





























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































: in particular the shanng and awareness of different perspectlves was especially helpful
and would seem to have been used by 1nd1v1duals following the process in order to

‘consider difficulties:

The thing that struck me when I walked away was, that was not to offload and |
- moan, it’s to seek a solution and I think I've used that a lotfmyself inmy own °
 situation — this is the problem, and instead of moaning about it, I've said this is -
the position, what's the solution, sol 've done it more in my own head from the
method. :

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study)

The wide range of expenence in the group was also seen to be advantageous asit’
: provrded many different angles to problems and raised the possibility of more solutlons
~ 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 negatrve emotional 1mpact

of the situation may be reduced before it happens The process was generally seento - e

have 1mproved how the Head teachers related to each other in that it offered an -
' orgamsed, structured and focussed problem-solvmg system which built on an already

established system:

The process has made, helped and bettered how we do thihgs -in the past it’s
been said ‘we ve done this, what do you think? " Or “that s happened what s
your advzce? Thzs is certamly a better way of deahng wzth thmgs 7

' - (Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) '

Asa consequence of attendmg the group sessions one part1c1pant described how she had
proactlvely sought out support carlier than she might have done prevrously and in so

doing reduced her feelings of d1stress ~

What actually happened was between the group sessions something cropped up -
that I was anxious about and wasn’t sure who I could talk it through with, so I
emazled and just put ‘Re support could do with havmg a few minutes ezther
- by email or over the phone or whatever we actually did it over the phone inthe.
end — he let me talk through what it was and then he asked me some questzons so
it was the same sort of. format but it was a faery instant follow -up to me sayzng I
~could do with talkmg through this, and by the time we had fmshed I feIt I was e
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making the problem seem bigger than it realfy is, what I've actaally_ gottodois...
) and it helped me clarify how I was going to deal with that. I probably would not
as easily have done this before, I would have probably waited until the problem
was bigger, and then I might possibly have contacted ____ because we already
did do a little bit of being there for each other anyway, but I thought of it earlier
onin the process, as soon as I was aware tﬁat I was getting wound up about it. |

. (Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study)

Increased Trust, Openness and Communication

A number of partlclpants described how desplte 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 inrimidating eIemerzt to it initt;ally, you tkink am I going to share |
~ something, but I think as we 're deveIopmg as a group, I think we feel more
confident revealing thzngs to each other that you wouldn t necessarily in another
context, so I think the process does help that. _
(Head teacher 10 1nterv1ewed in current study)
Indeed, such was the strength of the group, although sorrie were not personally ‘inclined

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

I'm not the most forthcomihg when it comes to sharing problems for a whole host
of reasons, 1 ufould now feel confident in sharing a problem in a group, sayihg I
don’t know the answer. Over a real hard issue I wouldn’t have any problem in

~ saying I'm open t0 suggestions please That admtsszon hasn't always rested
easily with me, not that I think I'm always right because over 16 years I've -
dropped some clangers but maybe those clangers wouldn’t have been dropped lf
there had been a group like this one. Even within this kind of group you may not
be talking about issues relevant to you at that time, but you may be listening to

issues that you may come up against in the future

(Head teacher 5 mtervxewed in current study)

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

which improved and established positive relationships, openness and mutual support - |

203



amongst group members: -

I felt 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 netghbouring 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 actuaIly a very supportive thing for each other, it

is not in any sense revealing yourself as a school not as good as another school,
it's actually a process where you feel 1 could actually pick up a phone and ask
that person for some advice if the situation arose, I do feel that I could ask for a
1:1 session, where we could explore something that I was concerned with. 1 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 Jfalling so there are spare places in alI those schools, and parents use that in
a sense, to move schools more easzly than they nght have done otherwise. You . -
are always worried about numbers and the Jact 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 ver)t 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 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) . '

It depends upon how you feel about the colleagues who are there, and 1 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 50 when they
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come up with recammendatio,ns often they are based on their own experience in
their own practice. I feel that lf I had a burning issue I eoald 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 I felt -
that if I had an issue I coald use that as an arena where I vcould air a problem. I
actually Jeel ﬁom how people have behaved that they feel the same. ‘

(Head teacher 5 1nterv1ewed 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’. Th1s also

- allows others to perceive their vulnerablhty more easily and perhaps makes group

' members more sensrtrve to when others are in distress than they had been prevrously

T. eachtng is all about actmg anyway isn’t rt? You come in every morning and play e
the Head teacher with the kldS and to some extent the staff. I think that is one of '

the things, a bit like we are szttzng here now and its totally conf dential so you

almost just physzcally 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 lookmg or seemmg more vulnerable and it brings the odd concern out.

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study)v e

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: -

- Ifyou think how the group works, it is actually quite surpristng how it does work,

- we are more and more being lead down the route of competition with aurselves, L
and the fact that you've got Head teachers who can be a bit egottstzcal andyet -~ |
we 've got this group who are Head teachers who are competitive but are i
prepared to support one another, and we have a secondary Head there who might

“have all sorts of perspectzves about dzjferent schools, and all of that is put to one.

side so that we can support each other.

(Head teacher 6 mtervrewed in current study)

Another Head eXplained how being in the group and getting to know other members
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more intimately had changed their view of them and made them more relaxed around

_them:

I'm ﬁndihg 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)

The reasons for this increased level of trust were based ubon the positive personal ‘
interrelationships and understanding of others in the group. These were listed by
'part1c1pants as: being amongst people who could be trusted, had valuable expenence, -

were respectful and with whom a good relationship had become estabhshed

It depends upon how you Seel 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
come up with recommendations often they are based an their own experience in
~ their own practice. I feel that if 1 had a burning issue I could g'a to a meeting and
- talk about it. By nature I'm not a person who shares my pfablems witha range?of
people, I'm someone who gets on the phone and would chat one to one, butI felt
that if I had an fssue 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 § interviewed in current study)

For Secondary Head teachers there were distinct advantages in meetmg outs1de the head -

* secondary teachers group as the competmve element was removed:

It '[presenting a problem to }the group] was fine because I didn’t feel vu‘InerabIe.‘

-~ 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 yoit are
still aware that Yyou are in competition with them and so to some extent you feel
that if you show too many chinks then in a way that’s not as easy, and perhaps in
the context that we meet it isn’t as easy so I felt 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 of being 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 estabhshed network but

still had posxtlve feellngs about workmg with others in the group

Intttally 1thought I'm not gomg to lzke thts probably because I dzdn 't know the o
. people there, I'm a new Head, and some of them were very frzendly with one -

' another and knew one another, however I dzdn t feel restrtcted in any way by S
bezng a new head because I think they were quite open and welcomzng, everybody .
valued you as a person, it wasn’t ‘you ha_ven t been dozng it for long so what do

-you knoW? ' sort of thing, I don’t think people are of that attitude. e |

' - L (Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study) j

A newly appomted Head teacher s fears about bemg an outsnder were qulckly allayed

Likewise a Head teacher who had been unable to attend both mmal training sessrons
and had only attended one of the mdependent meetmgs orgamsed by the Head teachers T
quickly felt part of the process: ‘ '

'Having gone through the process now twice it made me feel that I had something SR
of value to say, whereas sometzmes you wouId sit there very quzetly with groups of |
- professional people, in a sense this forces youto oﬁ'er somethmg sol understand ”
the anxiety it places onyou to respond, but the more you do it, the morethat
- would lessen. i ’ | S ‘ 4

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study)

Overall the partrcrpants stated that they believed the group tobea good use of thexr trme e -
and having had positive effects on them personally, even when some of the effects had

been 1ntang1ble

The increased level of openness experienced by the schools since the establi‘shment of
the group was seen to be a way of preventing potential tensions developing As

~ discussed prevrously, it is possible that the group had a ‘containing’ functlon, provxdlng o

‘de-toxrfymg process for the members by bearmg 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, b o

1994: 6 and 70). Several Heads sa1d that they were now workmg 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 facilitated 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 practicali

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 snccessive group sessions having greater impact as supportive
relationshjps developed. The apparent ‘opening up’ of more withdrawn individuals was
testament to the level of trust and rnutual respect established by the group. In'

