt perfectly happy to do that. 

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study) 

Surprisingly the level of trust and positive regard was not always a result ~fbeing part 
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of a long established group. Whilst some individuals did know one another from 

working in local clusters together, others were not part of an established network but 

still had positive feelings about working with others in the group: . 

Initially I thought I'm not going to like this probably because I didn't know the 

people there, I'm a new Head, and some of them were very friendly with one 

another and knew one another, however I didn't feel restricted in any way by 

being a new head because I think they were quite open and welcoming, everybody. 

valued you as a person, it wasn't you haven't been doing it for long so what do 

you know?' sort of thing, I don't think people are of that attitude. 

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study) 

A newly appointed Head teacher's fears about being an outsider were quickly allayed. 

Likewise a Head teacher who had been unable to attend both init~al training sessions 

and had only attended one of the independent meetings organised by the Head teachers 
, 

quickly felt part of the process: . 

Having gone through the process now twice, it made me feel that I had something 

of value to say, whereas sometimes you would sit there very quietly with groups of 

professional people, in a sense this forces you to offer something so I understand 

the anxiety it places on you to respond, but the more you do it, the more that 

would lessen .. 

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study) 

Overall the participant~ stated that they believed the group to be a good use of their time 

and having had positive effects on them personally, even when some of the effects had 

been intangible. 

The increased level of openness experienced by the schools since the establishment of 

the group was seen to be a way of preventing potential tensions developing. As 

discussed previously, it is possible that the gro~p had a 'containing' function, providing 
. . 

a 'de-toxifying' process for the members by bearing what they could not, and enabling 

them to contain and process the anxiety caused by projective identification and a range 

of other anxiety-provoking issues such as falling roles, targets and challenging 
., 

behaviour which are often sources of tensions and rivalries between schools. (Obholzer, 
!- j 

1994: 6 and 70). Several Heads said that they we~e now working on projects and tasks 
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together such as classroom observations, professional development, school prospectuses 

and job descriptions and that they felt more comfortable in seeking support from others 

. in the group. Specifically some felt more able to ask individuals they had met in the 

group about issues, even outside the group situation. In addition, it is also possible that 

the group enabled the members to assume a depressive position rather than maintain a 

paranoid-schizoid position where their only recourse was to omnipotent fantasies, 

obsessional rituals and the paranoid blaming of others. The group therefore enabled· 

them to tolerate reality, state their problems accurately, think coherently and solve their 

problems constructively (Zagier Roberts, 1994). In the depressive position fa~ilitated by 

the group, the members were able to seek to know and learn from the experience and 

resources of others in order to solve their problems and allow realistic and practical 

reparative activities to be considered. 

The success of the group supervision sessions clearly relied on the building of trust and 

positive relationships. Whilst some of these relationships were already established in 

part, some were established during the sessions. The establishment of these positive 

relationships resulted in successive group sessions having greater impact as supportive 

relationships developed. The apparent 'opening up' of more withdrawn individuals was 

testament to the level of trust and mutual respect established by the group. In 

establis~ing and maintaining these levels of trust and openness in group members the 

group process may be related to object relations theory in that the group has acted as a 

transactional object assisting in the process of separation individuation and ' , 

establishment of object constancy (Hoffer, 1955; Mahler, 1975; Trafimow and Pattack, 

1982). 

Although some participants expressed a reluctance to take the role of Chair, Zorga et al 

(2001) point out that the rotation of the roles of supervisor and supervisee around the. 

group in peer supervision is an important part of the process of developing trust and 

justifies the encouragement of all the Head teachers to act as 'Chair', even if they feel 

uncomfortable with, this unfamiliar role. The surprise of some participants at how open 

other people had been at the meetings was matched by accounts of those who claimed 

that the process had helped them overcome their initial reluctance to share difficult or 

sensitive issues and allowed them to become more open. Indeed, such was the strength 

of the group, although some were not personally inclined to share difficulties with 

others, that they were now willing to share their problems. Several group members 

stated that the process had enabled previously difficult subjects be discussed openly 
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which improved and established positive relationships; openness and mutual support 

amongst group members. By sharing their difficult work situations, the supervisees 

communicated their possibly painful or uncomfortable states of mind, often the results 

of the projective identifications of others, to the group as well as giving them factual 

information. The group was therefore able to act as a 'container' providing a 'de­

toxifying' process for individuals by bearing what they could not, and enabled them to 

contain and process the anxiety themselves. (Obholzer 1994:6 and70). 

Surprisingly the level of trust and positive regard was not always a result of being part 
, 

of a long established group. Whilst some individuals did know one another from 

working in local clusters together, others were not part of an established network but 
. , 

still had positive feelings about working with others in the group. A newly appointed 

Head teacher's fears about being an outsider were quickly allayed. Likewise a Head, 

teacher who had been unable to attend both initial , training sessions and had only 

attended one of the independent meetings organised by the Head teachers quickly felt 

part of the process. 

It is possible that by engaging in forms of active coping such as: speaking openly, and 

providing mutual support the group members had activated the neural circuits in the , ' 

brain concerned with the regulation of the body's 'stress reactions. Through the use of 

active coping strategies to deal with traumatic or challenging events, the effects of stress 

were significantly reduced (Ledoux and Gorman, 2001. In reducing stress levels in this 

way, it may be that individual group members changed from wanting to relieve their 

anxiety to wanting to learn to communicate with others and to be more trusting and 

honest with them (Yalom and Leszcz, 2005 :23). This shift from the relief of suffering to 

change in interpersonal functioning is indicative of an essential step in the early 

dynamic therapeutic process. ' 

The reasons for this increased level of trust were based upon the positive personal 

interrelationships and understanding of others in the group. These were listed by 

participants as: being amongst people who: could be trusted; had valuable experience; 

" were respectful, and with whom a good relationship had become established. 

Surprisingly these effects occurred in spite of Head teachers working in an extreme and 

ever-increasingly competitive environment where they are required, if not overtly 

encouraged to be competitive and single-minded with regard to their own schools. For 
, , 

Sec()ndary Head teachers there were distinct advantages in meeting outside the 
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. . 

Secondary Head te~chers gr~up as the competitive element was removed. Overall the . 

participants stated that they believed the group to be a good use of their time and having 

had positive effects on them personally, even when some of the effects had been 

intangible. 

The reported benefits for individuals as a result of being in the group such as: 

normalisation of issues; improved problem-solving skills; reassurance and affirmation; 

experienced benefits of altruism; the educative or formative functions of the group; 

improved listening skills; improved problem-solving skills; increased trust, openness 

.and communication are an indication of how the effects of the group maybe generalised. 

Whilst it is acknowledged that it is not possible to replicate the group and have any 

assurance that the same effects would be experienced by different individuals, it can be 

seen that for the Individuals involved in this group, their experie~ces of being in the 

. group may be generalised in other situations and contexts. . . 

iv. Wider Benefits 

All of the Head. teachers who attended the sessions felt that the group would benefit. 

their schools as a whole: 

This has been helpful to the whole school. "If] had gone under with stress it 

would have no~ been good for the school. Peer sup~rvision. has pro~ided a way to 

get rid of stress without putting it onto the staff." "This is not just a way of 

supporting current Head teachers it is also a way of promotIng Head teachership 

in a time when people are unwilling to take on the role due to the high levels of 

stress .. 

(Head teacher 11 interviewed in current study) 

and may offer support to the Head teachers' profession and to other groups such as new 
. . 

Head teachers; those Head teachers who had not taken part; SENCos; deputy Head 

teachers and Newly Qualified Teachers: 

] have already told other colleagues not present that the group was a very I 

efficient, effective and confidential way of enlisting lots of help and support. Those 

are the things that Head teachers crave.] thought straight away that it could well 
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be applied in other contexts within layers of the education system in your own 

school's environment, if you have time to release people it would be a good thing 

for personnel in. school to use as a release valve themselves, particularly good 

because it focuses on solutions rather than just grumbling and then we all go 

home. 

(Head teacher 11 interviewed in current study) 

The increased level of openness experienced by the school since. the establishment of . 

the group was seen to be a way of preventing potential tensions developing. Several 

Heads said that they were now working on projects and tasks together such as 

classroom obserVations, professional development, school prospectuses and job 

descriptions and that they felt more comfortable in seeking support from others in the 

group: 

From the 2 or 3 I've been to, I often come away quite secure of the people sharing 

the same issues I'm sharing, or having the same problems I'm having as well, I 

think it's very positive and certainly, if I had a problem, I now feel I could share it 

in those meetings even though initially I'm not one for sharing things in a group 

situation. 

(Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study) 

Specifically some felt more able to ask individuals they had met in the group about 

issues, even outside the group situation: 

Even if I could not air a problem in the group I now feel that I could contact the 

others and still get support. After the first meeting I met up with _---', and we 

were looking at whether it was personnel issues, or staffing, or parent, it was an 

opportunity to start it going and I think geographically _. _ and I are obviously 

very close and I think I have the same close relationship at and I could ring 

him. lfeel there are 2 Heads there who have been part of this group that I could 

now certainly feel comfortable in ringing or making arrangements to meet up. 

(l:Iead teacher 2 interviewed in current study) 

For a newly apPointed Head teacher, the initial meeting of the group enabled her to 

make contact with the Heads in the area: 
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Since (he first meeting, quite a few of the people who were there, they are in our 

cluster, and I've latched into them for other things, so whilst I haven't been to the 

meetings, I've phoned different Heads from different schools and said 'Oh, I've 

forgot this' and they've helped me out back, 'so that's nice. For me that was a spi~ r 

off from that meeting because I wouldn't have approached them, and because I 

haven't been able to make other meetings, I've been able to say, 'look I've got a 

problem with this', or can you help me out with this' and people have been 

fantastic bacK, so I've gained a lot of support even though I haven't been able to 

attend specific meetings. We have discussed the meeting in our cluster as well, 

we've said everyone's welcome to come along to it, and this is what we get from 

it, and everybody's been very positive about it so while I know that it is carrying 

on and we do flag it up each time we have a cluster meeting and give out new 

dates for it,so it's been good. 

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study) 

Others claimed that being in the group arid getting to know other members more 

intimately had changed their view of them and made them more relaxed around them: 

Despite being Head here for 8 years, and I know that __ has been for longer at 

__ -,' I'm finding out more about him professionally and my professional 

reaction to him in that process, which makes me feel more relaxed and therefore 

able to offer an opinion on ideas. 

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study) 

Where a number of sources of support were established the peer supervision sessions 

provided an additional level of assistance for some'participants: 

, If I have an issue that I'm specifically concerned about, we talk about it in the . 

school. I can phone up a number of Heads, I don't often, but I feel confident in 

phoning up a number of Heads if I have an issue, and I think this group work is ' 

another layer on that - it complements what I've already got. 

(Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study) 
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.. Possibilities for Other Groups 

A Head teacher about to leave and take up a job elsewhere described how her 

experiences in the group had made h~r sensitive to the needs of others and had 

influenced her approach to dealing with listening and responding to others: 

I'm very aware when I'm talking to the Head I'm taking over from in ----l 

yesterday he sent me an email and said can you give me a ring, there's a couple of 

things I need to share with you, it would have been very easy to pass judgement 

. back on what's happening there at the moment but I thought no, that's not what 

this is about, he obviously feels he needs to talk this through and what ~ need to do 

is check that I understand the situation properly and help him to work through 

what's happening now. 

(Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) 

A consequence of hearing others with similar issues to their own may make them a 
\ 

useful resource for others in the future: 

I'm very aware that if something cropped up today that related to an issue that 

somebody else had talked about, they might actually be the person that I'd want to 

ring and meet with. 

(Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) 

Interviewees also indicated that group members were more likely to recognise when a 

colleague is in distress and make them more inclined to offer support following their 

attendance in the group: 

I think in one case in particular, I've seen somebody that Ifeel a ~ittle concernet! 

about, that to me seems much more vulnerable than I thought they were, have 

slight concerns about to what level they are coping at the moment, so I think you 

do see people in a different light because they have let their fa~ade down. . .... I 

think what you could do then is take account of that in your dealings with them so 

that, say you were frustrated at how they responded to something, I would have at 

the back o/my mind, ,"yes, because of this, they are under quite a lot of stress and 
this is perhaps too much for them ", you organise a lot of things in secondary 
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schools for the primary schools and they often forget to send you. the names, but 

you think "all they've got to do is send me the names of the children, its not, 

difficult!" youforgot what they are doing, just running to keep up with everything, 

so if you know someone that bit more or seen that side to them I think it canonly 

be heipful, either if you ring an alarm bell"'; go into them and say "look, I'm 

really worried about you", or if you have the sort of relationship where you can 

ring them up one-to-one and say, "Ey up Fred, are you OK?" or take account of 
. . . 

it in your day to day, dealings with them. 

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study) 

Several of the Heads reported that the group sessions had helped to establish more 

meaningful links between members 

I can honestly say that the cluster has developed professionally in the 8 years 

since I have been here, when Ifirst came her~ it :was very isolati~g, you don't 

know all the ins and outs s'o it was difflcult and of course we have had a number 

of Heads who have. left so it's then absorbing new Heads which I think we do very 

well and we are supportive. I don't know that I can put my finger on it [what has 

. been learntfrom being in the group},,! suppose you could say we have learned' 

that are capable of working in that way, having that more meaningful relationship 

rather than prime liaison meetings are sharing of ideas and information but not 

the same, so perhaps you could say that I've learned that. 

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study) 

and for 'at least one Head teacher, the experience of being a part of the group made them 

aware of the need for this kind of work and made them consider working in this field in 

the future: 

I'm becoming more aware of the idea 'afproviding supportfor Head teachers 

happening in more and more places. It was interesting because after that first 

session, I was applying for jobs at that point, one of the jobs I applied for was a 

Head teacher support role in , I did get an interview for it but chose to 

stick with the Head teacher role that I got an interview for earlier in the week, but 

it made me think that this is a really valuable thing to be doing, and I can help 

transfer it to other people as well. I don't think I would have been able to make 

the application as well as I did without being a part of that group originally. 
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(Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) 

. Several Head teachers suggested that the peer supervision process may offer support to 

the teaching profession as a whole as it was seen to have potential application to other 

groups such as: new Head teachers; those Head teachers who had not taken part; 

SENCos; deputy Head teachers and Newly Qualified Teachers .. 

Improved Problem- Solving Skills 

Improved problem-solving skills and encouragement to adopt different ways of thinking 

though issues and approaching difficulties developed in the group sessions, had helped 

some participants to manage other issues more effectively in their own schools: 

I think that one of the things that's transferred a little bit to my functioning 

particularly with the ~hildren, in ~ome cases with members of staff, is that you'd 

get once a day when the children will have an 'argy-bargy' in the cloakroom and 

its always one of those stories where its difficult to sort out what's happened with. 

whom and all the rest of it - I came up with the tactic where I said to them 'You 

get together the four people involved, and you decide what the truth is and what 

you want to get out of It', and they just want really to feel that they've been heard. 

(Head teacher 10 interviewed in current study) 

Some Head teachers commented that by contributing to the group their own self esteem 

and confidence had increased and some reported noting observed changes in themselves 

and in other Heads. A greater ability to stand back from the difficulties of others and not 

take them on personally was a wider benefit experienced by at least one participant: . . 

I've felt that very much with parents [that he has to take on their troubles], I've 

always been a great listener to do with what parents have got to say, but it's a 

facet of my character that I've alwayS thought "well, I mustfIX that", I've always 

. wanted to make everybody happy, which is impossible isn't it?, part of that is 

trying to say "I'll fix that" and out pops promises you can't keep because you 

can't fIX everything. I've been a little bit more thoughtful so that when they come 

to talk to me about something, to ask that question "where do you want to go with . 

J this one, what do you want to do?'~ sometimes they just want to say what they 

want to say and then they've finished with it, or that they've already thought of a 
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solution themselves and they wish to pursue so - that makes my job much easier, 

not to feel I have to grasp that straight away or else the school's going to fall 

down. It's much easier to drop back out of it for a bit and occasionally, if 
somebody's completely irate, ... I can think of one gentleman who was completely 

irate about something, there was the containment of thinking 'this isn't about me, 

, this is about something that's happening in his life '. 1 just have to keep calm about 

it, and listen to it, but I'm not going to be swayed by anger in that sense or indeed 

get angry myself about it because it's just not worth it. 

(Head teacher 10 interviewed in current study) 

Other group members reported how the skills they had learnt in the group were 

transferable to their own school contexts and in their dealings with others who came to 

them with problems: 

Ifelt that at that time, that that [the process] was transferring itself - diffusing if ' 

'. you like into how we work and how we've worked with each other since. So, I'd 

like to think that that has been part of the way that I interact with people, 1 could 

, illustrate it with people who 've walked into this office, and I've known that they· 

need to talk and I need to listen and just let it go, and at the end just say, if' 

anything, "is there anything else they you'd like to tell me" andjust let them get it 

out. So just as a section of the technique being part of what we do, I'd like to say' 

"yes ", and specifically from the training that you gave us I hope that b~cause it 

was a part of what we were already doing,' it wouldn't be so easy to say, "Oh yes, 

there was this instance or there was that instance .... 

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study) 

Rather than relying on interpretation and insight, the practical, 'here-and-now' relational 

experience of being in the group had allowed individuals~ to challenge their own 

erroneous or dysfunctional beliefs. Group members were more able to analyse and gain 

an understanding of their own dysfunctional ways of responding to situations and 

replace these with more functional responses. In this way their self appraisals and those 

of others may have been altered and changes both in their behaviour and their 

internalised images of past events was able to occur in the positive manner described by 

Fonagy et al. «1999), in Yalom and Leszcz, 2005:52). 

The-group format provided the educative and normative functions of peer supervision. 
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Each person contributed to the range of expertisean<I experience needed to address the 

pro~lems raised. This meant that ther~ was a shared understanding of the particular role 

of the Head teacher and the context of working in schools. Initially there was a need to 

encourage group members who feared they had little to offer a group in terms of 
~ . , 

'C!xperience, skill or personality to take part in order to listen to the contribution of the 

other members of the group. Therefore the group is an important mechanism for 

conveying a therapeutic effect in peer supervision (Counselmann and Weber, 2004), as 

it aIlows the normalisation of problems so that individual Head teachers see that 'it is 

not just them' and that other Head teachers are facing similar difficulties and challenges. 

The educative or formative function of the peer supervision group was again evident in 

the members' accounts that described the development of their knowledge and skills 

through the sharing of professional knowledge, values and skills with the other group' 

members (Zorga, 1997; Crespi, 1997; Isbell, 2003; Aston and Molassiotis, 2003). 

Through the reflections of the supervision group, members learnt about their individual 

strengths (Zorga, 1997; Nash, 1999), and were reassured of their professional· 

competence (Robiner et al, 1997). The fact that the sessions provided a positive 

response to solving problems rather than just expressing concern in an unfocussed way 

was welcomed by the Head teachers and encouraged a more positive outlook. Unlike 

most Head teachers' meetings the process allowed participants time to really listen to 

. each other and group members reported that the ordered and m'ethodical approach . . 
offered by the process allowed them to really take time to reflect on issues and consider 

their responses; Furthermore, participants reported that the process allowed the 

clarification and definition of problems to be scrutinised in such a way that enabled 

participants to understand the issues more fully and derive more effective and 

appropriate solutions. Moreover, by taking time to define the problems methodically. 

the improved listening and problem-solving skills avoided glib and ill-thought out, 

. responses which might have done more harm than good. Even though individuals felt 
, . 

that being part of the process caused some degree of anxiety due to fears about their 

ability to generate original questions and useful solutions, the overall benefits of the 

process were seen to outweigh these difficulties. In some cases initial feelings and 

anxieties about being unable to make a valid contribution were replaced with awareness 

of having been supported and accepted and this enabled participants to volunteer to 

offer an issue in the next round. 

Making Contacts and Establishing Networks 
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For a newly appointed Head teacher, the initial meeting of the group had a further 

purpose in that it enabled her to ~ake contact with the Heads in the area. Others already 

established in the group claimed that being in the group and getting to know other 

members more intimately had changed their view of them and made them more relaxed 

around them. Therefore, where a number of sources o~ support were already established, 

the peer supervision sessions in some cases provided an additional level of assistance. 

Hearing the views of others and the range of 'solutions' or approaches to difficulties 

was viewed as a contributory factor in the development of participants' own thinking 

skills. In particular the sharing and awareness of different perspectives was especially 

helpful and would seem to have been used by individuals following the process in order 

to consider difficulties independently. There was also evidence that some group 

members felt that they had gained advantages through the modelling of aspects of some 

other group members (Borgers, 1983). They were able tolearn from watching and 

listening to how each other tackle problems, particularly where the focus was on shared 

problems (Kuipers et al. 1997). Some Head teachers commented that by contributing to 

the group their own self esteem and confidence had increased and some reported noting 

observed changes in themselves and in other Heads. 

Generalising and Adapting Skills 

A greater ability to stand back from the difficulties of others and not take them on . 

personally was a wider benefit experienced by at least one participant Whilst other 

group members reported, how the skills learnt in the group were transferable to their 

own school contexts and in their dealings with others who came to them with . . 
problems.A Head teacher about to leave and take up a job elsewhere described how her 

experiences in the group had made her sensitive to the needs of others and had, 

influenced her approach to dealing with listening and responding to others·: 

I'm very aware when I'm talking to the Head I'm taking over from in ----' 

yesterday he sent me an email and said can you give me a ring, there's a couple of . 

things I need to share with you, it would have been very easy to pass judgement 

back on what's happening there at the moment but I thought no, that's not what 
\ . 

this is about, he obviously feels he. needs to talk this through and what I need to do 

is check that I understand the situation properly and help him to work through 
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what's happening now. 

(Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) 

A consequence of hearing others with similar issues to their own may make them a 

useful resource for others in the future: 

I'm very aware that if something cropped up today that related to an issue that 

somebody else had talked about, they might actually be the person that I'd want to 

ring and meet with. 

(Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) 

Attendance at the group increased awareness of the vulnerability of others and as a 

consequen~e group members felt that they were more likely to recognise when a 

colleague is in distress in the future and make them more inclined to offer support: 

I think in one case in particular, I've seen somebody that Ifeel a little concerned 

about, that to me seems much more vulnerable than I thought they were, have 

slight concerns about to what level they are coping at the moment, so I think you· 

do see people in a different light because they have let their fafade down. .. ... I 

think what you could do then is take account of that in your dealings with them so 

. that, say you were frustrated at how they responded to something, I would have at 

the back of my mind, "yes, because of this, they are under quite a lot of stress and 

this is perhaps too much for them", you organise a lot of things in secondary 

schools for the primary schools and they often forget to send you the names, but 

you think "all they've got to do is send me the names of the children, its not 

difficult!" you forgot what they are doing, just running to keep up with everything, 

so if you know someone that bit more or seen that side to them I think it can only 

be helpful, either if you ring an alarm bell- go into them and say "look, I'm . 

really worried about you", or if you have the sort of relationship where you can 

ring them up one-to-one and say, "Ey up Fred, are you OK?" or take account of 

it in your day to day dealings with them. 

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study) 

Several of the Heads reported that the group sessions had helped to establish more 

meaningful links between members: 

219 



I can honestly say that the cluster has developed professionally in the 8 years 

since I have been here, when I first came here it was very isolating, you don't 

know all the ins and outs so it was difficult and of course we have had a number 

of Heads who have left so it's then absorbing new Heads which I think we do very 

well and we are supportive. I don't know that I can put my finger on it [what has 

been learntfrom being in the group], I suppose you could say we have learned 

that are capable of working in that way, having that more meaningful relationship 

rather than prime liaison meetings are sharing of ideas and information but not 

, the same, s~ perhaps you could say that I've learned that. 

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study) 

and for at least one Head teacher, the experience of being a part of the group made them 

aware of the need for this kind of work and made them consider working in this field in 

the future: 

I'm becoming more aware of the idea of providing support for Head teachers. 

happening in more and more places. It was interesting because after that first 

session, I was applyingfor jobs at that point, one of the jobs I appliedfor was a . 

. Head teacher support role in __ ...J' I did get an intervJew for it but chose to . 

stick with the Head teacher role that I got an interview for earlier in the week, but 

it made me think that this is a really valuable thing to be doing, and I can help 

transfer it to other people as well. I don't think I would have been able to make 

the application as well as I did without being a part of that group originally. 

(Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) 

The psychoeducational effects of the group may also have helped some group members 

to consider the impact of negative emotions on their own relationships and those of 

others in a more effective manner, having directly examined how these emotions can 

affect their own lives and their relationships. Had they not examined these issues within 

the group, individuals may have reverted to inappropriate or dysfunctional handling of 

such emotions (Beardslee, Wrigh~ Rothberg, Salt and Versage, 1996). Indeed, for at 

least one participant, the experience of being a part of the group, had made them so 

aware of the effects of negative emotions on others and the need for ways to mitigate 

. these, made them consider working in this field in the future. 

Awareness of the difficulties of others was shown to help both the individual with the 



problem directly and others in the group indirectly. Direct support for those with a 

difficulty came in the form of support, reassurance, suggestions, and insight. However, 

as a consequence of sharing their issues they became a potentially useful resource for 

others with similar concerns in the future . 

. Increased Reflexivity 

Experience of taking part in the group sessions had made some participants more 

prepared to reflect on their own practice and to relate it's effects to other training they 

had received in order to improve the running of their school through consultation with, 

and development of, other members of staff: 

. I would say that actually, [because of the group experience] I can now look back 

at some of the decisions I have made, I've been a Hec:d for 3 years, and some of 

them have been leaping in, knee-jerk without actually taking that time and 

distance frf!m an issue, involVing other people in it and getting other peoples 

opinions, perhaps taking a whole different approach next time. Yes, it's 

interesting, because it's made me think about· a . shire Small Schools 

Conference where there was a speaker, John Burnham-West, talking about in a 

school how to sustain leadership, I've realised I can't do this on my own. I've got 

2 full-time teachers and 3 teaching assistants. He had this model, if you want to 

sustain in your own capacity to be a leader, how capable people were and how 

engaged they were wi~h what they were doing, you could measure your members 

of staff-say , our Deputy Senior teacher, she's very capable and 

completely engaged with everything,' very enthusiastic, Similarly with' , very 

experienced, extremely capable. The TAs are all very capable. He said in some 

schools you have a teacher that's not r~ally very capable and completely switched 

off so she would be down there, or this teacher that is really capable, been here 

for years but' completely un-engaged as well, then the enthusiastic people but not 

that capable - so as a Head where do you concentrate your energies? A . 

sustainable school has lots of different levels of leadership, who'll actually have 

people up here, so that's what you want t? concentrate your time on. If I was in a 

large school and had one or two of these people I wouldn't want to waste time 

getting them from there to there, I'd look at the other people and make them more 

capable through profossional development. So these people can help me, and I'm 

at this stage when I will actually go to ___ and __ to gauge their opinion 
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on things, it's very important to do that. 

(Head teacher 8 interviewed in current study) 

This may be further evidence of the greater inclination to adopt a more depressive 

position on the part of group members who might previously have taken up more 

paranoid defensive states of mind. It may also be due to the improved cognitive skills 

~d greater awareness of the emotional aspects of adversity experienced by ~ose who 

had attended the group. 

Whilst the more obvious advantages of being in the group were readily and clearly 

articulated by group members, a number of participants stated that the deeper benefits of 

the sessions were almost intangible and the benefit was in experience rather than the 

outcomes. Indeed some interviewees appeared almost dismissive of engaging in a 

discussion about evaluation of the sessions and suggested that the only way to see if 

new groups would work was to set them up and see. 

v. Barriers and Limitations 

Despite careful planning at the start of the programme a number of pitfalls associated 

with using group supervision became apparent in interviews with group members. From 

the outset it was very important to have a structure for the group sessions in order to 

avoid unconscious disorganisation of the group by members who wish to avoid facing 

anxieties and disagreement, (Obholzer, 1994). A clear structure helped to build trust and 

gave participants greater freedom to ask more probing questions, make more frank 

observations and offer more radical suggestions than they would have done in another, 

less structured forum. To make up for the absence of a group leader the maintenance of 

such a structure required a high level of commitment from group members to the 

process. The structure was established in this study by running a group sessions led by 

an EP before asking Head teachers to take on this role or to use the process in paired 

sessions. In order to prevent diversions and disintegration of the process, sessions were 

required to follow'a pre-arranged structure where the chair maintains the essential steps 

and procedures. Each of the sessions was designed to have focused on providing a 

, positive and pragmatic approach to problems within a supportive and trusting context. 

Lack of Structure 
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Where the process was not strictly adhered to there were mixed feelings where some 

members enjoyed the consequent discussion whilst others were dissatisfied. Participants 

described a meeting which had not strictly adhered to the process as 'a whinging 

session' whilst others in the group found the same meeting to have been helpful and 

rewarding: 

The meeting that I went to at School the other day, we didn't share a specific . - . 

problem so it was more of a general discussion, some talked about the tbings 

they'd talked about with you [I had interviewed a number of Head teachers at this 

point], people you had already seen, some people talked about the general 

pressures on them and support they got from a group situation like that, and we 

also discussed the principles of what we were doing and there was a lot ofsupport 

for that, again that was a mixed cluster, some from the clusters, and some 
. . -., 

from ours, so yes, it was good. 

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study) 

Specifically those who enjoyed the session saw it as a review of the process and an 

analysis of what worked about the process. They also saw it as a way of planning 

sessions for the future: 

We did say yesterday, we were talking about the process and how it was going io 

work in the future and that sort of thing, we felt that we've changed the way we 

listen to each other and how we talk to each other so the moaning/groaning bit 

was diminished and there was a much more supportivefeel. You know the way of 

working where you listen to the person tell their situation then you go round and 

ask questions, we were almost using a version of that but within the open 

discussionforum so everybody was giving other people time to express what their 

problem was and then they were asking another question to find out another bit of 

information and then we found that somebody was pulling it together and 

s~mming it up and feeding it back to us without us actually having set it up like 

that was what was actually happening, and I was very aware of that, we did say at 

the end how useful it had been. 

(Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) 

There was specific support and ideas given, perhaps it was almost an informal 

review of where we're up to and did we want to take it forward - that was 
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valuable. We've agreed a particular focus for the next meeting because one of the 

things we talked about a lot was relations with parents, difficulties with them and 

how to encourage them, so we've all said we'll come prepared with some issues 

surrounding parents and at least a couple of people will present those. I thought 

that was nice as well, to have a theme, because ifwe've all been thinking about 

. that and it may be that someone else's problem helps us with ours anyway - I 

thought that was a positive. 

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study) 

One participant explained that he felt that the process had developed from the initial 

format into something equally helpful, still maintaining elements of the original format 
. . 

but with the additional possibility of a structured open forum: 

_ poured her heart out about the pressure she's under because of target-setting 

and of course everybody in the room was all exactly the same - no, not exactly the 

same because it was interesting what came out, but what went on then for what . . 

must have been half an hour was what an observer would see as an open 

discussion but all the elements that we've been taught were in there but mixed up, 

so that everybody had an opportunity to put their experience and agree. It felt 

like that whEm our advisor comes in and stuff like that, and let's not forget about 

what value Oftted has in this, it was a very wide ranging discussion, it wasn't 

100% whinging and that is a huge step forward because I believe that without the 

training we've had and the understanding that we have within the group, ifwe'd 

have sat down as 8 people cold, and that had been raised, it would have been 

. different. 

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study) 

Conversely, other interviewees expressed their frustration about the events that occurred 

and were keen to re-establish a formal process and structure. One individual reluctant to 

take control for fear of appearing overbearing and controlling felt inclined to take over 

the process to get it back on track. However, he went on to describe some positive 

outcomes from the meeting in that the group agreed to have a focus for the next 

meeting: 

I suppose I was just slightly disappointed but I wasn't running the meeting, . it did 
, , . 

- turn into a moaning session. There were a couple of times during the meeting 
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when I nearly said "right, shall we .... ?" I suppose the main thing that stopped 

me, one of the things about my primaries is I don't always want to go in as the 

. Secondary Head and say, "let's do this" because it's very easy and Primary staff 

will almost look up to you if you're not careful and see you as something different, 

and I've always fought against that, I don't like saying "this is what you need to 

do with your children so they're ready to come to us", its "how can we fit in with 

what you've done. I'm always a little bit reluctant and if I'd been in my own 
, ' 

school I probably would have done, but because I was sitting in a colleague's 

staffroom drinking theirtea and eating their biscuits, to suddenly say "well I 

think we should ... " I was just a bit reluctant but got close to it - perhaps I should 

have done! 

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study) 

. Another Head teacher who had been at the same session also explained his frustration 

about the events that occurred and was keen to re-establish a formal process and 

structure: 

I was a bit frustrated after the last session, I said let's all come with at least one 

issue, then we can negotiate at the meeting which issue we discuss, but at least if 
we come with an issue, we are not just going to end up again just talking and 

moaning, the process itseifis really worthwhile . 

. (Head teacher 6 interviewed in current study) 

One interpretation of the actions of those who ~njoyed the session which had not strictly 

adhered to the process as the adoption of the depressive position as they could have 

been seen to be evaluat~ng their current position in order to make it more relevant and 

efficient. However, as the overt aim of the group was to provide a space for staff to 

discuss specific issues in order to resolve their difficulties, there was a possibility that 

some group members had a covert aim. This may have been to avoid experiencing the 

negative feelings that may be engendered during the discussion of a specific problem or. 

it may have been to spare the group the arduous task of working through a specific issue 

at a time when all concerned were very tired. Such behaviour may have been a 

consequence of some members adopting Bion's (1,967) b~ic assumption mentality, It 

could have been that basic assumption pairing (baP) mentality was adopted by members 

of the group who regarded unspecified future events as a defence against the difficulties 

of the present. Discussions about certain topics may have been used defensively to share 
'.' , . 
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acceptable, common feelings whilst avoiding other, less commonly shared, 

unacceptable feelings and the possibility of feelings of helplessness in the face of being 

able to do so little. 