» establishing and maintalnmg 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 ass1st1ng 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 W1th this unfamiliar role. The surprise of some partlcipants at how open
other people had been at the meetings was matched by accounts of those who claimed
that the process had helped thern 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 subj ects be dlscussed 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

commumcated their possibly painful or uncomfortable states of mind often the results '

o 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’ prov1d1ng 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)

| Surprismgly the level of trust and positive regard was not always a result of being part
of a long established group Whilst some individuals dld know one another from - :
working in local clusters together, others were not part of an established network but
still had positive feelings about workmg with others in the group A newly appomted
Head teacher’s fears about be1ng an outsider were quickly allayed. Likewrse a Head
teacher who had been unable to attend both initial tra1n1ng sessions and had only ‘
attended one of the 1ndependent meetmgs orgamsed by the Head teachers qurckly felt
part of the process. ‘

. ’It is possible that by engagmg in forms of actrve coping such as: speakmg openly, and
'prov1d1ng mutual support the group members had activated the neural 01rcu1ts in the
brain concerned w1th the regulatlon of the body’s stress reactions Through the use of
active coprng strategres to deal with traumatic or challenging events the effects of stress
.were srgmﬁcantly reduced (Ledoux and Gorman 2001.In reducmg stress levels 1n thrs '
way, it may be that individual group members changed from wanting to reheve their

anxiety to wantmg to learn to commumcate with others and to be more trusting and -

honest with them (Yalom and Leszcz, 2005:23). This shiﬁ from the relief of suffenng to |

change in 1nterpersonal functromng is mdicatrve of an essentral step in the early

dynamrc 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 relationshlp had become established. .
\ Surprrsingly these effects occurred i in spite of Head teachers workmg in an extreme and

ever-mcreasmgly competitive env1ronment where they are requlred if not overtly

- encouraged to be competitive and smgle-mmded with regard to therr own schools For i

Secondary Head teachers there were distinct advantages in meetrng outside the’ f
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' Secondary Head teachers group as the competmve 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. el o ‘

~ The reported benefits for individuals asa result of being in the group‘ such as: .
normahsatlon of issues; 1mproved problem-solvmg skills; reassurance and afﬁrmatlon,
expenenced benefits of altruism; the educative or formative functions of the group,
improved hstemng skills; 1mproved problem-solvmg skills; increased trust, openness
and communication are an indication of how the effects of the group maybe gene’ralised. |
WhllSt it is acknowledged that it is not possible to replicate the group and have any |
* assurance that the same effects would be expenenced by dlfferent 1nd1v1dua1s, it can be
seen that for the 1nd1v1duals involved in this group, their expenences of belng in the

. group may be generahsed in other situations and contexts.
iv.. ~ Wider Benefits

- Allof the Head teachers who attended the sessions felt that the group would beneﬁt

the1r schools asa whole

- This has been helpﬁd to the whole schoaf | “If I had gone under wt'th stressit
would have not been good for the school. Peer supervzszon has provzded away to

| get rid of stress without puttzng it onto the staff.” “This is not just a ‘way of
supportmg current Head teachers it is also a way of promotzng Head teachershtp
in a time when people are unwilling to take on the role due to the hzgh levels of

stress. -

(Head teacher 11 interviewed in current study)

and may offer support to the Head teachers’ professron and to other groups such as new
Head teachers; those Head teachers who had not taken part SENCos, deputy Head 2
teachers and Newly Quahﬁed Teachers

* I have already told other coIIeagues not present that the group was a very ‘, |
eﬁ" icient, eﬂecttve and conf idential way of enhstmg lots of heIp and support Those
are the thmgs that Head teachers crave.l 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 enﬁir:onment, if you have time to release people it would be a good thing
for personnel in.school to use as a release valve themselvés, particularly good

. because it focuses on solutions rather than just grumblihg 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 togéther suchas |
classroom oBserVations, p‘rofessionalAdevelopfnent, school prbspectﬁses and job
descriptions and that they felt more comfortable in seeking suppdrt from otheré in the

group:.

From the 2 or 3 1 ve been to, 1 often come away quzte secure of the people sharmg |
the same issues I'm sharing, or havmg the same problems r 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. | ' o k'

* (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 weA
W¢re looking at WHether it was personnel issues, or staffing, or parent itwas an
’ opporiunity to start it going and I think geographically ~__ and Iare obwously
very close and I think I have the same close relationshipat ____and I could rmg '
him. 1 feel there are 2 Heads there who have been part of this group that I could
now ceriainly Jeel comfoi‘tabie in ringfng or making arrangements to meet up.
| (Head teacher 2 interviewed in current study)
For a newly appointed Hgad teacher, the initial rﬁeeting of the group enabled her to |
make contact with the Heads in the area:
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’ Smce the f rst meetmg, 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, 50 that’s nice. For me that was a spin '
off. from that meeting because I wouldn't have approached them and because I 7'
haven t been able to make other meetings, I've been able to say, ook I've gota
problem with thts or can you help me out with this' and people have been
fantastzc back, so I've gained a lot of support even though I haven't been able to
attend specific meetings. We havediscussed 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 forit, S0 it’s been good.

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study)

v Othere 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: |

Despite being Head here Jor 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 opmzon on ideas.

(Head teacher 7 1nterv1ewed in current study)

Where a number of sources of support were establrshed the peer supervrsron sessions

provided an addrtlonal level of assistance for some pamcrpants

. IfI have an issue that I ’m speciﬁcally concerned about; we talk about it in the - |
school. I can phone up a number of Heads Idon't often, but Ifeel conf dent in

- phoning up a number of Heads if I have an issue, and I think this group work rs
another layer on that — it complements what I've already got.

"~ (Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study)
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. Possibilities Jfor Other Groups

A Heb‘d teacher about to leave and take up a job elsewheré described how her
experiences in the group had made her sensitive to the needs of others and had

influenced her approaqh 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
, thzngs 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 obvzously feels he needs to talk thts through and what I need to do
is check that I understand the situation properly and help him to work through

- what’s happenmg now.

’ (Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) ‘

- A consequence of heanng others with s1m11ar issues to thelr 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 wzth

| (Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study) |

7 ' 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 thmk in one case in partzcular I've seen somebody that I feel a IzttIe 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 ina di ﬁ‘erent Izght because they have let their fa;:ade down. ..... I
think what you could do then i take account of that in your dealings wzth them so
that, say you were Srustrated at how they responded to something, 1 would haveat
the back of my mind, “yes, because of this, they are under quite alot of stress and

this is perhaps t00 much for them , you orgamse a Iot of thmgs m secondaty o
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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 rne the names of the children, its not .»
- difficult!” you forgot what they are doing, just running to keep up with everything,v '
so if you know someone that bit more or seen that side to them Ithink it can only ..
be helpful, either if you ring an alarm bell 4go 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 inyour day to day dealings with them. -

(Head teacher 3 1nterv1ewed in current study)‘

Several of the Heads reported that the group sessions had helped to estabhsh more
meamngful links between members

Ican honestly say that the cluster has developed professzonally in the 8 years
‘ -sznce 1 have been here, when I f rst came here it was very zsolatmg, you don't .
know all the ins and outs so it was diffi cult and of course we have had a number
of Heads who have left 50 it’s then absorbmg new Heads which I thmk we do very
well and we are supportive. I don t know that I can put my fi inger on it [what has «
“been learnt from being in the group] I suppose you could say we have learned
that are capable of working in that way, having that more meanzngﬁd relatzonsth ,
rather than prime lzazson meetings are sharmg of ideas and information but not
the same, s0 perhaps you could say that I've Iearned that.