On one occasion there appeared to be an opportunistic unburdening of negative 

emotions by one individual who could not contain their emotions for themselves. Such 

behaviour may reflect Bion's (1967), basiC assumption fight-flight (baF) mentality. It 

was app~ent that an 'enemy' in the form of the 'Local Authority was identified by some 

in the group and the unstructured group discussion enabled those in conflict with or in 

fear of the Local Authority to rail against it and encourage others to devise retaliatory of 

avoidant action for them to follow. Although some sense of unity may have resulted, it 

may also have merely served to avoid facing the difficulties of the work of the group 

where some members of the group spent their time protesting angrily, without actually 

planning any specific action to deal with the perceived difficulties (Stokes, 1994). By 
. 

not following the correct procedure, some individuals projected their negative feelings 

onto the other group members who experienced this as discomfort and anxiety and were. 

unable to contain the feelings adequately. This may suggest the value of the 

psychodynamic approach for EPs working within systems where this type of 

phenomena might emerge .. 

Although a number of participants described how deviations from the prescribed 

process had developed from the initial format into something equally helpful, that 

retained elements of the original format with the additional possibility of a structured 

open forum, other interviewees expressed their frustration about the events that 

occurred. They described the discussions as repetitive and aimless, outpourings of 

negative emotion where feelings were expressed in an un-thought-out and destructive' 

way and with little regard as to how the issues may be resolved, after the fashion 

described by Obholzer, (1994). These group members were keen to re-establish a formal 

process and structure and they hinted that if this was not achieved there was a danger 

that their attendance might become less frequent, or even non-existent (Obholzer, 1994). 

The reluctance of one individual to take control and to get the process back on track for 

fear of appearing overbearing and controlling, reflected the degree of frustration, 

anxiety and possible helplessness experienced by some group members who may have 

been unwitting recipients of the negative emotions of others expressed in an 

uncontrolled manner that did not facilitate containment. 
--_.-
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Need/or a Leader 

The expectation and need for an official leader, not only to act as Chair but to 

. administrate and organise the meetings for the other members came over clearly from 

. several other interviewees. Severai of those who participat.ed stated that whilst it was 

essential to have a Chair to lead the sessions they were reluctant to take this role 

themselves as they felt their lack of competence and inexperience in the role may 

impede the support of a colleague: 

I don't know that I would be confident at this moment to act as chair, I'm quite' 

willing to listen and offer viewpoints, imd also to askfor clarification but I don't 

feel that confident to be the Chair at this stage. 

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study) 

However, others described how their initial reluctance to act as Chair was diminished 

having experienced being in the group: 

llooked at 2 of the Heads and thought they were very confident, I don't want to be 

in their shoes, I couldn't chair anything yet, I feel too nervous but now that's 

changed. I haven't particularly got a problem, but I ~an actually be in a 

supportive role through that process. 

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current stu~y) 

The difficulties of deciding a process for who should take the role of the Chair were 

highlighted. Likewise concerns around the expectation that previously competent Chairs 

would automatically assume the role were voiced One individual in particular who had 

taken up the role of Chair at several meetings expressed his concern that an expectation 

, that he would always take that role had been set up. He explained that whilst he was 

prepared to administrate the organisation of . the meetings he did not want to be the 

named Chair and he described the events that happened in the group when he ignored 

the cues to take up the role: 

Now l'm very happy, to [administrate the group] with a bit of a condition on it, 

..-r because I felt that even though we've had 3 meetings, last night's meeting 
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confirmed that there is an expectation amongst the group that _ 's going to 

organise this, and if somebody brings a problem, eyes come towards me to chair it 

and I'm not comfortable with that, because I don't think it's right for the group, 

I'm happy to serve but don't think it's right that one person should always be 
, , 

taking that role, I'm happy to take the management role oflelling people know, 

which I will do this morning, an email to say that the next meeting is at this 

school, at this time, this place. Last night's meeting I think is relevant to that issue 

because there were 7 or 8 of us, all very tired people at the end of term, and we've . 
all got what's going on in the background in Christmas plays going and all the 

rest of the stuff at the end of term. What came out was, at one point, ~ who is 

the Head of the host school, looked at me, I was opposite her round the table, and 

I know she was effectively saying to me, are you going to start the meeting now, 

are you going to call us to order after the chit-chat that we've had at the start, but 

I didn't respond because I didn't want to say "You take it" but it's her school and 

I wanted her to have the opportunity to take the lead, but what happened then was 

that_ called the group to order, if you like, and then she raised an issue but she 

didn't say we 've starte~ but she started and the rest of the group didn't strictly 

keep, because nobody had said this is the beginning of the group session, but she 

. started to speak. 

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study) 

The expectation and need for an official leader, not only to act as Chair but to 

administrate and organise the meetings for the other members came over clearly from 

several other interviewees: 

I think often these groups have one or two driving forces, it needs somebody who 

perhaps is the prime mover, who is very committed to it, who is often the best 

. person who will keep something going, has energy and willingness to talk to 

people, to ring someone up who hasn't come and make sure they're there. 

(Head teacher 10 interviewed in current study) 

-Yes, because unless you do that [the facilitation/administration of the group] 

people won't get together, because everybody is busy, aren't they? . 

(Head teacher 6 interviewed in current study) 

'''' It needs a key person who's leading it; I know that's not the essence of it, b'ut I 
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, , 

think I need to know when the next meeting so I can block the time, so that I'm 

available, but actually I don't know who to contact - yes, because there does need 

to be one person that you latch onto, maybe a well established Head who 'swilling 

to take it on and it isn't fair on one Head not to get that opportunity to participate 

if they're not told about it. 

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study) , 

However, there was also recognition that no-one was'willing to take up the role of 

leader/ administrator and there was a suggestion that the role of facilitator might be 

taken up by the Educational Psychologist. 

The reluctance of some group members to take on the role of Chair was accounted for 

by an apparent lack of competence and experience in the role which may have impeded 

the support of colleagues: 

It is [quite stressful to support someone else] from the point of view that youfeel 

quite responsible, because ydufeel that the other person is depending in the group . ' 

to come up with things they can run with, and it isn't always going to be the case, 

the things that people suggest might suit them in their circumstances but might not 

suit the person they are talking through, so you canfeel responsible, and also you 

feel that I've got to have something to suggest otherwise I might not be supporting 

this person in the way that I want to, particularly if you have other things in your 

own mind that you are already worrying about. To focus on someone else's issue 

at that point isn't easy, it's quite hard work, you have to clear your own mind of ' 

other things and stick to what it is you're talking about and sometimes you start to 

go off on different thoughts because somebody might mention something and you 

have to keep your train of thought back where it is but somebody saying at the 

end, "actually there are a couple of things I could run with ... " the worries abate 

a little bit at that point because actually it has been powerful for them, it has 

given them something and even if it isn't the solution it has given options. 

(Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) 

, However, such dependence on a leader figure, combined with reluctance to take on the 

role is reminiscent of Bion's (1967) Basic Assumption mentality, adopted by groups to 

meet the unconscious needs of its members through the reduction, of anxiety and 

internal conflicts, in contrast to the behaviour of groups adopting the work-group 
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mentality where members are intent on carrying out a specifiable task and assessing 

their effectiveness in doing it. Specifically, basic assumption dependency (baD) may be 

apparent in the reluctance of the group members to take on the positions of Chair or 

administrator as the members of the group expect a leader to emerge who will look 

after, protect, and sustain the group without making the members face the anxieties of 
, , 

carrying out necessary offices. However, others described how their initial reluctance to 

act as Chair was diminished having experienced being in the group. There was a 

suggestion that the role of facilitator might be taken up by the Educational Psychologist. 

Fears about Personal Exposure and Emotional Stress 

A number of participants stated that they had been initially reluctant to share an issue 

with the group for a variety of reasons: One Head teacher described how she overcame 

her initial reluctance to share her problem: 

I think there is still a bit of a reiuctance, I know at [the last meeting], I had the 

problem, and at first no-one would say anything, you know how you do, everyone 

had rushed infor 9.30 and grabbed a coffee and all sat down, immediately [the 

,Chair] said "shall we begin, make a start", there was a silence and at the back of 

my mind I had this exclusion issue thinking, I'd like to mention that but I'll not say 

anything because there may be a more burning issue, and they will all think 'we 

deal with that on a daily basis, get a grip woman', it was quiet for a few seconds 

and then I thought 'l've got to go with this because it's a real worry t? me' so 

that's what we did! 

(Head teacher 2 interviewed in current study) 

whilst some felt that their issues were not serious enough: 

'The interesting thing was when the guy said has anyone got anything they'd like 
. -. , 

to discuss? There was a long pause because at the moment my school has the , 

issue that we don't have a school uniform and I would like to introduce a school 

uniform and out of a questionnaire that came out at the end of last summer there 

was a small majority of parents who woul~ like to see a school uniform so you've 

come further down the road, but It's an extremely emotive issue to some of the 

parents in the village who are extremely opposed to the idea, it's become an issue 

", in my head - is it a battle worth fighting? Is it the gossip on the playground? Is it 
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worth destroying the ethos of the school over? So I was half wanting to take that 

myself but didn't know if it was serious enough. Next time I would actually 

address it, there are so many issues from different Heads but there are a lot of 

commonly-shared issues, so I think the uniform one may be something they've 

been through. Each scho~l has its own set of parents, each school is unique. I 

probably would take the uniform problem to the group now actually, 'yes. 

(Head teacher 8 interviewed in current study) 

or that their problems were too similar to ~ssues that had already been discussed 

, previously: 

I have discussed a problem with the group, it went really well, the only thing that 

concerned me was that it was quite similar to one we had discussed at a previous 

session. 

(Head teacher 6 interviewed in current study) 

. A number of Heads expressed a worry that prior to attending the initial session they 

were concerned that the group work might be stressful and that they would have more 

emotional weight to carry. As one Head teacher said: 

I was afraid it ~ould become negative and people would get a sense of unburdening 

themselves. 

(Head teacher 11 interviewed in current study) 

Other fears expressed were concerns about confidences being broken or of being . 

exposed as 'weak' or 'not up to the job'. The risks of personal exposure and being told 

what to do were explained by one participant who came to view the process as being 

very beneficial: 

I think one of the problems with these sessions is that you feel a bit vulnerable, it's 

a bit risky and although it is worthwhile, and you want help, but you don't want to 

seem as though you want help - you want people to help you and come up with 
, 

ideas, but at the same time you don't want people telling you how to do your job. 

It's such a useful tool, absolutely spot on in terms of coming up with possible 

solutions. But in all of that positivity there's these vulnerable feelings and 

.-.-' anxieties. 
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(Head teacher 6 interviewed in current study) 

Despite these concerns the interviewee stated that the process was of benefit and that 

others should overcome their anxieties in order to find solutions to their difficulties: 

I'm struggling to criticise the process because I think it's so effective, there are 

those issues we talked about in terms of insecurities and anxieties but I think that 

it couldn't be any better unless people are going to overcome those anxieties, they 

are just not going to find the answers, are they? 

(Head teacher 6 interviewed in current study) 

One Head teacher stated how, by attending the group, she had overcome her reluctance 

to share difficult issues:· 

I was handling a situation last year as regards the LEA's perc.eption of my school 

·atthe end of KS2 test results and I came to feel that in the end, over the year, I 

came to my own salvation with that one, but maybe if something now came up I 

would be confident to share with colleagues because I think that's the other side. 

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study) 

Reluctance to Share Problems 

The fears of some group members that their issues were not serious enough or were too 

similar to issues that had already been discussed are consistent with the feelings of basic 

inadequacy, interpersonal alienation and concern about their sense of worth and ability 

to relate to others, described by Yalom and Leszcz (2005), as common concerns of 

those involved in therapeutic groups. Similarly, the worries of some participants prior to 

attending the sessions that they might be stressful and would give them additional 

emotional weight to carry, were fairly typical. Although some group members reported 

being upset or distressed as they recounted their concerns to the group, consistent with 

the claims of Hollway and Jefferson (2000), it proved that it was not necessarily 

harmful to experience such feelings, as they then went on to state that it was in fact 

reassuring and therapeutic to talk about an upsetting event in a safe context. Similarly 

there were no reports of group members being subjected to scapegoating, group 

pressure, breaches of confidence, inappropriate reassurance, or hostile confrontation. 

Likewise, there were no reports of the process resulting in the precipitation of a crisis in 
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a member's life, or of an individual entering a group session feeling relatively 

comfortable and leaving feeling vulnerable and defenceless. There were no reports of , ' 

anxiety created as a result of listening to the problems of others in a group an~ there was 

no incidence of personal issues emerging as a result of being in group. 

Because all of the interviewees stated that the process was of benefit and that others 

should overcome their anxieties in order to find solutions to their difficulties it might be 

assumed that the solution-focussed nature of the group sessions made it is unlikely that 

a participant would become the victim of any of the above situations and be left 

unsupported or feeling helpless. The structured process may therefore have reduced 

personal vulnerability and psychological exposure. Again the containing qualities of the 

group process are apparent in that, as the recipient of the projected distress, and by 

acting as a 'container', ~e group was be able to bear what the individual member could 

not, and, by articulating thoughts that,they have might have found unthinkable, 

contributed to developing in them a capacity to think and hold on to anxiety themselves, 

(Obholzer 1994). 

Feelings of Responsibility towards Others in the Group 

A number of participants reported that they had reservations about attending due to 

feelings of responsibility towards supporting others in the group and the anxieties 

around having to generate que,stions and offer solutions, particularly when they had 

their own issues to consider. One Head teacher told me that she had felt too emotional 

to be able to offer support to others whilst others did not feel that theY,had enough 

experience to offer. One participant inferred that some of the anxiety experienced may 

be because some problems do not always have an obvious solution: 

The fact that some of the problems are really difficult, and you want answers to those 

problems, but perhaps sometimes there aren't clear cut answers. 

(Head teacher 6 interviewed in current study) 

Whilst a sense of belonging to the group can raise self-esteem and meet members' 

dependency needs, it may also foster responsibility and autonomy, as each member is 

required to contribute to the group's welfare (Frank, 1957; Braaten (1991). Such 

reluctance to engage in the difficulties of others' and the lack of confidence' in being able 

tooffer solutions may also reflect the feelings of the group members who consider 
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themselves to be inadequately prepared to deal with the effects of suffering or distress in . 

others and the corresponding anxiety in themselves (Obholzer, 1994). It could also 

suggest that they may be experiencing such similar feelings that they feel that they 

cannot contain them for each other (Speck, 1994). Some of the anxiety experienced may 

also have been because the solution to some problems were not obvious. 

Advantages Difficult to Define 

When discussing the advantages of attending the group, some participants stated that 

. in some ways it was very difficult to define or indeed, justify what was actually 

being gained. They felt this might be a drawback if they were required to account for 

the time they spent in the group. The difficulties of explaining the merits of the group 

to other Heads who were being encouraged to attend the meetings, who might not 

regard this kind of work as a priority given the time pressures, were also expressed. 

It is, it's not that you can put a manual together is it, and write down this is what 

we do?, its not like that, we get Heads who've got somet~ing to say - good 

practice, got their SATs results up, or doing well with the boys' attainment or got' 

something going good with the governors project, it's easy to stand up and talk 

about, they could do a Power point on that and talk about it but this isn't like that 
. . 

think carefully what you would stand up and say to fellow Head teachers: You 

don't know, even if you're c.0mmitted to the group as a good thing and you think 

they'1/ [other Head teachers who have never been to the group] benefit from it, 

what do you say to them because its so intangible? The outcome I think is not 
. . 

entirely but largely dependent on quality and willingness of the people in the 

group so there's no guarantee that you are goingto pop out with a kite mark at 

the top of your letterhead like you would do if you were going to do health 

promoting schools, its not like that - that stuff's not of value, I'm sure of that. 

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study) 

One Head discussed how his attendance at meetings might be viewed as indulgent by 

others who do not understand the benefits of attendance: 

Its very much perceived as a luxury, it could be perceived like that in the minds of 

many people ~ somebody might think well, you are going off to a lovely, warm 

--chat group as it were, support group - isn't that a bit of a luxury when the 
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school's budget is under pressure? 

(Head teacher 10 interviewed in current study) 

Another Head teacher explained that sometimes in trying to evaluate outcomes of the 

success of the group, the effect of it could be lost: 

So let's look at the issue we talked about at ---l we could talk at the next 

meeting about how effective it was on the Head teacher with the junior school 

whose issue it was. I think sometimes we need to be careful with outcomes, 

sometimes it just gets you going through the processes of articulating the issue . 
that you've got, of listening to the experience of the other people - that's 

worthwhile in itselfbecause what it often does is start thought processes going 

and when you're in a school all the time and not rubbing shoulders with other 

Head teachers, I think the benefit is· the fact that you are rubbing shoulders with 

other Head teachers and listening to other Head teachers whereas when you are 

in a school it's a lonely profession and if things start going wrong you really are 

by yourself. I think this group particularly is beneficial because you are not by 

yourself, you have no need to be on occasions, you can get in and articulate what 

the issues are. 

(Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study) 

This may be a factor when trying to recruit new members to the group. The experience 
. . 

of the other Head teachers in the group was something that was clearly valued by the 

. members. However, a newly appointed Head did not feel unwelcome due to her relative 

lack of experience. 

Rogers (1966), regards this deeply felt human experience in the group to be of great 

value to the individual even when there are no obvious changes in their behaviour or 

other outward signs other than their experience of a more human, richer part of 

themselves. In addition, Rogers' (1966), and Schlatchet's, (2000), claims that the 

intimacy developed in a group is essential as a counterforce in a culture that undermines 

human relationships may initially serve only as internal reference points for those .. 

involved, having no obvious external signs, at least for some time, and as a consequence· 

be difficult to evaluate. 
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Time Pressures and Other Commitments 

In order for the group to survive and prosper, interviewees stated that there was a 

re.quirement for regular attendance from the members and regular communication: 

I think probably the regularity, you need to constantly stay on it, Ifeel because I 

couldn't make the last 2 I'll find it more difficult latching into the next one 

because from my point of view I'll think well, they all managed to make that 

meeting, I've had no feedbackfrom that meeting so know nothing about it, so me 
. , 

then walking back in 6 months later, even though I had been invited to them all, 

I'll be thinking have they got a bond that I'm breaking into? So that's quite an 

issue really, in terms of how you get information back from the meeting, well you 

don't, because it's confidential, so you don't know what's gone on and get less 

connected, don't you? 

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study) 

In common with the findings of Stringer et al. (1992). time pressures and teaching 

commitnients were seen as a main barrier to regular attendance at the group: 

It is a problem because I/cn.ow at one of the meeting~ something came up, and i~'s 

very easy in those circumstances to think, "right, well I actually won't go to that, 

because if I don't go, its not like I'm going to miss vital information that I will 

. need in 3 weeks' time. But I think the more we meet, the more we see commitment 

from each other, the more those kind of excuses will disappear, but I do agree that 

for people who haven't come at all, 'andfor people who might want to join the 

group but haven't come it's probably quite a diffiCUlt thing to do - how do you 

reach those people? 

(Head teacher 10 interviewed in current study) 

Despite arranging dates for meetings well in advance, other events can compromise 

members' attendance at the sessions if they were called upon to deal with unexpected 

crises. Concerns that time constraints would have an impact on attendance at the group 

were articulated by several interviewees: 
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My other worry is· attendance, because I know how hard it is for people to get to 

these sessions, and when you are trying to fix a date, you know how it is, you've 

. got 6 or 8 people there, trying to find 1 date that everyone can make is difficult, 

and even then things crop up, so a commitment from the group to keep it going 

and keep attending I think is really important. That worries me because if I think 

of all the other things I've been involved in - NPQH had a sort of support group, 

but people were basically just too busy to keep it going. 

(Head teacher 6 interviewed in current study) 

However, by arranging the: location, venue and time of day well in advance the chance 

of members attending is increased: 

It's the time you can give to it, we look at when everyone can meet and put in our 

diaries as soon as we can, and it can be sometimes can't it because when you et 

nearer to it you think well, actually,· I've got a church inspection so don't really 

want to be out that morning, the key thing is we've looked at time, I think the last 
. . . 

one we allocated 9.30 to J 1.00, we said, look, lets get the early morning rush' 

over, allocated that mid-morning time and get backfor lunch: That could 

sometimes be perceived to be a barrier, when you've got to be somewhere for 

1 pm, something happen~ at lunchtime and you can 'tleave. So timings can be a 

barrier for people in certain circumstances. We've tried to overcome that by 

saying what works for us a,!d when are people happiest to come out because we 

are all travelling within 4 or 5 miles, so it's keeping it local, so having a trip say 

to _, can be perceived to be a barrier. The venue and timings can be a problem, 

so you need to overcome' that. And also make sure that it is in schools - it's been 

at County, at the Hotel, at __ Juniors and now going to be at_. . 

(Head teacher 2 interviewed in current study) 

Time constraints were also seen to be especially constricting for Head teachers of 

smaller school who have teaching commitments: 

The only prevention is time from my point of view. __ has just emailed to say . 

the next meeting is at such and such a primary school on such and such a date, 

and looking at that week, I'm out of school already 3 times so can I afford to go, 

. because I teach as well you see. It would be OKfor someone like _____ in a big 

. school- I'd say time is the big restrictive thing. It's balancing out what the . 
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priorities are, but to survive Headship you've got to get out of school at least once 

, a we~k, get out -I've got perfectly capable staff who wouldn't miss me for an 

afternoon. The only thing restricted me is prioritising what's' important, even if I 
haven't got a problem to present it's beneficial to go . 

. (Head teacher 8 interviewed in current study) 

Newly appointed Head teachers also felt under more pressure than others: 

Time is the main one, I think for me, say in a couple of years' time, when I haven't 

got the same pressures of just taking over a new school, then that would be more 

that I would seek to do down the line because I've got more time to do it but at the 

moment everything is pushing. I think everybody is trying to pour so much into 

you as a new Head in terms of 'the authority want this', you've got the New 

Visions course, and the first year of Headship courses, and there's all those things 

you didn't have when you were a Deputy, and also I'm a teaching Head, so 

. there's a limit. 

. (Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study) 

Time constraints were also seen to be potentially off putting to Head teachers who had 

not been involved previously and were invited to attend: 

I think one of the diffiCUlties. people would have initially is the time commitment, 

that is the crucial facior - weighing that up against other competing pressures, in 

one sense we are trying to persuade them that this is very goodfor them or for us, 

to come to such a group, would actually benefit us, the tack to take might be to do 

with a phrase which governors are meant to take account of -lets be mindful of 

the Head teachers' workllife commitment and indeed are meant to be mindful of 

stress, aren't they? Iforget what the regulations are now to do with that. Another' 

carrot is always if as an authority to get a sum of money in so that one's 

compensated in some way for coming out of school to a social meeting, that 

sounds mercenary, but it's not in actual fact, particularly for Heads of small 

schools who might well nee'! to get someone in to cover them. 

(Head teacher 10 interviewed in current study) 

Despite the time constraints the meetings were seen to have value as a means of 

netWorking and engaging with other Heads on a level that is more valuable than the . 
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standard meetings where again time was a limiting factor: 

Yes but its an opportunity [when built up a rapport with the other Heads to share 

more difficult things with them]. The cluster meetings we have are fairly formal, 

and there's issues to discuss, so there's never enough social time, there's no . 

social time in actual fact, so I think sometimes it's that chat network that's more 

important but we simply don't have it . 

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study) 

Whilst contact and familiarity with the issues of the Primary Sector were a real priority 

to the Secondary Head teacher, built up over his career, he expressed his concern that 

the group may cease to be relevant for him in time. Although attempting to prioritise 

this work he admitted that he was struggling to maintain this and had recently had to ask 

others to accompany him to meetings as a safegu~d if he could not continue to attend 

meetings and events. Others in the group suggested that sometimes the issues being 

discussed had little relevance to their own settings. 

Concerns of this nature inevitably have an impact on group cohesiveness as the more 

the group has relevance to an individual, the more that person is likely to remain within 

the group (Miller, 1983). Like the experiences of the newly appointed Head teacher who 

felt that the group worked well despite her sense of distance from it, the secondary 

school head may also feel a growing distinction between his dwindling sense of 

belonging and his appraisal of how well the entire group is working, (MacKenzie and 

Tschuschke (1993). These fears were articulated by several group members following 

the 'atypical' session that did not follow the usual structure. The relationship between 

cohesiveness and maintenance of membership has implications for the total group. Not 

only do members who terminate their membership fail to benefit from the group 

sessions but where there is a high turnover of members, the group sessions prove to be 

less effective for the remaining members as well. Clients who drop out may also 

challenge the group's sense of worth and effectiveness (Yalom and Leszcz, 2005:70) ... 

It was generally agreed that dates for sessions should be organised well in advance and 

an efficient means o~ communicating information about sessions should be established 

between those taking part and should include those who have failed to attend. 

Group Dynamics and Cohesiveness 
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The possibility of 'difficult' individuals attending the group and affecting it's 

functioning was raised by several participants however, the process used in the group 

sessions was believed to be strong enough to manage challenging individuals who 

might join the group: 
{. 

If you're not willing to listen to suggestions from other people, or consider 

suggestions from other people, its down to good dynamics, how groups work. If 

there are inexperienced people on it who won't work to the process that wouldn't 

. be a good thing, but over all. 

(Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study) 

I think a stroppy character, if they were in a group for whatever reason, would 

best make a contribution and get the most out of it if the structure was rigid, that's 

my opinion, that's justification for introducing, developing and maintaining the 

process. It's all about people and its all about characters and perspectives, 

approaches to it. Ifsomeone was stroppy, then it wouldfinish up as a vigilante 

group, it would degenerate to that, and I think people, it would be all too easy to 

slip into that slimy pit. 

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study) 

The negative effects of fatigue on ,the performance of the group were also mentioned: 

The last one did end up as a discussion, but to be honest with you, we were all 

absolutely shattered. 

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study) 

In general the group members believed that group relations could be managed as there 

was sufficient sanctioning of authority, both from within and from outside the group 

and the primary task of the group did not conflict with the aims and priorities of the 

members ~ home-groups. Early cohesion and engagement of the group members was 

apparent and assisted in establishing a context in which quite challenging work where 

more conflict and discomfort emerged, cou~d be achieved (Kivlighan and Lilly (1997);' 

Castronguay et al. (1998»). However, potential fluctuation in group cohesiveness was 

apparent as some participants were unhappy about the lack of structure or change in 

format of the sessions where they felt the changes in focus might not be for them. 
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(Kivlighan and Mullison, (1988); Braaten (1990)). Some individuals felt that the group 

was working well despite the fact that they did not feel that they fully belonged, as in . . 
the case of the newly appointed Head teacher who had been unable to attend several 

sessions (MacKenzie and Tschuschke, 1993) . 

. The group believed that cohesiveness would be maintained as long as it remained 

important enough to its members for them to invest sufficient commitment to attend the 

group and individual members felt that they had a specific contribution to make. 

However, as group cohesiveness also requires self-disclosure, risk taking, and the 

constructive expression of conflict, there was a recognition that there was a need to 

develop ways that could contain and process open expressions of hostility to prevent 

persistent or covert hostile attitudes undermining the group's cohesiveness and effective 

interpersonal learning. Group members expressed their concerns that if feelings of 

hos~ility or conflict were not expressed they were in danger of emerging in a number of 

indirect ways which may go on to damage the therapeutic ~rocess of the group (Yalom 

and Leszcz , 2005:70). Group members felt that the group process enabled them to 

contain and accommodate open expressions of disagreement and lor conflict and 

provided support and a way forWard. 

The increasing levels of fatigue and the corresponding negative effects on the lives of 

the Head teachers was mentioned by several interviewees. A number of Head teachers 

also mentioned how this may have a negative impact on their performance in the peer 

supervision group. Just as the effects of fatigue may result in individuals using 

unconscious defences in their own schools to enable them to cope with stress, there is a 

potential risk that these will also be used within and by th~ group. Defences may be 

used by the group which serve primarily to defend group members from anxiety rather 

than to promote task performance (Zagier Roberts, 1994). As in the case of individual 

schools, this defensive function of the structure of the group may go unrecognised. 

. '" Rivalry and Competition 

Where rivalry existed between schools it was thought that this sort of group may not 

work: 

The only one that strikes me, and it's an issue for al~ schools, is falling numbers. 

we are all very keen to attract children to our schools and although we don't wish 
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to poach from elsewhere, we feel strongly that we have to support our own place 

in our staffing ratios, I don't know if that would influence how a cluster will 

. behave in the future because it is obviously something that has been happening in 

many areas over a period of time but it is something· that is now hitting this 

particular cluster, and I don't know whether that would influence issues. 

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study) 

and it was established that there is a need to keep the group 'fresh', outward looking and 

motivated: 

The limitations I've always found when I've used this method with solutions 

within school for pupil-centred problems is that after a while people have their 

stock of suggestions which often you've already tried so it can get stale, and I've 

actually found solution circles work better with external people. Now at the 

moment all these people are external to my potential problem so that may 

continue to work, certainly within school. Years ago I went on a Behaviour 360 

Conference that [Local Authority] did and we were all like, "yes, this is the way 

forward, this is really good", and exactly the structured half-hour meeting, and 

who talks when etc. etc. and it worked really well, and came back it never worked 

quite the same way at school because people tend to think about the '[own 

school] , strategies and so are not suggesting things from the outside. < 

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study) 

\. ," 

Concerns about potential breaches of confidentiality were also expressed although none 

had occurred to date: 

The thing that would bomb it completely I think was ifwe ever felt that something 

we'd said had been relayed in an inappropriate way, but that isn't something that 

worries me just factually, if I ever felt that had happened then I think that would 

wreck it, if you felt there was a 'leak' in the system if you like. 

(Head teacher 3 . interviewed in current study) 

As the members of any newly formed group naturally identify themselves 
, < 

predominantly in terms of their own agencies, there is potentially a problem with 

. members experiencing difficulty between the conflicting demands and interests of their 

oWn school and those of the group. In some cases this can make it very difficult for the 
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group to work effectively as members with loyalties to different home-groups are more 

likely to be competitive and reluctant to share resources or knowledge. However, as in 

the case of the group in this study, as the work of the' group took on greater meaning and 

importance the members appeared to invest more and more in the group, building up a 

shared value-system, as well as personal relationships among members. 

Although the members of the current group apparently did' not display any of the 

negative defences that accompany feelings of rivalry such as splitting or projection and 

had a well established co-operative network it was recognised that other groups may not 

be so fortunate. It could be that those Heads that are prepared to become involved in . 

peer support groups are naturally prone to assume a depressive position, whilst others 

who have not joined remain in a paranoid defensive position. Therefore there is a . . 
pOSSIbility that it may prove difficult to recruit Head teachers to the group who are 

affected by feelings of rivalry and competition as they may deliberately avoid such . 

meetings in order to preserve some degree of self-idealisation and use denial to protect 
I 

them from anxiety provoking discussions, in the same way the Heads in the group do 

when they admitted avoiding cluster and other corporate meetings that caused them 
, . ' 

anxiety. As a consequence they may be more vulnerable to becoming stuck in a 

paranoid-schizoid projection system. 

Experience 

The experience of the other Head teachers in the group was something that was clearly 

valued by the members. However, a newly appointed Head did not feel unwelcome due 

to her relative lack of experience. In accepting newcomers in such a positive way the 

group demonstrates an open and inclusive approach where all are valued. However, 

another perspective suggests that the established group members may use the group 

unconsciously as a means of moulding the newcomers into their established ways of 

, doing things, including participating in their established institutional defences. The 

danger that such individuals will lose their capacity to remain detached and to 'see' 

things from an outsider's perspective, may eventually challenge the group's capacity to 

retain critical thought and questioning, (Obholzer, 1994). 

Fears that the Group May Become Stale 

There were fears that the group might become 'stale' o~er time and the need to keep the 
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group 'fresh', outward looking and motivated are understandable. However, these· . 

concerns may indicate the inevitability of the group changing and developing as it's 

members become more skilled due to the intended effects of supervision which aim to: 

develop supervisees' knowledge and skills (Zorga, 1997; Crespi, 1997; Isbell, 2003; 

Aston and Molassiotis, 2003); allow reflection of the main content and process of their 

work; enable them to learn about their individual strengths (Zorga, 1997; Nash, 1999); 

develop congruence between educational and pedagogic theory and practice (IsbeU, 

2003), enhance and evaluate professional competencies (Robiner et al, 1997); help 

. supervisees deal with the emotional aspects of working with people;. encourage pro­

active thinking and planning about their work and allow them to develop high quality 

practice. 

As the ongoing effects of supervision aim to promote: increased ability to work 

autonomously with more educative supervision: less need for management supervision 

. (Zorga, 1997) and improved ability of the supervisee to relate to clients (Lantz and . 

Severinsson, 200 I), it is unlikely that the needs of the group will remain constant and 

other aspects of supervision may come to the forefront as more pertinent aims such as: 

the provision of space to reflect on the issues that arise from work (Isbell, 2003); help . 

for supervisees to integrate what they are doing, feeling and thinking (Zorga, 1997); 

providing support after stressful situations (Aston and Molassiotis, 2003) and providing 

a mechanism for the individuals to monitor the quality of professional services (Robiner 

et aI, 1997) .. 

Whatever future modifications and developments in the format the group may adopt in 

the future, the end result should still aim to: increase feelings of competence; being able 

to cope with difficult types of work (Day, Turlow and Wooliscroft, 2003; Lantz and 

Severinsson, 2001); allow validation of the supervisee as a person ~ well as a worker 

and provide an opportunity to compare notes with other Head teachers facing similar 

challenges. These changing needs suggest that some form of on-going evaluation 

. process might be incorporated into the group in order to, monitor the changing needs of 

the members and their perceptions of it's relevance to them in order to maintain 

cohesiveness of the group. Suggestions for a facilitator such as an EP who could offer 

'refresher' sessions to stimulate interest in the group as the initial training session had 

done may also be considered. 