(Head teacher 7 1nterv1ewed in current study) s

d for at least one Head teacher, the expenence of bemg a part of the group made them -

aware of the need for thls kind of work and made them consxder workmg in this field in
the future: '

I'm becommg more aware of the idea of provldmg support Sfor Head teachers
happemng in more and more places It was mterestmg because after that fi rst
“session, I was applymg Jfor jobs at that pomt one of the jobs I applled for was a
Head teacher supportrolein_____, 1 dtd 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 domg, and I can heIp
transfer it to other people as welI I don’t think I would have been able to make

‘the applzcatzon as well as I dzd without bezng a part of that group ortgmally
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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 prbblem—éolving 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 mj) functioning
particularly with the chtldren in some 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 mvolved and you decide what the truth is and what
you want to get out of It', and they Jjust want really to feel that they've been heard

- (Head teacher 10 mtervxewed in current study)

Sotne 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'také on their troubles]l, I've
alwaye been a great listener to do with what parents have got to say, butit’sa
facet of my character that I've always thottght “well, I must fix that”, I've always
~ wanted to make everybody happy, which is impossible isn't it?, part of that is

trymg 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 thoughiful so that when they come -

to talk to me about somethmg, to ask that question “where do you want to go with |

! this one, what do you want todo?” somettmes they just want to say what they

_want to say and then they 've f mshed wtth it, or that they ve already thought of a
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~ solution themselves and they wzsh to pursue 50 — that makes my job much easier,
not to feel I have to grasp that straight away or else the school s going to faIl
down. It’s much easier to drop back out of it for a bit and occasionally, zf
- 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 haye to Ireep calm about
it, and listen to it, but I'm not going to be swayed byanger in that sense or indeed |
. get angry myself about it because it’s Jjust not worth it. '

(Head teacher 10 1nterv1ewed 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 w1th others who came to

them w1th problems

I felt that at that time, that that [the process] was trans’ferring‘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, I could
illustrate it with people who 've walked into this office, and I've krzown that they-
- need to talk and I need to listen and just let it go, and at the end Jjust say, if |
anythmg, ‘is there anythmg else they you'd like to tell me” and just let them get zt
- out. So justas a section of the techmque bemg part of what we do, 1'd like to say-
- “yes”, and specifically from the training that you gave us I hope that because it
was a part of what we were already doing, it wouldn't be 50 easy to say, “Oh yes,

there was thts mstance or there was that mstance

(Head teacher l mtervnewed in current study)

Rather than relymg on interpretation and insight, the practlcal ‘here-and-now’ relatnonal :
i expenence of bemg in the group had allowed 1nd1v1duals to challenge thelr own
erroneous or dysfunctlonal beliefs. Group members were more able to analyse and gain
an understanding of their own dysfunctional ways of respondmg tosituationsand |
replace these with more functional responses. In thlS way their self appralsals and those v
of others may have been altered and changes both in their behav1our and their - T
internalised images of past events was able to occur in the positive manner descnbed by | § ’
Fonagy etal. ((1999) in Yalom and Leszcz, 2005 52)

The 'group format provided the educative and normative functions of peer supervision. -



Each person contributed to the range of expertlse and experrence needed to address the
_problems raised. This meant that there was a shared understanding of the partlcular role
- of the Head teacher and the context of workrng in schools. Initially there wasaneedto
- encourage group members who feared they had little to offer a group interms of |
. expenence Sklll or personahty to take part in order to listen to the contribution of the

other members of the group. ‘Therefore the group is an 1mportant mechanism for =~

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

it allows the normalisation of problems so that individual Head teachers see that ¢ 1t is-

not just them and that other Head teachers are facmg srmrlar drfﬁcultres and challenges. L

The educative or formative kfunction 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, Cresp1 1997 Isbell, 2003; Aston and Molassrotrs 2003).
| Through the reflections of the supervrslon group, members learnt about their individual
strengths (Zorga, 1997; Nash, 1999) ‘and were reassured of their professronal
competence (Roblner et al, 1997). The fact that the sessions provided a posrtrve : ‘
response to solving problems rather than just expressrng concern in an unfocussed way
was welcomed by the Head teachers and encouraged a more posrtrve outlook ‘Unlike
most Head teachers meetings the process allowed partlclpants time to really listen to |
: each other and group members reported that the ordered and methodical approach
- offered by the process allowed them to really take time to reflect on issues and 'cvonsider
" their responses» Furthermore, participants reported that the process allowed the |
clanﬁcatron and definition of problems to be scrutinised in such a way that enabled
partrcrpants to understand the issues more fully and derrve more effective and
appropriate solutions. Moreover, by takmg time to define the problems methodrcally,' y
 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 anxrety due to fears about their -
ability to generate orrgrnal questions and useful solutrons, the overall beneﬁts of the
: process were seen to outwelgh these drfﬁcultres In some cases initial fcellngs and
anxieties about being unable to make a valid contrrbutron were replaced with awareness |
of having been supported and accepted and this enabled pamcrpants to volunteer o
offer an 1ssue in the next round

Making Contacts and Establishing Networks
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| For a newly appointed Head teacher the 1n1t1al meetlng of the group had a further

: purpose in that it enabled her to make 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 1nt1mately had changed their view of them and made them more relaxed
around them. Therefore, where a n‘umber»of sources of support were already establlshed, K

~ 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 dlfficultles -
vwas viewed as a contributory factor in the development of participants’ own thmkxng
skills. In partlcular the sharing and awareness of different perspectives was especially
helpful and would seem to have been used by 1nd1v1duals following the process. in order
to con51der difficulties 1ndependently There was also evidence that some group
members felt that they had gained advantages through the modelhng of aspects of some
other group members (Borgers 1983) They were able to learn from watchmg and _
hstemng to how each other tackle problems partlcularly where the focus was on shared N
problems (Kuipers et al. 1997). Some Head teachers commented that by contnbutmg 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 ablhty to stand back from the difficulties of others and not take them on
personally was a wider benefit expenenced by at least one partxcxpant Whilst other
group members reported how the skills learnt i m the group were transferable to thexr .

~ own school contexts and in thelr dealmgs wrth others who came to them with

problems.A Head teacher about to leave and take up a job elsewhere described how her
expenences in the group had made her sensitive to the needs of others and had |

influenced her approach to deahng with hstenmg and responding to others:

I'm very aware whén I'm talking to the Hea.al I'm takihg over fromin ___, |

yesterday he sent me an email and said can you give me a ring, there’s a coupl’ek of

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

back on what'’s happemng 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 whc_zt I need fo do e -
‘ is’checkvthat I understand the situationbproperly and help him‘to' work ihrbz)gh f‘ g
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what's hoppening 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'mvery 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
consequence 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 parttcular I've seen somebody that I feel 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 facade down. ... I
think what you could do then is take account of that in your deahngs with them so

_ that, say you were frus_trated 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
thls is perhaps too much Jor them”, you organise a lot of things i 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
diﬁ'icultt ” you forgot what they are doing, just running to keep up with everything,
S0 lf you know someone that bit more or seen that side to them 1 think it can only
be helpﬁd etther 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 relatzonsth 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. A

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study)

Several of the Heads reported that the group sessions had helped to establlsh more
meaningful links between members:
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I can honestly say that the cluster has developed professionally inthe 8 years
since I have been here, when 1 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
weil and we are sdpportive. I don’t know that I can put my finger on it [what has
- been learnt from beihg in the group], 1 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 expérience 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 aftér that first
session, I was applying for jobs at that poz:nt, one of the jobs I applied for was a
‘Head teacher supportrolein _______, 1did get an iﬁteri{iew Jor it but chose to
' ~ stick with the Head teacher role that I got an interview Jor 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. Idon’t think I would have been able to make

the application as well as 1 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 negativé 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 .re.v.erted to inappropriate or dysfunctional handling of
such emotions (Beardslee, Wright, 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 wéys 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 ihdividuail with the
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problem directly and others in the group indirectly. Direct support for those witha =~
difﬁeulty came in the form of support reassurance, suggestions, and insight. However, - |
as a consequence of sharing their issues they became a potentlally useful resource for

others with similar concemns 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 stafT:

* 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 aHead for 3 years, and some of
them have been leaping inA knee jerk without actually taking that time and S
distance from an issue, involving other people in it and getting other peoples a
| opinions, perhaps taking a whole different approach next time. Yt es, it’s
_interesting, because it’s made me think about a _____shzre Small Schools -
Conference where there was a speaker, John Burnham- West, talkmg about ina
school how to sustain Ieadersth, I've realised I can tdo this on my own. Iv ve got
2 full-time teachers and 3 teaching assistants. He had thts model, if youwant to
sustain in your own eapacity to be a leader, how capable people were and how
» engaged they were wzth 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 enthuszastzc, similarly wzth —yvery
experlenced extremely capable. The TAs are all very capable. He sazd in some
schools you ‘have a teacher that’s not really very capable and completely swztched
off so she would be down there, or this teacher that i is really capable been here :
for years but completely un-engaged as well, then the enthusiastic people but not

that capable soasa Head where do you concentrate your energtes7 4

sustainable school has lots of dyfkrent levels of Ieadersth, who'll actually have ? - -