Confidentiality Breaches 
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Concerns about potential breaches of confidentiality referred to the possibility of 

members breaking the confidence of those within the group leading to personal or 

professional embarrassment or exposure. Whilst every effort was made to ensure against 

this happening by starting each session with a reminder of the need for absolute 

. confidentiality and the consequences to those who breach this and for those whose 

confidentiality is broken, there could be no guarantee that this will not occur in the 

future. Therefore, contingency for this occurring should be made and may use the 

provision outlined in the ethics section as a guide. 

Other areas of conflict arising out of the strict confidentiality rules employed by the 

group were not seen as an issue for the group in this study. As the Heads in the group 

had been invited to form the group by their own senior line managers in the Local 

Authority, there was no suggestion of the group acting in a divisive or "activist" 

manner. However, as two of the Local Authority Officers who initiated this work were 

present during the initial training sessions, some group members may feel compromised 

if the officers attended other sessions as they may feel that they could not speak freely 

about concerns. regarding the Local Authority. Similarly other groups, such as those for 

staff within schools, such difficulties may arise if Head teachers do not remain aware of 

their own sensitivities around confidentiality and the need to speak freely in a safe' 

environment. 

vi. Ongoing Success and Survival of the Group 

Commitment and Cohesion of Group Members 

The participants indicated that the ongoing success of the group was dependent on the 
. . 

commitment of current members and a shared sense of belief in what the group is trying 

to achieve: 

I am picturing other Heads - I don't think that a group would work unless there 

was a genuine willingness to make it work· If it was just 'painting by numbers 'it's 

not going to happen, so I think that's· the reason that we are meeting again, and 

there is no question about that, it was a case of when we meet again, I think that's 

there because we all understand and value what we're dOing. 

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study) 
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. Commitment was seen to be encouraged by participants knowing that others might 

share the same issues:.· 

One of the things that would make this group workfor me is knowing that may be 

somebody else is going to be in a similar position to where I was and I would 

want to be able to help them. 

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study) 

A shared understanding of goals~ culture and knowledge of the locality along with a 

focus on looking for positives rathe! than negatives were seen to be essential elements 

for the ongoing success and survival of the group: 

I find philosophically within our cluster there are a lot of people who I find it easy 

to get along with, we seem to have similar aims, similar views about education, 

what we want for our school. I know when I go to County Heads meetings, I've 

found I'm the most uncomfortable and I'm still very new at it really, but there are 

a lot of people there who say they don't agree with that philosophy, and I 

wouldn't I don't think feel comfortable sharing some of my issues with them,' . 

although they might have a very different perspective which might be very 

interesting I guess, so perhaps I should be able to do that, but I think that I would 

worry that they see me as weakfor looking at it in that way or something like that 

if they didn't agree with what I was trying to achieve here. The key thing for me ' 

is the group itself. I think I can see it not working as well in different contexis, so 

. some thought about whether you have people from the same cluster, or people 

from different clusters, it's not an easy one to answer because I wasn't sure how it 

was going to work, but it's proved to be successful. 
. . 

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study) 

When considering factors that contributed to the success of the group several 

interviewees suggested that it could have been due to the co-operative network already 

established between some Heads in the area: . 

We have a good foundation that this could build on, I wonder if it would have· 

been as successful had we not that good relationship: 

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study) 
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The group clearly mattered to the individual members, and they all appeared to 

subscribe to the group values and in the main agreed with group judgements (Miller, 

1983). These factors suggest that the group was cohesive and the members recognised 

that this relationship between cohesiveness, maintenance of membership and its 

implications for the total group must remain prominent in order to keep the group alive. 

There were fears that should individual members lose their sense of cohesiveness they 

might terminate their membership and not only would they fail to benefit from the 

group but the therapeutic effects of the group would be reduced for the remaining 
, 

members and may challenge the whole group's sense of worth and effectiveness (Yalom 

and Leszcz, 2005:70). 

, 

Personality Types of Group Members 

. When considering factors that contributed to the success of the group several 

interviewees suggested that it could have been due to the co-operative network already . 

established between some Heads in the area and their specific personal qualities to 

specific qualities of the people who attended it: 

The outcome I think is not entirely but largely dependent on quality and 

willingness 0/ the people in the group. 

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study) . 

One participant was specific in his appreciation of others in the group, emphasising the 

respect they had for his colleagues. In particular, their honesty, respect, discretion and . 

experience: 

The success o/the group is down to people being honest with themselves and 

honest about what they're doing. lfyou have somebody in a group who has a 
, 

high opinion o/himself, automatically you have got the backs up o/the rest o/the . ) 

people in the group, i~'s definitely down to the quality o/the people, their 

discretion and their experience. The process alone could not do this it IS the 

quality 0/ the people. 

(Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study) 

However, as individuals who were not familiar with others in the group also 
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experienced a positive feeling of common values and needs: 

, . 

lfelt that we were very lucky, Ifelt very comfortable straight away with the people 

who I didn't know, the people from the __ cluster who were on our table when 

we were doing the problem-sharing, and I haven't seen them since. They came 

again the other day and seemed very keen to make it work, they felt the needfor it 

as well". 

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study) 

As you know, I've movedfrom another school, and I've thought about whether 

this group would work with the cluster I was in before, and I think it would work 

with some of those people but not all of them, we worked well as a cluster, but 

there is something about the group of people we're meeting with now - there are 

no hidden agendas, they're a very open, supportive group of people. There 

doesn't seem to be any politics amongst this group. 

(Head teacher 6 interviewed in current study) 

There must have been other factors as well. These may have included: shared 

difficulties, the range of experience, the level of confidentiality: 

Wonderful Head teachers, and their handling and battling with common issues 

being thrown on us i.e. performance management, target setting, Ofsted All the 

members of the group I knew beforehand, a high percentage o/them are 

experienced Head teachers who have been in their schools for reasonable lengths 

of time, all had good Ofsted reports, all work with the authority, and they are all 

knowledgeable about what they do in their own different ways - one of the things 

that makes the group work. We trust each other so much that we know we're not 

going to go away and talk behind each others backs. For example yesterday, I 

took another teacher home and what had gone in the meeting wasn't even 

discussed You 've got the experience, the knowledge and the trust of the other 

people, knowing that if you have got an issue, it won't be talked about behind 

your back. Remember, in that group there is a lot of Head teachers with a vast 

amount of hand-on experience gained over years and years. 

(Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study) 
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and appreciation of working within that particular local cluster all expressed by group 

members: 

A lot of it is to do with the people, I think that politics is a good word for it 

because some people have a hidden agenda, they want to prove a point, they're 

not looking at the problem, it's more about them or their power or position in the 

group, we don't really have people like that - if I can illustrate that by talking 

about ---J the Secondary Head He just seems so much on a level with ~us, he 

seems like a colleague. I've worked in other clusters where the secondary Head 

has seemed so out of touch with primary schools in terms of their empathy. He's 

a really nice bloke, there isn't.this distance, I've worked with some secondary 

Heads and you have this thing going on 'I don't know what's going on in your 

school, but you don't know what's going on in mine', building barriers rather 

than breaking them down. 's not like that at all and I think the success of, 

the group is down to that. I'd love him to keep part of the group, I worry that if 
we just get into a whinging sessions, our whinges are different to his, and he may 

drop out - I fear we are going to lose him. 

(Head teacher 6 interviewed in current study) . 

Others similarly stated their appreciation of working within the local cluster and their 

respect for the secondary school and it's Head: 

I don't think it would work for us, actually [to form group from individuals from' 

the outside areas], I think we have a great deal of respect for School and 

particularly for __ as Head, we a/~ work el~sely together with the curriculum, 

and I think. it feels comfortable so we are in that segment of education suppor!ing 

School. --....: 

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study) 

There is also a possibility that those who responded to the invitation to attend the Head 

teachers' group shared commonalities in terms of personality, outlook on life, past 

experience and approach to difficulties. Bion's (1961) concept of valency may be 

. relevant here in that there could be possible links between the Head teachers' choice of 

occupation and their personal histories resulting in individuals with similar internal 

needs and tendencies matching certain kinds of defences which give rise to collective 
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defences against similar anxieties that are stirred up by the nature of their work. 

As the majority of those interviewed were in favour of keeping the group exclusively 

~or Head teachers who had shared issues and a common understanding of the difficulties 

faced by Heads and all stated that this was one of the group's main strengths .. The 
. . . 

exclusivity factor must be taken into account as a factor that contributes towards the 

group's cohesiveness. The secondary Head teacher's doubts regarding the success of a 

. group set up specifically for secondary Heads: 

I don't know, that's an interesting thought, I don't know whether you would get 

the level of commitment, whether people are just so busy, whether they would 

make the effort to go unless they wanted to, to present. I think that within our 

federation, which is 11 schools in the _, because the Heads meet regularly. 

anyway, but it's more talking about curriculum management and organisational 
, , 

issues. I think ifwe were in that situation we probably would, because we share a 

lot about'issues in school in general so it wouldn't be a massive step to take it one 

stage further: 

. (Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study) 

may be further indication of the cohesiveness of the current group, which the other. 
1 

secondary Heads are not a part of. Alternatively, the secondary Head teacher may have 

sensed that the common factors experienced by the primary Heads would not be shared 

by their secondary colleagues as he himself expressed some doubts about the relevance 

of some aspects of the group to ~is situation. This raises the possibility that a group set 

up specifically for secondary Heads might be successful. The desire to keep the group 

exclusively for Heads is further evidence of some of the therapeutic. factors offered by 

groups, in particUlar, the addr~ssing of common needs and the 'normalising effects that 

help individuals to feel less isolated and incompetent. 

. The Initial Training Session 

A number of participants felt that the initial training session helped the group to become 

established (see appendix I). In particular the rigour of the process helped to keep 

subsequent meetings structured: 

The training day in the hotel helped as I'd never been through anything like that 
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before, and because you were being watched, that was an added pressure. It was 

a training session, wasn't it? Ifound it very useful, the advantage was that you 

were shown what to do and how rigid you have to be, how rigid about when . 

somebody's explaining something, you don't chip in, which I chipped in and got 

told off fori It's getting used to the process. If I hadn't been to that training 

session we wouldn't be where we are, would we? This group wouldn't have 

formed and wouldn't have worked as it does. When I was up at ~ the Head 

teacher chaired it exactly as you did in the hotel. 
. ' 

(Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study) 

The theoretical elements of the training day were also thought to have had an impact on 

the success of the group: 

I think the theory that we did has helped, we've tried our best to do that, it 

certainly struck a chord with me, I haven't actually talked that much with other 
.' . 

colleagues about the background/theory of the process but I know from yesterday 

we dwelt on the process a little bit, because somebody was reporting back that 

they met with you [in the process of carrying out the interviews), I know the 

feeling that th~s was a very positive process came through very strongly. 

(Head teacher 10 interviewed in current study) 

The success of the initial training session demonstrated the positive effects of a psycho­

educational approach where the impacts of negative emotions on individuals and 

, relationships could be graphically related to the lives of the group members through a 

combination of experiential exercises and theoretical models. This gave weight to 

arguments for both cognitive and emotional elements in such training. 

The Structure of the Process 

. The general consensus was that much of the success of the group could be attributed to 

the rigid structure of the process: liThe positive structure,[is the reason for the group's . . . 

success] it's a forum for you. to seek a route for any advice you might need". On an 

occasion when the group engaged in a less structured approach more general discussion 

had occurred where all of the group members had expressed their concerns using a 
\ 

structured process adapted from the original process rather than having one individual 

describing an issue: 
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I do believe the right starting point is not to demonstrate what happened last 

night, which I think was special, it wouldn't necessarily happen again, but the 

right starting point is a formal 2 minutesfor this, so many minutesfor that, rather 

than people just talking as and when. You didn't put timings with your training, 

that's the original training, but so many minutes, very very strict helps. What 

. happened last night when people started to tal~felt strange, not wrong, but it felt 

strange, but it enabled people to put in what they could and get out what they 

could so it justified it., Head teachers don't like being told what to do, we are not 

good at that, we are managers at the top of little Pyramids and so to choose to do 

that without a structure - I don't think so. I think the only way is to be able to 

justify the structure - teach it, model it, experience it, then the group member ·F 

would recognise within themselves th~re 's something in this that I could benefit 

from and even help somebody else, afellow colleague, so either way there's 
, , 

justificationfor saying to themselves as an individual, ~I'm in'. 

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study) 

. .' 
The positive effects of the modified process and its capacity to enable group members to 

engage in a reflective discussion about their own experience and practice were 

expressed: 

_ poured her heart out about the pressure she's under because of target-setting 

and of course everybody in the room was all exactly the same - no, not exactly the 

same because it was interesting what came out, but what went on then for what 

must have been hal( an hour was what an observer would see as an open 

discussion but all the elements that we've been taught were in there but mixed up, 

so that everybody had an opportunity to put their experience and agree, feel like 

that when our advisor comes in and stuff like that, and iet's not forg~t about what 

value Ofsted has in this, it was' a very wide ranging discussion, it wasn't 100% 

whinging and that is a huge step forward because I believe that without the 

training we've had and the understanding that we have within the group, if we'd 

have sat down as 8 people cold, and that had been raised, it would have been' 

different .' 

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study) 

The idea of a pre-agreed focus of concern for the group where group members only 
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brought issues relating to that particular topic was discussed and agreed as a way 

forward: 

,You have a kind offocus, and I suppose that might draw people back each time to 

think well I would like to hear other people's experiences of parents and give 

them my advice, share my situation. That's a way of having some kind ofselected 

focus for future meetings. 

(Head teacher 10 interviewed in current study) 

This may indicate that the group has the capacity to develop a process to fit its needs 

more appropriately in the future. The positive effects of the modified process and its 

capacity to enable group members to engage in a reflective discussion about their own 
- , 

experience and practice perhaps reflected the changing needs of the group as they , 

became more competent in their skills and knowledge through attending previous 

sessions. The idea of a pre-agreed focus of concern for the group where group members 
, ' , 

only brought issues relating to a specified topic was further evidence of the group 

evolving to meet the needs of its members. However, the concerns of those who did not 

regard the changes as being positive must also be taken into account and some form of 

on-going internal evaluative process must be considered in order to gauge group 

-, members' feelings and prevent cohesiveness being 'eroded. 

The Need for a Facilitator 

High amongst the suggestions for ways to promote the survival of the group was the 

requirement for a facilitator for the gfoup who could maintain communication and 
, ' 

publicity about meetings and make sure that meetings were set up forward: 

I think often these groups have one or two drivingforces, it needs somebody who 

perhaps is the prime mover, who is very committed to it, who is often the hest 

person who will keep 'something going, has energy and Willingness to talk to 

"people, to ring someone up who hasn't come and ma~e sure they're there. If you 

wanted to expand that, best to start with a new group of people, perhaps initially 

working with somebody experienced who could help the situation expand 

(Head teacher 10 interviewed in current study) 

In particular the need for publicity about the meetings well in advance in order to be 
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able to secure the time to go to the meetings was essential: 

It needs a key person who's leading it, I know that's not the essence of it, but I 

think I need to know when the next meeting so I can block the time, so that I'm 

available, but actually I don't know who to contact. 

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study) . 

Indeed the danger of the group failing due to a variety of other school-based pressures 

was articulated by a number of interviewees: 

I do feel that it's working, but I worry that if we are left to our own devices for 

whatever reason, other things will force it out, as they do in school, you can have 

some brilliant ideas in school but they just get quashed by all the mundane stuff 

that comes in and washes over it. 

(Head teacher 6 interviewed in current study) 

Similarly, another expressed the s~e·fears and reiterated the need for external 

facilitation: 

Yes, because unless you do that [the facilitation/administration of the group] 

people won't get together, because everybody is busy, aren't they? 

(Head teacher 8 interviewed in current study) 

Several group members wanted the facilitator to be distinct from the group and the EP 

was seen as the ideal candidate·for such a role: 

Yes [it could be role for the EP], or a well established Head who's willing to take 
. M 

it on. There does need to be one person that you latch onto, and it isn't fair on one 

Head not to get that opportunity to participate. 

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study) 

In terms offacilitation, one of the ways this group works is because of objectivity, 

not personal, not politics, so to have someone like [the EP] who is objective to the 

management of the group might be quite good 

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study) 
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It was suggested that the EP may offer 'refresher' sessions to stimulate interest in the 

group as the initial training session had done. In addition, focusing on looking for 

positives rather than negatives were seen to essential elements for the ongoing success 

and survival of the group. The need for a more structured approach to selecting 

problems or issues which would be more relevant to more members in the group than 

when individuals bring their individual concerns. The potential 'evolution' of the group 

was explained by one interviewee who explained how the group itself m~ght be the 

driving force for change: 

I think each group's got to find its own way of how it makes it work, we talked 

yesterday that it might be helpful ifwe came with a thought in mind about what 

we would want to talk about if we were the person who was going to share a 

problem so that we didn't all sit there and" oh now, let's talk about ... " if 

everybody went armed with something they could talk about if they were going to 
.-

be in that position and from the discussion we had we picked up things to do with 

working with parents which is an emotive issue for everybody and one or two 

people have expressed difficulties they've encountered recently so the suggestion 

was let's make that the focus for next time and we will come ready to discuss 

somebody's issue with parents because we've all got issues with parents that we'd 

like to deal with so it will be helpful for everybody, because we've set a context 

for it. So that's our development of how to work isn't it? I think that's what's 

important because if it was like a straight jacket - "you've got to do this, you've 

got to do that" you feel constrained by it and you might think well actually what 

I'd rather have done was, whereas as it is we have made a group decision about 

how it's going to work. 

(Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) 

Anxiety that the group might founder due to organisational deficits and a clear and 

relevant focus that would justify Head teachers' absence from the school was expressed: 

It definitely needs a focus of the sort that we've put in place for the next one, 

doesn't necessarily need a theme, which we are going to try next time, it needs to 

be necessary - if you just say we are meeting every half-term and it becomes clear 

that people don't want to be presenting problems .or there aren't the problems to 

present, then it will die a natural death, I'm sure. I'm worried that's purely an 

-organisational thing because it doesn't have an outsider driving it, that people 
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will think, HI don't have anything to talk about this week so I won't go" or "I 

haven't got anything to talk about so I won't go this week" whereas with a 

solution circle, you have to go thinking most of time I'm going to be part of the 

solution not the presenter of the problem. It's got to have that feeling, that you 

come out either with some ideas of your own that you've been given, or feel that 

I've definitely contributed and it's definitely worth my time, because you can 

always think of a million reasons not to go out of school. 

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study) 

. Clearly there is a need for some overall organisation and administration of the group 

and a possible role for the Educational Psychologist. Similarly, a fair means to select the 

Chair must be established in any further work. However, the possibility of over­

dependence on a leader figure must be resisted as it may result in the group assuming a . 

basic assumption mentality. To guard against this the group must maintain its sense of 

purpose and members must be encouraged to retain both their critical faculties and their 

individual abilities, (Stokes, 1994). 

In addition to the need for a 'driving force' to facilitate and manage the group there 

were calls for a more structured approach to selecting problems or issues which would 

be relevant to a greater number of group members than when individuals bring their 

individual concerns. This again indicates that the group should develop and adapt its 

format to meet the changing needs of its members more appropriately. Having a clear 

structure helps to build trust and gives participants greater freedom to ask more probing 

questions, make more frank observations and offer more radical suggestions than they 

would have done in another, less structured forum. A clear structure and process in each 

session must be established and maintained if a work group mentality as opposed to a 

basic assumption mentality is to be sustained. The changing needs of the group as they 

became more competent in their skills and knowledge.through attending previous 

sessions must be accounted for and reflected in any modifications of the structure. As 

the structure of the sessions clearly impacts on the relationship between group 

cohesiveness, the maintenance of membership and its implications for the group as a 

whole, any new structures must be agreed to by all in the group if it is to be kept alive. 

Whatever form of structure the group chooses to adopt it must retain its capacity to bear 

frustration and anxiety and take time to seek-out well reasoned solutions. In addition the 

group members must be encouraged to stay in touch With external realities and resist ac 
. I 

retreat into paranoia. These objectives may be attained by fostering an inquiring attitude 
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and considering new ideas and solutions as these may question established assumptions, 

and introduce novel and unexpected elements. The group should also seek to understand 

any changes in its make-up or format. In this way adaptive processes and development 

are facilitated and effective work, which involves tolerating frustration, facing realiiy, . . 

recognising differences among group members and learning from experience, can be 

achieved (Turquet,1974). Therefore the following points were imperative in the ongoing 

success and survival of the group: 

• In the absence of a group leader there needs to be a clear structure to the session 

and it requires a high level of commitment from group members to the process. 

Commitment to the process should be established by running group sessions led 

by an experienced Chair before asking Head teachers to take on this role or to 

use the process in paired sessions. 

• In order to prevent diversions and disintegration of the process, sessions should 

follow a pre-arranged structure where the Chair maintains the essential steps and 

procedures. 

• Although it is not necessary for an external group leader to be present, a means 

of selecting a Chair for each session should be devised to avoid the same people 

being chosen and others not taking up the role at all. 

• Each of the sessions should focus on providing a positive and pragmatic 

approach to problems within a supportive and trusting context. 

.• Some means of administrating the group should be developed to maintain 

communication and provide publicity about meetings to ensure that meetings are 

set up well in advance so that members are able to secure the time to go to the 

. meetings. 

Input/rom the Local Authority 

WheIl considering ways that might support the survival of the group a number of 

participants suggested ways that the Local Authority might help. One Head argued 

that as many Heads, especially those of small schools are restricted by time, they 

might be o~ered supply cover. In addition, the Governors should recognise the 

benefits of the Head teacher attending the group in recognition of the official 

policies on management of work/life balance: 

In one sense we are trying to persuade them that this is very goodfor them or for 
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us, to come to such a group, would actually benefit us, the tack to take might be to 

do with a phrase which governors are meant to take account of - 'lets be mindful 

of the Head teachers' workllife commitment ~ and indeed they are meant to be 

mindful of stress, aren't they? I forget what the regulations are now to do with 

that. Another carrot is always if as an authority to get a sum of money in so that 

one's compensated in some way for coming out of school to a social meeting, that 

sounds mercenary, but it's not in actual fact, particularly for Heads of small 

schools who might well need to get someone in to cover them. 

(Head teacher 10 interviewed in current study) 

Added status from the Local Authority might maintain attendance and keep participants 

focussed. The use of official documentation might help increase the status of the group. 

However, the presence of Local Authority officers at previous meetings was questioned 

and again the need for a structure was reiterated: 

By giving it some status, making sure that X amount of people turn up every 
, 

time. First time I went I was the first one there and I thought 'right', then 

someone else turned up and I thought right, is this it then? You need the right 

amount of people to give it weight and importance that you can afford to take an 

afternoon off to go, for it to be beneficial, rather than just 'we had a nice time and . 

had a cup of tea and a moan '. I think you need some official documentation really 

then it's nice to know you're not just part of an informal network. We used to 

. have our cluster meetings with the LEA advisor for our cluster, then decided we 

didn't want LEA representing so frequently so we held our own cluster meetings, I 

remember us sitting down and saying right, what shall we do? What do you want 

to talk about? What do you want to get out of this? You do need that. 

(Head teacher 8 interviewed in current study) 

Conversely, anothe~ Head teacher argued that one of the strengths of the group was the 

lack of Local Authority involvement and specifically the lack of resources from the . 

Local Authority which could work against the survival and integrity of the group if they 

were to be removed: 

The good thing is that nobody is suggesting that they are going to put any 

resources into the group and we have to go in our time, there's no money there,· 

so nobody can take it awaY, so in a way if a group of Heads decide we are going 
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to get together for an afternoon nobody can stop us so it's not like someone is 

saying "well if you don't meet 6 times a year you won't get your supply cover" 

and I think as a group, certainly our cluster, we are strong enough to say if we 

want this we will do it, and with our cluster meeting we didn't want the LEA 

. people the~e so we stopped telling (hem when we were meeting because they were 

coming in to the se"t the agenda, and we said we had been meeting for 20 years .. 
< 

and don't need you setting the agenda, if you want to come and talk to us, come 

and ask but don't suddenly start running a meeting which has been running 

perfectly successfully. 

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study) 

Fears that Local Authority involvement may result in the group being taken over and 

it's aims and purpose changed were also expressed: 

Yes, I'm quite happy for the group to lead itself because if you bring in A N 

Other from the authority they will come in possibly with their own slant to the 

. agenda and that is what we are trying to move from, so that we can run our own 

meetings and control our own agenda, talk about what we want to talk about. It 
, , 

also keeps it in-house. Certain. things don't need to be going out of these four 

walls, or out of the many walls of the cluster group. 

(Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study) 

No, you don't want that [the LEA to run it], a lot of the issues might be issues with 

the LEA - I haven't had any issues with the LEA yet, but I might. 

(Head teacher 8 interviewed in current study) 

Others were anxious and even alarmed that they had been singled out by the Local 

Authority when they received the invitation to attend the initial training day, believing 

that the Local Authority felt that they were in need of support specifically. 

The arguments favouring a lack of Local Authority involvement might indicate some 

degree of defensive behaviour. Specifically the lack of resources from the Local 

Authority for the group were regarded as a strength as if they had never been given they 

could not be removed. In addition, fears that Local Authority involvement may result in 

the group being taken over and its aims and purpose also reflected defensive feelings'. 
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However, as the initiative for the group being established in the first place was taken by 

Local Authority officers who were trying to respond to the difficulties around retention 

and recruitment of Head teachers, such concerns and defensive behaviours may be 

unfounded. This defensive behaviour could indicate a need for time to be taken for 

improving relationships between Head teachers and Local Authority Officers by gaining 

a better understanding of each others' perspective. This need was further highlighted by 

the Head teacher who interpreted their invitation to the initial training meeting of the 

Head teachers' support group as if they had been singled out especially by the Local 

Authority as they were thought of as incompetent and in need of extra support, despite 

having no evidence to support this belief. 

Recruitment and Support of New Members 

Measures had been taken to involve new Heads and make them welcome and 

comfortable at group sessions as the group members were keen to promote the group to 

other Heads in the area: 

It has always been the case that certainly, when a new Head came for the first 

time and we went round the group it was made plain -I think I've said it when I 

was explaining to him how it works before we actually did it - that when the baton 
. . 

came round to you, its alright to say "pass" andjust not make a contribution. 

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study) 

The importance of maintaining the structured process with new members was also seen 

as a priority: 

!fan inexperienced Head came in he would have to be given a knowledge of how 
. . 

the group works and the processes they go through, so you're not just coming in 

to "tell you the problem, then ... " I think it's that process that makes it work. 

There would have to be someone in the group to talk over the processes, I actually 

think it would work as long as they stuck to the rules, so they speak. 

(Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study) 

At least one interviewee had already been actively promoting the group to good effect: 

Oh yes, I'm a committee member for _ Association of Small Schools so I've 
. -. . 

been talking a little bit about this when we last meet, ~from _-:School 
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came and it was her first encounter, she wasn't quite sure about it for herself but . 

we backed it up by talking about it at one of our normal cluster meetings, so __ 

will come here next week and we will see how it develops. She thinks it's a good' 

idea and has attended one meeting, so she's been to see how she feels about it. 

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study) 

and there was also evidence of the group members gaining feedback from new 

members about their experiences of being in the group in order to inform the promotion 

and development of the group: 

Another issue which was discussed very briefly last night, but nevertheless an 

important one, of how easy it is for people who haven't been part of a group, to 

come in. Not last night, but the meeting before, we had a Head who hadn't been 

to any of the meetings, had heardfromother Heads that the group was there, was 

. receiving emails because everybody on the one patches whether they had been 

attending the meetings or not were on the list, just so the invitation's there - and. 

she came to our meeting, and we did say yesterday let'sfind out how shefelt 

about it so I want to do that just to get information for ourselves as to how, easy it 

is for somebody to come in and feel that 'there's something here for me " rather 

than 'this is a group who is going like a train and I don't really want to try and 

. catch it. 

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study) 

The concept of 'trial' sessions was put forward: 

I think what you could do there [with reluctant Heads] is start working on a one­

to-one basis, or get them in as cm observer to see how the process works and see 

that it is not intimidating, and even people with 15-20 years experience are quite 
. . 

able to sit down and talk problems through and then visit other folks. 

(Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study) 

and the need to be open ab?ut the nature of the group ~d not to lure people in under the . 

guise of a social event was seen to be important. There was also evidence that the group 

is gaining credibility simply by word of mouth: 
\. 

. .' 

Well, whatever strategy [to recruit non-communicative Head teachers to the 
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. group], if we were to identify or suggest a strategy that's got to be open and 

transparent, I'm sure of that, because its tempting to say, let's have a mince pie 

party or something and invite the Heads and slip it into the conversation - I don't 

think so!. We've had 2 Heads who 've not been to any of the training, in the 2 

clusters for this group who've been to meetings so actually they're the people to 
. . 

speak to, to find the answers, I don't know what they would say, just trying to 

think how they found out about it, one, _found out about it by word of mouth 
. . 

because she's friendly with one of the group, same size school so I know there's a 

friendship link, probably a chatty conversation and that would be ihe link and 

pluck up the courage for her to come along, because I did feel that when she came 

in, that she was coming into a group that was already established and I know how. 

difficult that can be. The other one knew about the meeting because I'd e-mailed 

him and he just told me that he'd heard good things about it so he was going to .. 
co"}e, so how he's heard I don't know, he's only going to hear by speaking to 

other Heads. 

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study) 

One Head about to leave her post explained how she had already encouraged her 

replacement to attend the group and had also arr~ged for another Head to remind her 

nearer the time. She also expressed her confidence in the survival of the group: 

I've already passed on the data for the next meeting to my Deputy who is going to . 

be acting Head and said she must prioritise going to this meeting because its 

going to be really useful and supportive to you, you will get to work with the other . 

Heads and see how they're actually doing the problem-solving, and Bill has said 

that he will ensure that he reminds her nearer the time and olftr a lift etc. so she 

has somebody to go with. So yes, I do think that the group will continue, and I do 

think it will be a very powerful, useful group for people. 

(Head teacher 4 intervie~ed in current study) 

Work-Group Mentality 

The desire to stay in touch with external realities by maintaining contact with the . 

outside world and the wish for the group to grow and prosper and was evident in the 

measures that had been taken by group members to involve new Heads and make them 

feel welcome and comfortable at group sessions. This indicated that the group had 
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retained a work-group mentality and wished to carrying out a specifiable task, take on 

board new ideas and solutions and assess their effectiveness in doing it. The 

maintenance of the group's structured process with new members was seen as a priority. 

This may have been a strategy to promote group cohesion or it may be interpreted as an 

example of ritualistic repetition of certain acts used to control and master anxieties. 

However the efforts to gain feedback from new members about their experiences of 

being in the group in order to inform its promotion and development indicated that 

group members retained an inquiring attitude ~d were open to questioning of 

established assUmptions and practices. The suggestion of ' trial ' sessions for new 

recruits and the need to be open about the nature of the group rather than luring people 
I 

in under the guise of a social event were further evidence of members seeking to 
. . 

. facilitate the group's adaptive processes and development and to understand changes in 

its make-up or format. (Turquet, 1974). Evidence that the group was gaining credibility 

simply by word of mouth was encouraging as were the pro active strategies to encourage 

new recruits to attend the meetings such as the Head about the leave her post who had 

already encouraged her replacement to attend the group and had also arranged for 
\ ' 

another Head to remind the new Head nearer the time. 

Other Factors 

Maintaining the' momentum of regular meetings is a key factor in the survival of the 

group according to a number of interviewees: 

The key thing to this is to keep the momentum, keep it going and don't get 

sidetracked We've met 3 or 4 times now, we're quite confident about this process 

so we can let it go now, we can just have that contact with J person or 2 people, I ' 

don't think that would be the way to go with it personally, I think the key thing is 

to keep the group meetings going and then ifyoufeel that you ~eed to talk to 1 or 

2 people close to you geographicallywhere you could meet up either at lunchtime 

or after work or couldjust telephone, that would be supportive, but J do think the 

group meetings are important and need to continue. 

(Head teacher 2 interviewed in current study) 

, ' 

The need for effective and regular communi~ation, and in particular some means'of 

providing feedback from the meetings for absent members to remain 'bonded' with the 

group ifthey'have to miss a session due to added pressUres and events in their schools 

263 



as it is at those time they need the extra support: 

I think probably the regularity, you need to constantly stay on it, Ifeel because I 

couldn't make the last 2 I'll find it more difficult latching into the next one 

because from my point of view I'll think well, they all managed to make that 

meeting, I've had no feedbackfrom that meeting so know nothing about it, so me 

then walking back in 6 months later, even though I had been invited to them all, 

I'll be thinking have they got a bond that I'm breaking into? So that's quite an . 

issue really, in terms of how you get information backfrom the meeting, well you 

don't, because it's confidential, so you don't know what's gone on and get less 

connected, don't you? It's just feeling hooked into it really more than anything, 

not that you want to know what's been discussed because invariably you don't. 

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study) 

One participant suggested strategies for heiping absent members to remain in ·contact 

with the group and acknowledged how this might happen due to added pressures and .. 

. events in members' schools, and it's at those time they need the extra support. She 

explained that this already happens with the standard cluster meetings: 

It's iimes like when you don't go along to the meeting that are the times when you 

have the most issues because you have chosen to stick with your issues and keep 

plodding on by yourself, maybe to have some sort of way the group can make 

contact with anyone who hasn't been there, not "why weren't you there ", but "we· 

though about you during our meeting", and make sure you don't lose anybody 

because I'm well aware the cluster group in its normalform, I don't always know 

when the next meeting is, because sometimes I get minutes, sometimes I don't, 

sometimes someone will ring round the week before and say when the meeting is - ... 

so to have a way of reaching out to anybody who is not there for whatever reason 

so that they do know when the next meeting is and they are still involved with the . 

group would be good . 

. . (Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) 

The success and survival of the group depends heavily on the commitment and .. 

discipline of the members to attend the meeting regularly. One participant also 

express~d his feelings about the benefits of attending the meeting and reported that 

group appeared to be growing in popularity: . 
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I think it can only be sustained ifwe set our minds to a regular meeting, and after 

yesterday's meeting the next meeting has been planned. There were twice as 

many people at the meeting yesterday than the time before, at a much busier time 

of year. We talked about lots of issues last night, it was lovely to get round a table 

and just talk without note-taking or agenda, everybody had something to say and 

at the end of it everybody felt better. 

(Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study) 

Feedback from the interview data implies that in general members of the group are 

valued and their absence would have a negative impact on the cohesiveness and the 

functioning of the group. Therefore it is important that members are given every 

encouragement to attend groups. Furthermore, when planning groups these should be 

arranged at times, dates and places that are suitable for all those in the group to facilitate 

attendance. This process should also be able to account for time constraints which may 

prevent some members from attending. The Head teachers emphasised the importance 

of setting time aside on a formal basis. Dates for sessions should be agreed well in 

advance and an efficient means of communicating information about sessions should be 

established between those taking part and should include those who have failed to 

attend. Having a venue away from a school context in order to promote a more relaxed 

and trusting ambiance is also valuable. The commitment and discipline of the members 

to attend the meetings regularly was seen as a vital influence in the survival of the group 

and this is related to factors to promote group cohesiveness. 

This approach is only effective for those who choose to take part and the reasons why' 

those who chose not take part should be examined. Time and resources did not permit 

. an investigation into these reasons in this particular study, however in the pilot study 

those who did not attend were asked what had prevented them from attending and then 

they were asked to speculate about the usefulness of peers supervision sessions using 
, 

questions based on the main questionnaire. The non-attending Head teachers cited time 

pressures and teaching commitments as their main reason for not taking part in addition . 

to concerns that the sessions might be stressful and that they would have more 

emotional weight to carry, and concerns about confidences being broken or of being 

exposed as 'weak' or 'not up to the job'. 

vii. Groups versus paired models of supervision 
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Six· of the Head teachers reported that they had worked in pairs face to face with other 

Heads whilst some explained had they had used other means· such as the telephone or e­

mail: 

Yes, what actually happened with that was between the group sessions 

something cropped up that [was anxious about and wasn't sure who [ could talk 

it through with, so [ emailed __ andjust put re. support, could do with having 

afew minutes either by email or over the phone or whatever, we actually did it 

over the phone in the end - he let me talk through what it was and then he asked 

me some questions, so it was the same sort of format but it was a fairly instant 

follow-up to me saying [ could do with talking through this, and by the time we 

hadfinished [felt [was making the problem seem bigger than it really is, what 

. I've actually got to do is ... and it helped me clarify how [was going to deal with 

. That. 

(Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) 

Others stated that they believed that the facility for working in pairs: "Even by telephone 

or whatever ifnecessary, or perhaps meeting", was very beneficial in between group 

meetings, especially when a problem cropped up that required immediate attention: 

[ would have probably waited until the problem was bigger, and then [ might 

possibly ~ave contacted ~ because we already did do a little bit of being 

there for each other anyway, but [ thought of it earlier on [ the process, as soon as 

[ was aware that [was getting wound up about it. 

(Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) . 

One Head teacher who had not had the opportunity to work in a pair said that although 

she had not had this experience she would now do that via somebody that she had met 

who she knows goes to the group. There was a general consensus that there was a need 

and a role for both forms of supervision. While paired sessions were seen as a means of 

allowing individuals to 'mull over' problems for longer, whole group sessions provide a 

range of support in a crisis. Group sessions were described as being of benefit because . 

they provide a very diverse range of experiences, although it was noted that there may 

be different areas of interest within the group. A s'uggestion was made that perhaps 

smaller groups might form out of the main group reflecting interest or expertise if the 
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group became too large. Paired sessions were seen as being more informal and easier to 

arrange and maintain. However, all of the Head teachers said that they would be more 

inclined to commit to a group as it would be less easy to re-arrange than a paired session 

and therefore less easy to be relegated if something else cropped up. Paired work was 

felt to allow a deeper personal relationship to develop, but this was also seen as a 

drawback if the pair was incompatible. 

The Head teachers said that both the group and paired work session structure allows an 

individual to ask more searching questions than they felt that they could in an informal 

discussion, especially when they were less familiar with the other person. The 

importance of structure was also highlighted in observations made of the group. 

sessions. Where the process was not adhered to consistently, individuals engaged in 

dialogues that diverted the proceedings away from the central issues and sometimes 

delayed or obscured the clarification or resolution of the problem. This was particularly 

apparent when ~embers of the group had different opinions or standpoints and were 

allowed to engage in discussion or disputes, using anecdotes to illustrate their points. 

However, when the chair maintained the process effectively the proceedings were more 

efficient in the resolution of an issue. 

viii. Role of the Educational Psychologist 

Educational psychologists involved in this 'project have acted as applied psychologists 
~. 

working in the community with local authority workers and this has resulted in 

improved job satisfaction and coping for the Head teachers concerned. In addition, to 

supporting Head teachers ~irectly, EP involvement in this work has had a reported 

beneficial impact on their schools as it provides an outlet for Head teachers' difficulties 

and frustrations which may have otherwise been taken out on other individuals within 

the school. The problem-solving skills of Head teachers have improved leading to 

apparently better school management. By encouraging Head teachers to make time for 

themselves in pro actively seeking support they should recognise the benefits for others 

to do likewise. Collaborative working between the participating Head teachers has 

extended beyond the group sessions with Head teachers reporting that the positive and 

cooperative relationships that were established between themselves and their schools 

were more keenly maintained and information and resources were more readily and 

efficiently shared. In this sense, it places psychologists in the school improvement role 

rather than the traditional special educational needs role. 
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The Skills and Expertise o/the Educational Psychologist 

The relationship with the Educational Psychologist who worked on the local patches 

was unanimously positive. Some Heads expressed their appreciation of the EP's 

personal qualities: 

I think we all feel incredibly supported by --.1 she's worked so well wifh the 

school, gives out lots of positive messages about what the school achieves., So you 

feel that you've got somebody in that incredibly s.upportive role, I think you find 

odd people like that who Ifeel, we talked about support systems earlier. _ is 

someone I feel I could talk to easily about an issue, who I know would be 

supportive and it wouldn't go any further, my behaviour support teacher is 

exactly the same. I can go and talk to her and she's a bit of an outsider and I use 
. . 

her as a bit like a supervision sometimes - something like external input, whether 

it's validating what you're doing. ' 

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study) 

Whilst acknowledging the personal qualities brought by the EP to their school, other . . 

interviewees also expressed an appreciation of the different skills that the EP can offer 

including her powers of persuasion: 

I know for me with ~ being the Educational Psychologist here, Ifeel confident 

in the relationship that I have with her. For her to have that ability to see if that 

was happening in our neck of the woods and to use persuasion to pull that person 

in, or to flag up the difficulty to somebody else in that cluster group because it is 

done in confidence and therefore that's the one thing that we all respect because 

seeing how its going in education at the moment, I think there is a change in the 

LEA's remit in schools and how schools function, there are quite a lot of 
. . 

difficulties and I can see that one changing in the very near future, so it is not ," 
"-

always going to be about the whole school, it is going to be very much target 

based and that I think is sad, so we do need somebody else that will come into 

schools, and it's the Educational Psychologists that are coming in on a regular 

basis throughout the year that perhaps can offer suggestion level for the person 

like the one you are mentioning who does need help - she won't get it from the 
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LEA.· 

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study) 

The Educational Psychology Service was seen to be able to address these issues by 

drawing upon expertise of working in both a solution focussed and a therapeutic way 

and on experience of participating in and running peer supervision sessions. 

The importance of the relationship with the Local Educational Psychologist proved to 

be very important in both the pilot study and the current study. This is because trust is 

an integral factor in the success of the group and many of the participants had so ' 

varying degrees lost trust in those around them and in particular officers from the Local 

Authority. By maintaining a positive and trusting relationship with the Head teachers 

the EPs were able to convince the Head teachers to attend the group sessions. The 

potential for EPs to use their positions of trust 'outside' of the realms of the Local ' 

Authority is great. Such work might include: the promoting of containment within 

schools and relationships; assisting in the management of change; facilitating 

interagency working; eliciting the multiple meanings of individuals to facilitate 

understanding and co-operation; applying Solution Focussed approaches creatively and 

exploring the principles of Learning Organisations. 

Managing Anxieties 

In further work in this area the Educational Psychologist may have a key role in helping , 

participants manage their feelings of personal vulnerability, reluctance to share issues 

and personal responsibility to find a solution for others' difficulties. This may be 

achieve~ prior to the establishment of the group perhaps during the initial training 

sessions where such feelings may be highlighted and ways of overcoming them may be 

discussed. The EP might offer support in the selection of group members prior to the 

setting up of a group. Similarly the Educational Psychologist may be important in " 

managing any 'difficult' individuals who might attend a group and threaten its 

cohesiveness. This may be achieved through working one to one with individual group 

members or in a consultative capacity with the group as a whole. To avoid the 

possibility of the group going 'stale' the Educational Psychologist may be able to offer ,} 

'refresher' sessions that review what the group has discussed and highlight any positive 

elements which the members find difficult to express. The EP may be able to assist in 

the setting up of an evaluative process within the group and the material from this may 
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be presented at the refresher sessions to inform the group about the feelings and 

ongoing needs of its members. The Educational Psychologist may also be able to offer 
I 

assistance in the event of any confidentiality breaches by discussing what has happened 

.with those involved and helping the group to recover any elements oftrust, security and 

cohesiveness that may have been lost. However for such work to be a success, 

Educational Psychologists would have to feel confident and have the skills to do this 

work and this may require training. In addition Educational Psychologists would have to 

believe that it is their role to Calry out work of this nature. 

Facilitating Change at the Individual and the Organisational Level 

As both the pilot study and the current study demonstrated, despite great efforts to reach 

. out to staff and involve them in systemic change some will remain resistant. In order to' 

mediate the learning of those described by Meadows (1998:21), as 'unwilling 

conscripts, whose despair or lack of enthusiasm or disaffection makes them resist 

normal types of support?' , a range of strategies is required. In integrating . 

psychoanalytic and solution focussed approaches in their engagement with schools EPs 

should consi~er the different roles and ~ctions they might adopt in addition to the 

range of techniques and approaches that might be adapted to assist them in bringing 

about change to facilitate the containment of staff, pupils and parents. Different methods 

and forms of interaction are necessary in order to facilitate change at the level of the ' 

individual and the organisation, which is a complex process involving, 'The ability to 

work with other people in their physical and psychological territory' Gillham (1999). 

Apart from working in the way described in this study, the findings have shown that 

Educational Psychologists may also have a role in working with Head teachers and 

schools specifically on some of the issues that emerged from the interviews. EPs may be 

able to support Head teachers with their feelings of: isolation, responsibility, the effects 

of fatigue and anxiety; difficulty in maintaining a workllife balance; time pressures and 

personal alienation from the job, by establishing and facilitating further group work and 

promoting paired supervision sessions. Furthermore, group training and workshop 

sessions might also be considered. 

Where there are specific di~culties relating to a particular issue or'context such as the 

difficulties relating to small primary schools or Secondary Schools a group made up of 

individuals who share the same issues and contexts might be considered. Similarly 
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where Head teachers feel under pressure to meet the needs of their schools whilst trying 

to meet Local Authority Targets and under pressure to keep abreast of current 

.. knowledge a group session that focuses on these topics might be appropriate~ In this 

situation the Educational Psychologist might have a number of possible roles such as: 

facilitator, Chair, trainer, or they may have contacts or ideas about guest speakers, 

consultants or relevant individuals from the Local Authority to invite along to such 

sessions. 

The group sessions utilised the great resource of experience that Head teachers gain 

over the course of their careers. This may be extended and further developed if a role 

for retired Head teachers in supporting current Heads was recognised where Educational 

Psychologists could develop a process for this to happen and offer some means of 

facilitating such a scheme. Similarly the contribution of E-Mail and other forms of 

information technology may offer additional forms of support which the Educational 

Psychologist could utilise and develop. In thi~ way the Educational Psychologist could 

assist schools in becoming more open to each other. By enabling Head teachers and 

their staff to improve their pro~lem-solving skills in dealing with their own situations , 

and those of others they will help individuals to have a greater awareness of others with 

similar problems and see them a resource to consult with. In this way good practice may 

be shared more readily and positive links may be established between institutions and 

individuals wl10 may become more prepared to analyse their own situations more 

critically. 

Multi-Agency Working 

Whilst the difficulties associated with multi-agency groups have been explored earlier 

in this study such groups may offer a way forward in some instances. As all too often 

schools are expected. to overcome problems of poverty, underachievement and 

disruptive behaviour, (Mortimore, 1997), Bernstein, (1970) argues that education and 

teachers alone cannot compensate for society and there is an urgent need for joint inter~ 

professional development both at the initial training stage and as part of continuing 

professional development for all professional groups. However, ifinteragency 

partnership is to become reality there is a need for all staff at managerial and operational 

level in joint training to enable shared understanding of key areas to emerge. The 

process similar to that used in this study may have something to offer in this area of 

work and may be an area where Educational Psychologists have a significant role. It 
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may be that the different agencies could gain insights into the thoughts and experiences 

of those they interact with and gairi a greater understanding of each others difficulties. 

In this way " they may be able to work together to overcome the difficulties collectively. 

In this way the Educational Psychologist may directly or indirectly offer more 

appropriate support to Heads who feel that the current level of support is inadequate. 

" Facilitating Containment 

Where Head teachers are experiencing difficulties such as: having conflicting views 

with their own staff; taking on the anxiety of others; exclusions; conflicting 

interests/rivalry with other schools; leadership issues; managing difficult relationships 

with Governors, other Head teachers and Local Authority Officers, it is essential that 

the concept of containment is promoted and the Educational Psychologist can do this in 

a variety of different ways. 

Nutkevitch (1998:11), observes that: 

The stormier the container is, the more serious the organisation's pathology is, the 

worse the relations within the organisation's management are, the harder the task of 

containment is for the manager with his personality make-up, the more important it is 

to build and maintain the 'safety net', which becomes critical for the containment of 

the container. The more there are good enough containers in the organisation, at all 

" levels....; management, department, team, working group - the more efficiently it will 

function. The members of the organisation will thus be more efficient, creative and 

satisfied with their jobs . 

. Therefore, an essential intervention strategy in an organisation such as a school is to " 

establish and maintain organisational entities on all levels as 'good enough containers' 

and to assist in the management of the containers' boundaries. Educational 

Psychologists, potentially have considerable knowledge, skills and competencies 

(Stoker, 2000), and have an important part to play in working with schools to create and 

manage 'good enough containers' by integrating the psychoanalytic perspective with 

other approaches such as a solution-focussed approach (Stratford,"2000). The peer" 

supervision group demonstrated its function in promoting ''the containing function of. 

[the] organisation[s]" (Obholzer, 1994), by enabling the Head teachers to assume a 

depressive position and gave them the capacity to face both external and psychic reality. 

The Head teachers were able to agree about their respective primary tasks and through 
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gaining an awareness of the nature of the anxieties projected into them, they could see 

how they, their staff and the school as a whole was acting as a container for these 

anxieties, rather than defensively blocking them out. 

Whilst there are plenty of opportunities for EPs to work at a whole school level (Stoker, 

2000), there is also scope for the sharing of perspectives, joint planning and re~iew at. 

the schoollEP interface. Consultation with groups of staff may also elicit what might be 

useful strategies and changes (including INSET). The resulting proposal of activity may. 

be agreed amongst all the school staff, (Baxter, 2000), and they may gain a better 

understanding of the organisation's process and the options for change (Obholzer and 

Roberts, 1994). There is clearly a need to look beyond the target setting culture to attend 

to the personal, professional and emotional needs of teachers and the pastoral needs of 

pupils (Leyden, 2002). Macready (1997), presents a constructionist rationale for 

consultation, suggesting that change may occur if people can become connected to their 

own meaning-making abilities and to the greater selection of meanings subsequently 

available to them. Miller (1996, 2003) investigated the phenomenon of the 'temporary 

overlapping boundary' in which a teacher, parent and EP are able to co-create new and 

different meanings from those available within school and family systems. These 

meanings then pave the way for effective collaborative working. 

Solution-focussed thinking (Rhodes and Ajmal, 1995) may help to provide questions to 

structure consultation sessions in order to open up the complexity of the situation in a 

manner consistent with a social constructionist approach. However, whilst Solution 

Focussed approaches fit with social constructionist principles, there are ontological 

differences with psychodynamics. 

Whilst the psychodynamic perspective sees human functioning as based upon the 

interaction of drives and forces within the person, particularly unconscious between the 

different structures of the personality, the social constructionist perspective emphasises 

the role of language in human societies where action is preceded by understanding and 

an intention for a meaningful outcome. Furthermore, actions convey messages to other 

members of society and how we name things affects how we behave towards them. A 

name or a label, carries with it expectations. The existence of important biological or 

natural differences between people and certain shared biological drives are not denied. 

rather, it is the ways in which such differences and similarities are given meaning 

through processes of social construction which are important. The theoretical principles 
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underpinning dynamic assessment may be applied to the process of solution-focussed 

consultation (Hymer, Michel, and Todd (2002), facilitating a meeting of equals with 

distinct but complimentary roles and skills. 