. people up here so that’s what you want to concentrate your time on. ]f I was in a

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

- gettmg them ﬁom there to there, I 'd look at the other people and make them more =~

B capable through professzonal development So these people can heIp me, and I m

at this stage when I wzll actually go fo and____to gauge their opzmon k, L
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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 -
and greater awareness of the emotional aspects of adverSIty expenenced by those 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 vengaging ina

" 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

: Desplte careful planning at the start of the programme a number of pltfalls assocxated

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

the outset it was very 1mportant to have a structure for the group sessions in order to

- avoid unconscious drsorgamsatlon of the group by members who wish to avoid facmg :

“anxieties and dlsagreement (Obholzer 1994). A clear structure helped to build trust and
gave partlclpants greater freedom to ask more probmg questions, make more frank
observations and offer more radical suggestiorrs than they would have done in another,
less structored forum. To make up for the absence of a group leader the maintenance of
such a structure required a high level of conrrrﬁtment 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 parred
sessions. In order to prevent d1vers1ons and dxsmtegratron 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 desxgned to have focused on provrdmg 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 feelihgs where some
‘members enjoyed the eonsequent diScussion whilst others were dissatisfied. Participants .
described a meeting whlch had not stnctly 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 speczf c
problem so it was more of a general dzscusszon, some talked about the thmgs .
they'd talked about with you 1 had interviewed a number of Head teachers at th1s
point], people you had already seen, some people talked about the general -
| pressures on them and support they gotﬁom a group situation like that, and we J
also discussed the principles of what we were doing and there was a Iot of support ,

for that again that was a mzxed 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 areview of the process and an
analysis of what worked about the process They also saw itasa way of planmng

sesswns for the future:

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

“work in the future and that sort of thing, we felt that we *ve changed the way we
listen o each other and how we talk to each other so the moam'ng/groaning bir '

" was diminished and there was a much more supportzve Jeel. You know the way of -
working where you listen to the person tell their situation then you go round and
ask questzons we were almost using a version of that but within the open

‘ discussion forum S0 everybody was giving other people time to express what thetr ‘
problem was and then they were askzng another questxon to f ind out another bit of o '

-information and then we found that somebody was pulling it together and
summing it up and feedmg it back to us w1thout us actually havmg set it up like -
~ that was what was actualIy happenmg, and I'was very aware of that, we dtd say at

_the end how useﬁxl it had been R

(Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study)

There was specific support and zdeas gzven perhaps it was almost an mformal

 review of where we're up to and dzd we want to take it forward that was f

23



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 weve all said we’ll come prepared with some issues
- surrounding parents and at least a couple of peopie will present those. Ithought
that was nice as well, to have a theme, because if we ’ve all been thinking about
 that and it may be that someone else s problem helps us with ours anyway — -1

thought that was a posmve

" (Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study)

One part1c1pant explamed that he felt that the process had developed from the initial
format into somethmg equally helpful, still maintaining elements of the ongmal format

but with the addmonal possibility of a structured open forum:

__ poured her heart out about the pressure she 's under because of target-setting
" and of course everybody m 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 experzence and agree. It felt
like that when our advisor comes in and stuff like that, and let's not forget about
 what value Ofsted has in this, it was a very wide ranging dzscuss:on itwasn'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) , ‘

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 meetmg in that the group agreed to have a focus for the next

meetmg

)

- I suppose I was just shghtly dzsappomted but I wasn’t running the meettng, it dzd

" turn into a moaning session. There were a couple of times during the meenng
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- whenl rzearly said “right, shall we....?" I suppose the main thing that stopped
‘me, one of the things about my primaries is I don't aMays want to goinasthe
'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 somethmg different,
and I've always fought against that, I don 't like sayzng ‘this is what you need to
- do with your children so they're ready to come to us”, its “how can we Sitinwith
~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, ibu't because I was sitting in a colleague ’s
i staﬁ\r room drinking their'tecr 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 explamed hlS frustratlon
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 agam just talkmg and

. moaning, the process ztself is really worthwhzle

(Head teacher 6 1nterv1ewed in current study)

One inter;;retation of the actions of those who enj oyed the session which had not strictly
adhered to the process as the adoptlon of the depressxve posmon as they could have
been seen to be evaluatmg their current posmon 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
drscuss specrﬁc issues in order to resolve their difficulties, there was a possrblhty that
some group members had a covert aim. This may have been to avoid experiencing the
- negative feelings that may be engendered dunng the discussion of a speclﬁc problemor
it may have been to spare the group the arduous task of workmg through a speclﬁc issue
at a time when all concemed were very trred Such behaviour may have been a .
consequence of some members adoptmg Bion’s (1967) basxc assumption mentallty It

could have been that basic assumptlon pairing (baP) mentahty was adopted by members

of the group who regarded unspecrﬁed future events as a defence agamst the dlfﬁcultles :

of the present. Discussions about certain topics may have been used defensxvely_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 negatfve
emotions by one individual who could not contain their emotions for themselves. Such
behaviour may reflect Bion’s (1967), basie assumption fight-flight (baF) mentality. It
was appafent 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 unify 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 actuélly

' planmng any specific action to deal with the percelved difficulties (Stokes, 1994). By
not following the correct procedure, some individuals prOJected their negative feehngs

"~ onto the other group members who experienced this as dxscomfort and anxiety and were
unable to contain the feelmgs adequately, This may suggest the value of the

psychodynarmc approach for EPs workmg within systems where this type of
phenomena might emerge. .- -

Although a number of participants described how deviations from the prescribed |

. procesé 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 ev'ents that

, occurred._ They descﬁbed the discussions as repetitive and aimless, outpourings of
negative emotion where feelings were expressed in an ﬁn—thought-out and destructive
way and with little regard asto how the isstx_es may be resolved, after the fashion
,descri’bed ‘by Obholzer,' (1994). These group members were keen tdre-e'stéblish 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 (Obholier, 1994).
The reluctance of one individual to take control and to get the process back on track for
fear of appearing everbearing and controlling, reflected the degree of frustration, -
anxiety and possible helplessness experienced by some group members wbh‘o’may have
been unwitting reclpnents of the negative emotions of others expressed in an |

uncontrolled manner that did not facxhtate containment.
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Need for a Leader

. "I‘he 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 'cleavlrly from

“several other interviewees. SeveraI of those who participated stated 'that' whilst it Was
essential to have a Chair to lead the sessions they were reluctant to take this folc -
themselves as they felt their lack of competence and inexperience in the role may

impede the support of a colleague:

Idon 't‘know that I would be confident at this moment to act as chair, I'm quite
willing to listen and ojfer vxewpomts and also to ask for clarification but Idon’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 béing in the group:

1looked at 2 of the Heads and thoi(ght they were very conﬁdeni, I don 't want to be
in their shbes, 1 couldn 't chair anything j}ét, I feel too nervous but now that’s

- changed. 1 hal;en 't particularly got a problem, bui Ican actuallybeina . .
supportive role through that process.

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study)

The difficulties of deciding a process for who should take the role of the Chair were
highlighted. Likewise concerns around the expectation that preVi;)usly competent Chairs -
would automatically assume the role were voiced. One individual in pamcular who had
taken up the role of Chair at several meetings expressed his concern that an expectatxon -
" that he would always take that role had been set up. He explamed that whilst he was
prepared to édministrate the organisation of the meetings he did not want to be the

named Chair and he descnbed the events that happened in the group when he 1gnored
the cues to take up the role

Now I'm very happy to [admmlstrate the group] with a btt of a condition on zt
because I felt that even though we 've had 3 meetmgs, last mght s meeting



confirmed that there is an expectation amongst the group that ___'s going to -
organise this, and if somebody bring& 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
takittg that role, I'm happy to take the management role of letting people know,
~which I will do this morning, an email to say that the next meeting is at this ' _
school, at this time, this plaee. 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 oaokground 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 sayihg 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
Ididn'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 started but she started and the rest of the group didn’t strictly
keep, because nobody had said thts 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 butto |
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 t0 it, who is oﬁen 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 mtervxewed in current study)