By working across individuals and organisations and from acknowledging that the 

. psychology of any situation has to include the experience of multiple meanings and 

differing interpretations, EPs can recognise the significance of individual constructs and 

how they impinge on organisational behaviour (Stoker, 2000). This may provide an EP 
. . 

with an effective tool for change as the construction of meaning is based on dialogue . 

with the different parties and by acknowledging the legitimacy of each person's own 

chosen personal meaning. The dialogue may then move beyond so-called objective fact 

to an analysis of how one construction of events impacts on another. The EP may 

therefore act as a co-researcher, using his/her own values and beliefs in the process, 

working with the children, parents and teachers in the pursuit not of 'truth' but of better 

understanding, (Stoker, 2000). A range of literature and techniques is available to EPs 

to assist them in the eliciting of mUltiple meanings and the use of these to help 

individuals to reconstruct their futures. 

Understanding the Constructs and Meanings of the Individuals Within an 

Organization 

Kelly (1991) and much of Ravenette's (1997) work emphasises the importance of 

understanding the constructs and meanings of the individuals within an organisation 

where the productive level of analysis is not the pursuit of some sort of objective 'truth', 

but rather with the differing constructions that people make of the events that they are 

experiencing (Stoker, 2000). Therefore in order to gain a shared discovery of the 

meaning, and especiaUythe emotional significance of activity in the workplace, there is 

scope for working with staff members in schools to help to explore the experiences and 

. perspectives of each member of staff, focussing on change and significant events and 

the roles and responsibilities of individuals. ., 

There is also perhaps a need to be creative in finding new ways of using language to 

communicate the constructs of others and themselves, (Stoker, 2000). Bozic et 

al. (1998), state that: ."Almost every part of our work involves [EPs] in the creation, use 

and manipulation of discourse", and describe five major areas of EP work into which 

discourse analysis might be integrated. Billington, (1996), urges EPs to consider the 
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importance of language, issues of meaning, knowledge and power within current 

practices and argues that discourse analysis can enable an analysis of language and 

permits the conceptualisation of connections between words themselves and what lies 

beyond them, lead to a possible critique of power (Billington, (2002). O'Brien and ' 

Miller (2005), apply a discourse-analytic approach to the language used by school staff 

during the process of consultation between teachers and EPs. Edwards and Potter (1992, 
, . , 

1993), further develop a,model of discursive psychology to focus particularly on how' 

factual reports are constructed and how events are described and explained. These 

methods have been used by Miller and O'Brien (2005) as a means of analysing 

discourses where 'solution-focused' questions (Rhodes and Ajmal, 1995), are used to 

construct an alternative version of events in an attempt to move towards the co-creation 

of a different and more optimistic account from which new an.d more effective solutions 

might arise. 

Developing Personal Awareness 

It has already been established that the power to change ones self remains the single 

contributory factor in the management of stress (Steel, 2001). Whilst there is some 

support from various agencies that assists practicing teachers to studying their 

emotional reactions to children, the Educational Psychologist could assist staff members' 

to develop greater personal awareness and acknowledge their individual reactions to 
. . 

situations. By supporting staff in managing their feelings, thoughts and beh~viour, the 
.. ' 

EP may be able to help staff manage pressure and balance their lifestyles more 

effectively. This may be achieved by helping staff to unlearn their defensive habits of 

conversation and in learning to articulate the hidden feelings and thoughts that may be 

the origins of their resentment and confusion so that they are better informed and 

empowered to communicate and work more effectively. In this way the contribution of 

therapy and psychoanalytic thinking could be better understood and utilised (Weiss, 

2002). 

Managing Change 

. As society becomes increasingly pluralistic, institutions such as schools are 

continuously being challenged, creating considerable additional stress and confusion for 

the members of these institutions as they attempt to adopt and modify their working 

practices to take account of these changes (Stokes, 1994). Managing change inevitably 
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requires managing the anxieties and resistance arising from the change process 

(Obholzer, 1994). Jennifer and Shaughnessy (2005), suggest that a school's readiness to 

change and implement interventions is dependent on the extent to which key elements 

will support the introduction of an intervention and whether staff and pupils are 

empowered to participate meaningfully in its development. These elemerits include: 

self-awareness and reflection; recognition of and responsiveness to difficulties;' review 

and evaluation; clarity of rationale; degree of democracy including the participation of 

children; stability of culture; and location of locus of control, (Dusenbury et al. (1997); 
I 

Roffey (2000); Sammons et al. (1995». When working with schools EPs may take 

, account of these factors when planning ways to engage with the school. 

Identifying Barriers 

Methods such as Feuerstein's Learning Potential Assessment Device (LP AD) may be 

used to identify barriers to change (termed 'deficient cognitive functions'), and the 

mechanisms or processes that could remove them (Feurestein et al. (1979); Feurestein et 

al., (1988); Feurestein and Feurestein, (1991). This method can provide a helpful 

framework for structured process questions in a dynamic consulation model. Likewise 

the 'psychodynamic consultation' may be used as a strategy for helping teachers to 

discern and cope with transference and countertransference phenomena, (Weiss, 2002). 

The Tavistock psychoanalytic approach to organisational consultancy involves gaining 

an understanding of the primary task of the organisation with an appreciation of the 

psychoanalytic challenge presented by the work. Through shared discovery of the 

meaning, and especially the emotional significance of activity in the workplace, it is 

thought that staffwill gain a bett~r understanding of the organisation's process and the 

options for change (Obholzer and Roberts, 1994). 

, The pilot study gave rise to the current study as an exercise that provided a vital insight 

into the underlying psychodynamics behind the systemic procedures and principles 

adopted by the respective schools. This work challenged the role of the EP traditionally 

working with children and working systemically with schools. As Obholzer (1994), 

argues that it is possible,to assess the functioning state of an organisation by monitoring 

measures such as splitting, denial and projective identification, and how - just as for 

individuals - a containing intervention can shift the functioning towards the depressive 

end of the spectrum, the EP may assist staff in schools to gain an external and internal 

framework that allows for a sense of security and serves as a base from which to explore 
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personal and institutioI.1al issues. 

In addition to assisting in finding solutions to difficulties this study has shown how 

Educational Psychologists are well placed to draw attention to the real difficulties and 

concerns of those working on the frontline of the educational field. Whilst the study was 

able to bring forward and acknowledge some of the pressures that Heads are under it 

also raised que~tions around individuals bearing difficulties that they should not have to 

endure and of people perhaps being forced to work in unbearable conditions. Perhaps a 

future role of the Educational Psychologist coul~ be to further investigate these 

concerns and find a way of articulating them to those with authority in a manner that 

could influence a better way of working for all. This has Implications for Local 

Authorities in tenns of their deliberations about how to deploy their Educational 

Psychology resources more effectively. 

b. Additional Comments 

A number of participants stated that they were greatly encouraged that through the peer 

supervision sessions the difficulties facing Head teachers were being acknowledged: 

Yes, it is interesting but I regarded it as very nice that somebody was actually 

saying that Heads have a lot of pressures, that they need looking after- very 

important. I have my staff, PP A time, as long as they're fine and you're the last 

person they think about, very positive actually. 

(Head teacher 8 interviewed in current study) 

It became apparent that the more experienced Head teachers were more enthusiastic 

about attending the group than the less experienced Heads. This may be because more 

experienced Heads feel less defensive around other Head teachers: 

The more experienced you are - when you are a new. Head you want to get . 

everything right, the more experienced you are the more reassured you are in 

your position to share,things with colleagues. 

(Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study) 

A less experienced Head described her feelings of defensiveness and protectiveness 

about her school and having little time to attend the meetings: 
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I think for me, say in a couple of years' time, when I haven't got the same 

pressures of just taking over a new school, then that [attending the group 

sessions] would be more that I would seek to do down the line because I've got 

more time to do it but at the moment everything is pushing ...... 1 think the thing is 

you are self-protective of your school so even when you are speaking to other 

Heads you don't necessarily give the full picture, you might discuss one small 

issue but you're always dealing with the full picture, aren't you? It would be 

good having somebody else who has the full picture. 

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study) 

Head teachers were generally considered to be natural listeners and communicators due 

to their experience of coming up through the ranks of teaching. These features were also 

seen as reasons for the success of the group: 

I think the nature of a lot of Heads is to be like the type of people they are. I don't 

think that we've just been really lucky to get a good group of people together in 

this area. I think the nature of the Head teacher to be where they are is the fact 

that they have listened and are able to. communicate and are open to ideas and 

are supportive and it 's the nature of your role as you've come up through the 

system. 

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study) 

Another participant spoke about other aspects of Head teachers such as their dislike of 
. . 

being told what to do: 

"Head teachers don't like being told what to do, we are not good at that, we are 

managers at the top of little Pyramids". 

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study) 

Acknowledgement of Head teachers' Difficulties 

The participants' encouragement that the difficulties facing Head teachers were finally 

being acknowledged through the peer supervision sessions may be further evidence of 

their feelings of isolation, alienation and even desperation. The greater enthusiasm for 

the group shown by the more experienced Head teachers may be indicative of a greater 
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degree of defensive behaviour demonstrated by the less experienced Heads who may 

feel they have more to prove than the more secure experienced Heads who feel less 

defensive around other Head teachers: 

The more experienced you are - when you are a new Head you want to get 

everything right, the more experienced you are the more reassured you are in 

your position to share things with colleagues" 

(Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study) 

I think for me, say in a couple of years' time, when I haven't got the same 

pressures of just taking over a new school, then that [attending the group 

sessions] would be more that I would seek to do down the line because I've got . 

more time to do it but at the moment everything is pushing ... ... 1 think the thing is 

you are self-protective of your school so even' when you are speaking to other 
. . . 

Heads you don't necessarily give the full picture, you might discuss one small 

issue but you're always dealing with the full picture, aren't you? It would be 

good having somebody else who has the full picture. 

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study) 

The general belief amongst the participants that Head teachers were natural listeners and 

communicators due to their experience of coming up through the ranks of teaching may 

indicate a carefully defended position which does not take into account the very . 

different natures of Head teachers as individuals: . 

I think the nature of a lot of Heads is to be like the type of people they are.' I don't 

think that we've just been really lucky to get a good group of people together in 

this area. I think the nature of the Head teacher to be where they are is the fact 

, that they have listened and are able io communicate an~ are open to ideas and 

are supportive and it's the nature of your role as you've come up through the 

system. 

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study) . 

Again the idea of valency for a particular role may be a relevant factor. 

Several participants mentioned the need to support newly appointed Head teachers and 
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those new to the role: 

] had a conversation with a new nearby Head who's having difficulties in the 

school, we're all there, aren't we? I said just ring any time, if there's anything] 

can do - had a similar arrangement with the previous Head but she moved on and 

they've appointed afirst-time Head and obviously in a school with difficulties 

that's a challenge for any Headship. She would have been invited to this, 

wouldn't she? 

(Head teacher 2 interviewed in current study) 

The facilitation of new Heads who might be reluctant to come to a group meeting 

despite having been invited due to lack of familiarity and confidence in the others was 

also raised: 

If I'd have realised she'd had a letter and hadn't turned up, you could ask 

someone else to contact her, couldn't you, and say':" '] 'm going along, do you 

want me to give you a lift?' - I've done that with previous infant Heads, _' is a 

new Head at the Infants and came to the school in September, so I think maybe 

that we can take more responsibility for that and make phone calls and say 

'maybe you've missed it, maybe you didn't think you'd got time for it', like all 

these things. 

(Head teacher 2 interviewed in current study) 

Another participant emphasised the need for support for new Heads from the Local 

Authority and emphasised the pressures they are under: 

I would hope the LEA would be very supportive of new Heads for a lengthy period 

of time because there is so much to learn in a short space of time, everybody 

expects, even the Governing body would expect, you to be up and running literally 

from the first day of your appointment and that is unrealistic. 

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study) 

Issues around recruitment and retention of Head teachers in relation to the stresses and 

strains of the role was highlighted by several individuals who' saw the support group as 

offering a way forward around this difficulty: 
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I do think the authority needs to think about this because I think there is an issue 

in terms of Headship recruitment now and if we are going to make it more 

attractive then something like the systems we are putting in place here need to be 

considered. 

(Head teacher 6 interviewed in current study) 

Furthermore, the need for more creative responses to problems around school issues 

was called for: 

There has been so much research done, we ought to know better about what 

makes a'good school, rather than let's have this initiative and that initiative, by 

now we ought to know what makes a good school. 

(Head teacher 6 interviewed in current study) 

A number of participants discussed the role that retired Head teachers might have in 

supporting current Heads: 

I think I'm lucky that both the past 2 Heads are still living in ---1 we are 

unusual to have 3 consecutive Heads that have lived in the town. Both are totally 

different people with different perspectives, one has a more general perspective 

, about education where my previous boss has only been gone 2 years and so its 

easier still to talk about on-going issues so ljind that useful, not anywhere near 

on a daily or weekly basis but just when the opportunity arises or when I've got a 

thing that I don't know what to do. 

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study) , 

A suggestion that e-mail support might prove useful to some individuals was tempered 

with a need for personal contact: 

I suppose one of the things I do is use emailfor contacting people, whether that 
, ' 

would be a useful way of offering people support, because you can't always 

manage to meet up or get them on the end of the phone, but having an exchange of 

emails to get support may be quite useful. I do actually think hearing the other 

person's voice or seeing their facial reactions is important because it affirms what ' 

you are thinking and doing and can get a little bit remote if you can't do that. I 

think its that spontaneity of being able to pick up some support from somewhere 
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when you need it, not always having to wait until the next meeting, so I guess 

that's the link I have had with ---J whether people need to have a paired person 

. who they can do that with, they might, like ~ and /, already have that. 

(Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) 

Evaluating the Group 

Whilst the more obvious advantages of being in the group were readily and clearly 

articulated by group members, a number of participants stated that the deeper benefits of 

the sessions were almost intangible and the benefit was in experience rather than the 

outcomes. Indeed some interviewees appeared almost dismissive to engage in a 

discussion about evaluation of the sessions: 

It's possible to articulate the advantages of it, makingjudgments about the 

outcomes is something completely different. Let's look at the issue we talked 

about at ----1 we could talk at the next meeting about how effective it was on the 

Head teacher with the junior school whose issue it was. I think sometimes we 

need to be careful with outcomes, sometimes it just gets you going through the 

processes of articulating the issue that you've got, of listening to the experience of 

the other people - that's worthwhile in itselfbecause what it often does is start 

t~ought processes going and when you're in a school all the time and not rubbing 

shoulders with other Head teachers, I think the benefit is the fact that you are 

rubbing shoulders with other Head teachers and listening to other Head teachers 

whereas when you are in a school it's a lonely profession and if things start going 

wrong you really are by yourself. I think this group particularly is beneficial 

because you are not by yourself. 

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study) 

Discussions around using an evaluation system were met with comments that the only 

way to see if new groups would work was to set them up and see: 

If we reviewed what's happened in our own group, we'd be saying whatever you 

did and whatever approa~hes you've made, it's worked, we've got a group and 

it's still meeting so I'm tempted to say that worked, so is there any reason why it 
. . 

shouldn't elsewhere? We don't know until we've tried that, so we'll try and think 

of an alternative way of establishing a group for all those other clusters where 
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this isn't happening. 

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in. current study) 

The merits of evaluating the group and. using the findings to develop and maintain the 

group were discussed along with fears that this might prove difficult, especially in 

evaluating the more intangible benefits of the group. It was clear that all of the group 

members felt that they had bene fitted just from the experience of being in the group not 

just from the outcomes.!t was clear that some individuals felt that the group was 

working well but they were not part of it (MacKenzie and Tschuschke (1993). This is 

consistent with the resear.ch that has shown that an individual's sense of belonging and 

their appraisal of how well the entire group is working can be quite different (Yalom 

and Leszcz, 2005:55). Factors that strengthen the group's sense of containment may 

beencouraged by ~olding group meetings on the same day and at the same time each 

week and ending the meetings on time. In this way group members would not . 

necessarily feel that their emotions dictate the 'shape' and structure of the meetings, as 

well as its atmosphere and content, Obholzer, 1994). 

There are a number of potential pitfalls in using group supervision and these can be 

addressed through careful planning at the start of the programme. Some of these have 

been highlighted already whilst others are outlined in the following chapter. 

Summary 

In this section both the questionnaire data and the findings of the interviews with the 

participants in the peer supervision group were presented. The questionnaire data 

indicated that in general the peer support group sessions were regarded as: useful, a 

good use of time, something that participants would be prepared to set time aside for; a 

reasonably high priority and having a positive knock on effect for colleagues, pupils and 

parents in their school communities. 

The findings of the interview data were presented as descriptive accounts of the views 

of the participants and include extracts of representative texts to illustrate the points that 

are made. There was also an attempt to interpret and comment on these findings. 

283 



The nine categories that emerged from the participants' responses were: 

i. Difficulties experienced by head teachers 

ii. Experiences of being in the group 

iii. The individual benefits 

iv. The wider benefits 

v. The barriers and limitations 

VI. Factors which might promote the ongoing success and survival of the group 

vii. Paired versus group work 

viii. The role of the educational psychologist 

ix. Additional comments 
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