" It needs a key person who's leading it, I know that's not the essence of it, but I
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think I need to know when the next meeting so I can block the time, so that 1 '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 gét 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 you feel
quite responsible, because you feel that thé other person is depending in the grbup
to come up wiih t}zings they can run with, and it isn’t always gbing to be the case,
the things that péople suggest might suit them in their éircumstances but might not
suit the person they are talking through, so you can ﬁael responsible, and also you
feel that I've got to have something to suggest otherwise I might not be supporting 'V
this persén in the way that I want to, particularly if you have other things in your
own mind that you are already worryi‘ng about. To focus on someone else’s issue |
at that point isn't easy, it’s quite hard work, you have to clear your m.m"mind of .
other things and stick to what it is you 're talking about and sometimes ybu start to
go off on different thoughts because somebody might mention something and you
have to keep your train of ihought back where it is but somebody saying at the

- end, “actually there area éouple 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)

. waever, 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 makng 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 partlclpants stated that they had been initially reluctant to share an issue

with the group fora varlety of reasons: One Head teacher descnbed how she overcame

her initial reluctance to share her problem:

1 think there is stili abitof a reluctance; I know at [the last meeting], I had the

problent, and at first no-one would say tznythirzg, you know how you do, everyone

had rushed in for 9.30 and grabbeda coffee tind all sat down, immediately [the

. Chair] said “shall we begm make a start”, there was a silence and at the backof '

- 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 ona daily basis, get a grip woman’, it was quiet for a few seconds

and then I thought T've got to go w:th this because it’s a real worry to 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 'dlike

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 Iast summer there '

was a small majorzty of parents who would like to see a school umform 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 yvas 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 school has its own set of parents, each school is unique. 1
probably would take the umform problem to the group now actually, yes.

" (Head teacher 8 1nterv1ewed in current study)

or that their problems were too similar to issues 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 yvoh-y that prior to attending the initiai session they |
were concerned that the group work mlght be stressful and that they would have more

emotional weight to carry As one Head teacher said:

- I'was aﬁaid it would become negative and people would geta sense of unburdeﬁing -

themselves.

(Head teacher 11 interviewed in current study) o

Other fears expressed were concerns about COnﬁdences 'bein'g 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 fo view the process as being

very beneﬁc1al

1 thfnk one Ofthe problems with these sesSians_is that you feel a bit vulﬁerable, 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 wzth |
 ideas, but at the same nme you don’t want people telling you how to do your jOb
It’s sucha useﬁd tool, absqutely spot on in terms of coming up with posszble

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 p‘rocess was of benefit and that

“others should overcome their anxieties in order to find solutious 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 gomg to find the answers, are they?

(Head teacher 6 interviewed in current study)

- One Head teacher stated how, by attendmg the group, she had overcome her reluctance
to share difficult issues:

I'was handling a situation last yecrr as regards the LEA’s perception of my school

tat'the 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 thar their issues were not serious enough or were too
similar to issues that had elready 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 groupé. Similarly, the worries of some paxticiparlts priorto
attending the sessions that they might be streszul and would give them 'additional |
emotional weight to carry, were fairly typical Although some group members reported
bemg upset or distressed as they recounted their concerns to the group, consistent w1th
the claims of Hollway and Jefferson (2000), it proved that it was not necessanly
harmful to experience such feelings, as they then went on to state that it was in fact
reassuring and tlierapeutic to talk about an upsetting event in a safe context. Similarly
there were no reports of group members being subjected to scapegoating, group o
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 mernber’s life, or of an individual entering a group session feeling relatively S
‘ 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 and there was

no incidence of personal issues emerging as a result of being in group.

| -Because all of the 1ntervrewees 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 sessrons made it is unlikely that
a participant would become the victim of any of the above situations and be left

* unsupported or feehng helpless The structured process may therefore have reduced
personal vulnerability and psychologlcal exposure. Again the contammg qualltles of the
group process are apparent in that as the recipient of the proyected dlstress, and by -
actmg as a ‘container’, the group was be able to bear what the individual member could
not, and, by arttculatmg thoughts that they have might have found unthmkable
contributed to developlng in them a capactty to thmk and hold on to anxiety themselves, ! _
(Obholzer 1994). | |

' Feelirtgs of Responsibiiit)} _towdrds Others in the Group

A number of partlmpants reported that they had reservations about attendmg due to
feelings of responsibility towards supporting others in the group and the anxieties
around having to generate questrons and offer solutrons, partrcularly 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 o others whrlst others did not feel that they had enough |
expenence to offer. One partrclpant inferred that some of the anxxety experxenced may

 be because some problems do not always have an obvrous solutlon :

~ The fact that some of the problems are really dtﬁ‘ cuIt 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" S
dependency needs, it may also foster responsibility and autonomy, as each member s

_ requlred 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 bemg able s

to offer solutrons may also reﬂect the feehngs of the group membcrs who consrder e
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B themselyes to be inadequately prepared to deal with the effects of suffering or distress in -

, others and the correspondlng 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 anx1ety expenenced 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 thls mrght be a drawback if they were requrred to account for :
the time they spent in the group The dxfﬁcultles of explarmng the merits of the group |
to other Heads who were bemg encouraged to attend the meenngs, who mlght not

regard this kind of work asa pnonty glven the tlme pressures were also expressed

Itis, it's not that you can put a manual together is it, and write down this is what | o |
we do?, its not like that, we get Heads whove got somethmg to say - good

- practice, got thezr SATs results up, or domg well with the boys attainment or got |
something going good with the governors project, it’s easy to stand up and talk
about, they coulddo a Powerpomt on that and talk about it but this isn’t like that
think carefully what you would stand up and say to feIIow Head teachers. You ~
don'’t know, even if you're commttted to the group as a good thmg and you thmk
they ‘Il [other Head teachers who have never been to the group] benef t from it,
what do you say to them because its s0 mtangzble? The outcome 1 thmk is not
entirely but Iargely dependent on qualzty and w111mgness of the people in the
group so there's no guarantee that You are going fo pop out with a kite mark at
the top of your letterhead like you would do if you were gomg todo health
promotzng schools, its not like that - that stuﬁ’s not of value I'm sure of that

(Head teacher 1 mtervxewed in current. study)

One Head dtscussed how his attendance at meettngs mlght be v1ewed as mdulgent by = : |

others who do not understand the beneﬁts of attendance

Its very much percet’ved asa quut:y, it could be perceiyed Iilte that in the minds of by '
many people - somebody mtght think weII you are gomg ojf toa Iovely, warm

' chat group as it were, support group isn't that a bzt of a quury when the ,M'



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 Iét"s look at the issue we talked about at ____, we could talk at the next
meeting &bout how effective it was on the Head teach'erv with the ‘jum’o‘r 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 ztself because what it often does is start thought processes going
‘and when you'reina school all the time and not rubbing shoulders with other B
Head teachers, I think the benef it is the fact that you are rubbing shoulders with
other Head teachers and listening to other Head teachers whereas when you are
ina school it’s a lonely profession and if things start going wrong you really are

by yourself. Ithink 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 § interviewed in current study)

This may be a factor when trying to recruit new members to the gronp. 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 obvxous changes in their behaviour or -
other outward signs other than their expenence of a more human, richer part of
themselves. In addltlon, 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 1n1t1ally 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 N
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-Time Pressures and Other Commitments

In order for the group to survive and proéper, interviewees stated that there wasa

requirement for regular attendance from the members and regular communication: -

I think probably the regularity, you need to constaﬁtly stay on it, 1 feel because I
couidn 't make the last 2 I'll find it more difficult latching into the next one
because from my point of view I Il think well, they all managed to make that -
meeting, I "ve had no Sfeedback from that Meeting 50 know nothing about it, so me
then walkihg back in 6 months later, even though I had been invited to them all,
f’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 youv
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 w1th the ﬁndmgs of Stnnger etal. (1992), time pressures and teachmg

commmnents were seen as a main barrier to regular attendance at the group:

It is a problem because I know at one of the meetings something came up, and it's
very easy in those circumstances to think, “right, well I actually won't éo to that,
because if [don't gb, its not like I'm going to miss vital information that I will .
" need in 3 weeks’ time. But I think th_e more we meet, the more we see commitment
JSrom each other, the more those kind of excuses will disappear, but I do agree that
for people who haven’t come at all, and for 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 burrent 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 artxculated by several interviewees:
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My other worry is attendance, because I know how hard it is Jor people to get to
these sesstons, and when you are trying to fix a date, you know how it is, you've
got6 or 8 people there, trying to find 1 date that everyone can make is difficult,
anaV 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 mtervxewed 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 glve to if, we Iook at when everyone can meet and put in our
dzarzes 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 mspectton sodon't really
want to be out that morning, the key thing is we 've Iooked at time, I think the last
one we allocated 9.30 to 11.00, we said look, lets get the early morning rush
over, allocated that mid-morning time and get back far lunch. That could
sometimes be perceived to be a barrier, when you've got to be somewhere for
-1pm, something happens_' at lunchtime and you can'’t leave. So timings can bea
barrier for people in certain circumstances. We've tried to overcome that by
saying what works for us and when are people happiest to come out because we
are all tt‘avelling within 4 or 5 miles, so it's keeping it local, so hat)ing a trip say
to__,canbe perceived to be a barrier. The venue and timings can be a prohlem,
50 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 Jrom my point of view. ____ has just emailed to sayl '

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 schoal alfeady 3 times so can I afford to go, |
because I teach as well you see. It would be OK for sameotze like . ina btg

"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 weeh 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’ tgota 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 schooI then that would be more

. that Iwould seek to do down the line because I've got more time to do it but at the
moment everythmg is pushmg Ithink 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 Headshtp courses, and there’s all those thmgs
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:

1 think one of the difficulties people would have initially is the time commitment,
that is the crucial factor - weighing that up against other competing pressures, in
one sense we are trymg to persuade them that this is very good for them or for us,
to come to such a group, would actually benef t us, the tack to take might be todo
with a phrase which governors are meant to take account of — lets be mindful of -
the Head teachers’ work/life commitment and indeed are meant to be mindful of
stress, aren't they? Iforget what the regulattons 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)

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 tssues to discuss, so there s never enough social time, there’s no

social time in actual fact, so 1 thmk 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 famxhanty w1th the issues of the anary Sector were a real pnonty
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 admxtted that he was strugglmg to maintain this and had recently had to ask
others to accompany him to meetmgs asa safeguard ifhe 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 irupact on group cohesiveness as the more
the group has relevance toan individual, the more that person is likely to remain within

~ the group (Miller, 1983). Like the experiences of the newly appointed Head teacher whd
felt that the group worked well despite her sense of distance from it, the secondary
school head may also feel a grcwing 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 5
cohesiveness and maintenance of rhembership has implications for the total group. Not
only do members who terminate their membership fail to benefit from the gt‘oup
sessions but where there is a high turnover of members, the group sessions pt‘ove to be

less effective for the remaining members as well. Clients who drop out may also

N challenge the group’s sense of worth and effectiueness (Yalom and Leszcz, 2005:70). . sl

o - It was generally agreed that dates for sessions should be organised well in advance and

an efﬁment means of commumcatmg information about sessions should be establtshed

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 challengi‘ng individuals who

might join the group:

Ifyou’'re not willing to Iisfen to suggestions from other people, or consider

suggestions from other people, its down to good dynamics, how groups work. If

there are iriexpérienced people on it who won't work to the process that wouldn't
} be a good thing, but over all. i _
' (Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study)

I think a stroppy character, if they were in a group for whatever reason, would L

| .best make a contribution and get the most out of it if the structure was rigid, that'’s :

my opinion, that’s justij‘z’catibn for introducing, developing and mainfaining the ‘
. process. 1t’s all about people and its all about char"aéters and perspectives,

approaches to it. If someone was stroppy, then it would finish up as a vigilante

group, it would degenerate to that, and I think people, it would be all too easy to

sltp into that slzmy 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 didendup as a dtscusszon but to be honest with you, we were aII

absolutely shattered

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study)

In general the group members believed that group relations could be mahaged as there
was sufﬁéient 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 engagemeﬁt of the group members was
apparent and assisted in establishing a context in which quite challengirig work whére
more conflict and discoqurt erﬁerged, could 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 wel.l 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
sessrons (MacKen21e 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 comm1tment to attend the
group and individual members felt that they had a spemﬁc contrlbutlon to make
However, as group cohesiveness also requires self-dlsclosure, risk takrng, and the
constructive expression of conflict, there was a recogmtlon that there was a need to
develop ways that could contaln and process open expressmns of hOStlllty to prevent o
persistent or covert hostile attltudes undermrmng the group’s cohesweness and effectlve ;
mterpersonal learning. Group members expressed their concerns that if feelings of |
hostility or conflict were not expressed they were in danger of emerging ina number of -
indirect ways which may go onto damage the therapeutic process of the group (Yalom
and Leszcz , 2005:70). Group members felt that the group process enabled them to
contain and accomrnodate open expressions of disagreement and /or 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 1
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 the group. Defences may be ‘
used by the group which serve primarily to defend group members from anxiety rather
than to promote task performance (Zagler Roberts, 1994) As in the case of 1nd1v1dua1

schools, this defenswe function of the structure of the group may go unrecogmsed
Rivahy.and Competition

v Where rivalry existed between schools it was thought that this sort of group may not |

work:

- The only one that strlkes me, and it’s an issue for all schools zs fallmg numbers

we are all very keen to attract chlldren to our schools and although we don’ t wzsh |
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" to poach from elsewhere, we feel strongly that we have to suj)port 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 obwously somethmg that has been happening in
many areas over a pertod of time but it is something that is now httttng this |
particular cluster, and I don’t know whether that would tnﬂuence issues .

(Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study)

and it was estabhshed that there isa need to keep the group ‘fresh’, outward lookmg and

motlvated

The limitations I've always found when I've used this method with solutions ‘
‘within school for pupzl—centred problems is that after a while people have their
stock of suggesttons which often you ve already tried so it can get stale and I’ ve

- actually found solutlon ctrcles work better with external people. Now at the -
” moment all these people are external to my potentzal problem so that may
~ continue to work, certaznly within school Years ago I went ona Behaviour 3 60

Conference that [Local Authority] did and we were all ltke, “yes, this is the way .
forward this is really good”, and exactly the structured half hour meeting, and R

who talks when etc. etc. and it worked really well, and came back it never worked

quzte the same way at school because people tend to think about the ‘lown
. school]’ strategzes and so are not suggesnng things from the outszde

(Head teacher 3 1nterv1ewed in current study) |

Concems about potentral breaches of conﬁdentrahty were also expressed although none '

had occurred to date:

" The thing that would bomb it completely I th‘ink‘ was if we ever felttha‘t something
we ’d said had been relayed inan mapproprzate way, but that isn't somethmg that
worries me Just Jactually, if I ever jelt 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) i .

As the members of any newly formed group naturally 1dent1fy themselves ,
predommantly m terms of their own agencres there is potentrally a problern w1th
“members experiencing dlfﬁculty between the conflicting demands and interests of thelr

own school and those of the group. In some cases this can make it very difficult for the
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v group to work effectively as members with loyalties to different home-groups are more |
likely to be competltive and reluctant to share resources or knowledge. However, asin

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, buildingup a -

shared value-system, as well as personal relationships among members. -

Although the members of the current group apparently did not dlsplay any of the
negative defences that accompany feelings of rivalry such as splitting or proj ection 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 ‘havye not joined remain in a paranoid defensive position. Therefore there isa &
possibility that it may prove dlfﬁcult to recruit Head teachers to the group who are
affected by feelings of nvalry and competltlon as they may deliberately avoid such -
meetmgs in order to preserve some degree of self-idealisation and use demal to protect ’
- them from anxrety provokmg dtscusswns, in the same way the Heads in the group do
when they admrtted avordmg cluster and other corporate meetings that caused them |

anxiety. Asa consequence they may be more vulnerable to becommg stuck ina
paran01d-sch1201d pro;ectron 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 Z

to her relative lack of expenence In acceptrng newcomers in sucha posrtlve 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 o
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’

thmgs from an outsider’s perspectrve, may eventually challenge the group’s capaclty to . "
- retain critical thought and questromng, (Obholzer, 1994)

F ears that th'e AGroup May Become Stale

There were fears that the group might become ‘stale’ over time and the needtokeepthe
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group ‘fresh’, outward looking and motrvated are understandable. However, these '
concerns may md1cate the inevitability of the group changing and developmg as it’s
members become more skilled due to the intended effects of supervision which aim to:
develop supervisees’ knowledge and skills (Zorga, 1997;'Cresp‘i, 1997; Isbell, 2003; - i
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 (Isbell,
2003), enhance and evaluate professional competencies (Robiner et al, 1997); help |

. supcrvisees deal with the emotional aspects of working with people; encourage pro-
active thmkmg and planmng about therr work and allow them to develop high quahty

practice.

As the ongolng effects of superv1sron aim to promote 1ncreased ab111ty to work
autonomously with more educative supervrslon less need for management supervision .
"(Zorga, 1997) and 1mproved ab111ty of the superv1see to relate to clients (Lantz and
Sevennsson, 2001),it is unhkely that the needs of the group will remain constant and
~ other aspects of supervrslon may come to the forefront as more pertinent aims such as:
the provision of space to reflect on the issues that arise from work‘(lsbell, 2003); help - |
for supervisees to integrate what they are doing, feeling and thinking (Zorga, 1997);
providing support after stressflﬂ'situations (Aston and Molassiotis, 2003) and providing
a mechanism for the individuals to monitor the quality of professional services (Robiner |
etal, 1997).- | g S R |

 Whatever future modiﬁcations and developments in the format the group rnay 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 o
Severinsson, 2001); allow validation of the supervrsee as a person as well as a worker

and provide an opportumty to compare notes w1th other Head teachers facing srmrlar

challenges. These changing needs suggest that some form of on-going evaluation |

~ process might be 1ncorporated into the group in order to momtor the changlng needs of '
the members and their perceptrons of it’s relevance to them in order to maintain
cohesiveness of the group. Suggestrons for a facilltator such as.an EP who could offer
‘refresher’ sessions to stlmulate interest in the group as the 1n1t1al trarmng session had

done may also be considered.

Confidentiality Br'eaches" :
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Concerns about potential breaches of conﬁdentiality referred to the possibility of
members breaking the confidence of those within the group 1eading 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 forhabsolute -

- confidentiality and the consequences to those who breach this and for those whose
conﬁdentlahty is broken there could be no guarantee that this w111 not occur in the
future Therefore, contmgency for this occurrmg should be made and may use the -

' provrslon outlined in the ethics sectlon asa 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 1nv1ted to forrn the group by their own senior line managers in the Local

. Authorlty, there was no suggestlon of the group actingina dlvrswe or actrvrst

| manner. However, as two of the Local Authorlty Officers who 1n1t1ated this work were e
present dunng the initial training sessions, some group members may feel compromlsed
if the officers attended other sessions as they may feel that they could not speak freely |

about concerns regardmg the Local Authonty Similarly other groups, such as those for

staff within schools, such difficulties may arise if Head teachers do not remain aware of e

the1r own sensmvmes around conﬁdentlahty and the need to speak freely ina safe

envrronment
vi. © Ongoing Success and Survival of the Group -
Commitment and Cohesionvof Group Members |

The participants 1nd1cated that the ongoing success of the group was dependent on the
' commrtment of current members and a shared sense of belief in what the group is trymg

to achleve

1 am picturing other Heads Idon't think that a group wouIdk wbrk anless there = ;'
was a genume wzlllngness to make it work If it was just pamrmg by numbers zt s
not going to happen so I think that’ s the reason that we are meeting again, and
there is no questzon about that, it was a case of when we meet again, I think that s

' there because we alI understand and value what we 're doing.’

- (Head teacher 1 1nterv1ewed in current study)



- Commitment was seen to be encouraged by part1c1pants knowing that others mlght

share the same issues:

' One of the thmgs that would make this group work for me is knowzng that may be
- somebody else is going to be in a szmzlar posmon to where Iwas and I would -
want to be able to help them .

- (Head teacher 7 interviewed in current study) 1

A shared understanding of goals ' culture and knowledge of the locality along with a T
. focus on looking for posmves rather than negatives were seen to be essentlal elernents

for the ongomg success and survrval of the group

Ifind philosophically within our c‘lusterthere are a lot of people who Ifindit easy ‘
to get along with, we seem to have similar aims, similar views about educatzon
what we want Jor our school. 1 know when Igoto County Heads meetzngs I've
Sfound 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 thmk feel comfortable sharmg some of my issues with them "
although they might have a very different perspecttve which mtght be very
interesting I guess 50 perhaps I should be able to do that, but I think that I would

| worry that they see me as weak for Iookmg at it in that way or somethmg Itke 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 welI in dy%rent contexis, so
some thought about whether you have people from the same cluster, or people

. from different clusters lt s not an easy one to answer because Iwasn’t sure how it y'

was going to work, but it’s proved to be successful

(Head teacher 3 1nterv1ewed in current study)

When consrdermg factors that contnbuted to the success of the group several

interviewees suggested that it could have been due to the co-operatlve ‘network already )

establrshed between some Heads in the area:

~ We have a good foundatton that this could butld on, I'wonder if it would have

been as successful had we not that good relattonshtp

(Head teacher 7 1nterv1ewed in current study) i
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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 recogmsed
that this relatronshrp between cohesiveness, malntenance of membership and 1ts
implications for the total group must remain promrnent in order to keep the group ahve
There were fears that should individual members lose their sense of cohesiveness they ‘
might terminate their membershrp and not only would they fail to benefit from the
group but the therapeutic effects of the group would be reduced for the remarmng -
‘members and may challenge the whole group’s sense of worth and effectiveness (Yalom
and Leszcz, 2005:70). v B : ‘ h

Personality Types of Group Members

- When consrdenng factors that contnbuted to the success of the group several _
interviewees suggested that it could have been due to the co-operatrve network already .
established between some Heads in the area and therr specrfic personal qualltles to

specific qualities of the people who attended it:

The outcome I think is not enttrely but Iargely dependent on qualn‘y and
willingness of the people inthe group. |

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study)

One pa.t't101pant was specrﬁc in his appreciation of others in the group, emphasrsmg the

respect they had for his colleagues In partlcular, thelr honesty, espect dlscretlon and -

CXpCl'lCl’lCC

The success of the group is down to people bemg honest with themselves and
honest about what they re doing. Ifyou have someboaj: in a group who has a:
high opzmon of himsely, automatzcally you have got the backs up of the rest of the
people in the group, zt s defi mtely down to the quality of the people, their
discretion and their experrence The process alone could not do thzs it’s the

qualtty of the people

 (Head teacher 5 interviewed in current study)

However, as individuals who were not familiar with others in the group also k
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experienced a positive feeling of common values and needs:

1 felt that we were very lucky, 1 felt very comfortable straight away with the people
who I didn’t knaw, 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 oiher day and seemed very keen to make it work, they felt the need for it
as well”,

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study)

As you know, I've moved from ana_ther school, and I've thought about whether
this group would work with the cluster | was in hejbre, and I think it would work
with some of those peaple but not all of themv we »eorked well as a cluster, but
there is somethmg about the group of people we 're meeting with now — there are
no hidden agendas they’re a very open, supportzve group of people There
doesn t seem to be any polmcs amongst this group.

(Head teacher 6 1nterv1ewed 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 handh'ng and battling with common issues
being thrown on us i.e. performance management target settmg, Oﬁsted All the
members of the group I knew beforehand a hzgh percentage of them are
experienced Head teachers who have been in their schools Jor reasonable lehgths
of time, all had good Ofsted reports, all work with the authority, and they are all
kmowledgeable 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 experzence gamed over years and years

(Head teacher 5 mtervxewed in current study)
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and appreciation of working within that parti'cular 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 ha{:e a hidden agenda, they waht to prove a point, they're
nbt looking at the problem, it's more abbut 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 ___, 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 iheir 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 ydu don’t know what’s going on in mine’, building barriersbrather : ,
than breaking them down. 's not like that at all and I think the success of.
the gfoup is down to that. 1'd love him to keep part of t.he'group,' I'worry that if
we just get into a whinging sessions, our whinges are different to his, and he may
drop out -1 feaf we are going to lose him .

* (Head teacher 6 interviewed in current study)

Others similarly stated their appreciation of wdrking within the local cluster and their

respect for the secondary school and it’s Head:

1don’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 all work closely together with the cumculum,
 andl think‘it feels" comfortable so we c;re in thdt segment of educétion supporting

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 terins of personality, outlook on life, past‘ L
expefiehcc 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
occupétion and their personal histories resulting in individuals with similar interna!

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 |
| for 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 regardlng the success ofa -

- 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, _whéther people a_re Just so busy, whether they would -
makeb the effort to go unless they wanted to, to hresent._ I think that within our
federatton which is 11 schools in the beéause the Heads meet regufarly ’

anyway, but it's more talkmg about currtculum management and orgamsatzonal

issues. 1 think if we were in that sztuatzon we probably would because we share a. o

lot about i 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 mdrcatlon of the cohesiveness of the current group, which the other - |

- secondary Heads are not a part of. Altematlvely, the secondary Head teacher may have
sensed that the common factors experienced by the pnmary 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 his situation. This raises the possibility that a group set |
* up specifically for secondary Heads mlght be successful. The desire to keep the group

‘ exclusrvely for Heads is further evidence of some of the therapeutlc factors offered by

groups, in particular, the addressmg of common needs and the normahslng effects that ; ’

help 1nd1v1duals to feel less isolated and 1ncompetent
'The Initial Training Session -
A number of pamclpants felt that the initial trammg session helped the group to become

established (see appendlx I.In partlcular the rigour of the process helped to keep

subsequent meetmgs structured

The training day in the hotel helped as I'd never been throagh‘ahything like that L e
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before, and because you were being watched, that was an added pressure. It Was

© atraining sessiOn, wasn't it? I found it very useful, the advantage was that you |
were shown what to do and how rigid you have to Ibe, how rigid about when e
somebody’s explaining something, you don’t chip m which I chipped in and got
told off. for!_' It’s getting used to the process. If 1 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 upat -, the Head
teacher chazred it exactly as you did in the hotel. :

(Head teacher 5 1nterv1ewed in current study) }

The theoretlcal elements of the tralmng day were also thought to have had an 1mpact on

the success of the group: .

I think the theory that we dld has helped weve trzed our best to do that it

certainly struck a chord with me, I haven tactually talked that much with other |
colleagues about the background/theory of the process but1 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 carrymg out the interviews ] 1 know the .
feehng that this was a very poszttve process came through very strongly

(Head teacher 10 mtervrewed in current study) :

The success of the 1n1t1al tralmng session demonstrated the positive effects of a psycho- o
educatlonal approach where the impacts of negative emotions on individuals and

' relatlonshlps could be graphrcally related to the hves of the group members through a .
combination of expenentral exercises and theoretrcal models. This gave welght to

arguments for both cognltlve and emotronal elements in such trammg
The Structure of the Process .
"The general consensus was that much of the success of the group could be attnbuted o

the rigid structure of the process “The positive structure [1s the reason for the group I

success] it’s a forum for you to seek a route Jor any advice you might need”. On an

occasion when the group engaged inaless structured approach more general dxscussron Sn

had occurred where all of the group members had expressed their concerns using a

structured process adapted from the ongmal process rather than havmg one mdrvrdual
descrrbmg 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 minutes for this, so many minutes for that, rather
than people Just talkt'ng 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 Iast night when people started to talk 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 Justzf ed it. Head teachers don't like bezng told what to do, we are not B

good at that, we are managers at the top of little Pyramtds 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
justtfj/ the structure — teach it, model it, expertence it, then the group member

would recognise within themselves there S somethmg in this that I could benefi 2 N
| from and even help somebody else, a fellow colleague, 50 etther way there s JEAERRE o
' ]ustzf catton for saying to themselves as an mdzvzdual ‘I min’ |

(Head teacher 1 1nterv1ewed 1n current study)

Thc positive effects of the modlﬁed process and its capactty to enable group members to
engage ina reﬂectlve dlSCUSSlOIl about thelr own expenence a.nd practlce were

expressed:

____ poured her heart out about the pressure she S under because of target-setttng

_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
dtscusston but all the elements that we 've been taught were in there but mtxed up,
so that everybody had an opportunity to put thezr expertence and agree feel like
that when our advisor comes in and stuff Itke that and let’s not forget about what
value Ofsted has in thzs, it v was a very wide . rangtng dtscusswn it wasn't 100%
whzngtng and that is a huge step forward because 1 believe that wzthout the
training we 've had and the understandmg 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

| dlﬁ"erent

(Head teacher 1 interviewed in current study)

The idee of a pre-agreed focus of concern for the grdup where groitp 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 of focus, and 1 suppose that might dratu people back each time to
think well Iwould like to hear other people’s experzences of parents and give

them my advzce, share my sztuatzon That's a way of havmg some kind of selected = -
focus for future meetings.

(Head teacher 10 interviewed in current ’stud‘y)

- This may indicate that the group has the capacity to develop a process to flt its needs
'more appropnately 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 practlce perhaps reflected the changing needs of the group as they
became more competent 1n 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 relattng toa specified toprc was further evidence of the group
evolving to meet the needs of its members. However, the concemns of those who drd not
'regard the changes as being positive must also be taken mto account and some form of
on-going internal evaluative process must be considered in order to gauge group.

~ members’ feehngs and prevent cohesweness bemg eroded.

0y
ey

The Need for a Facilitatorf’ Af

High amongst the suggestions for ways to promote the survival of the group was the
requirement for a facrlrtator for the group 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 drtvmg forces, it needs somebody who
perhaps is the prime mover, who is very commttted to it, who is often the best
person who wrll keep something going, has energy and wzllmgness to talk to0

- people, to ring someone up who hasn't come and make sure they re there If you
wanted to expand that, best to start with a new group of people perhaps mmally o

workmg with somebody experzenced who could help the situation expand.

. (Head teacher 10 1nterv1ewed in current study) SIAEh

In particular the need for publicity about the meetings well in advance in order torbe’ »



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,

(Héad teacher 9 interviewed in current study) A

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 brzllzant 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 same 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 1nterv1ewed in current study)

, Several group members wanted the facilitator to be distinct from the group and the EP |

was seen as thc ideal candidate for such a role;

’ Yes [it could be role for the EP], or a well established Head who's w:IImg to take
it on. There does need to be one person that you latch onto, and it isn’t Jair on one .
Head not to get that opportunity to participate.

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study)

In terms of. faczhtatlon one of the ways this group works is because of objectivity,

not personal, not pOllthS, 50 to have someone like [the EP] who i is objectzve 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 tralmng session had done. In addltlon 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 metnbers 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 might be the

driving force for change:

I think each group 'sgottofi nd t'ts own way of how it makes it work, we talked .
yesterday that it mrght be helpful if we came witha thought in mmd about what
we would want to talk about if we were the person who was gomg to share a

problem so that we didn’ t all sit there and “oh now, let’s talk about... ’f C

' everybody went armed with something they could talk about lf they were gomg o

be in that position and ﬁ'om the discussion we had we pzcked up thzngs 1o do w1th
: workzng with parents which is an emotive issue for everybody and one or two
people have expressed diffi culttes they 've encountered recentIy so the suggestton ‘
* was let’s make that the focus Jor next time and we wrll come ready to dtscuss | :
| somebody’s issue with parents because we’ve all got issues wzth parents that we'd .
like to deal with so it will be helpful for everybody, because we've set a context .
. forit. Sothat’s our development of how to work isn 't it? 1 think that s what's
important because if it was like a strazght 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'drather have done was, whereas as it is we have made a group deczsron about o

. howit’s going to work

(Head teacher 4 intervievved in current study)' i

Anxiety that the groupimight founder due to orgenisational deficits arxd a clear end

relevant focus that would justify Head teachers’ absence from the school was expressed:

It definitely needs a Jocus of the sort that we ’ve put in place Jor the next one,
doesn t necessarily need a theme which we are going to try next tzme it needs to
be necessary — if you just say we are meetmg every half term and it becomes clear »
that people don’t want to be presenting problems or there aren’t the problerns to

present, then it will diea natural death, I'm sure. I'm worried that’s purely an B

”organisational thing because it doesn’t have an outsider driving it, that people - - G
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will think, “I don’t have anything to talk about this week so Iwon'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 feelmg, that you
come out ezther with some zdeas of your own that you ve been given, or feel that
I've definitely contrzbu{ed 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 éroup
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 mentaiiity. 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 obsewaiions 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 eompetent in their skills and knowledge‘through atteiidingprevious .
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 ifitisto 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 andresista -
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 inits make-up or format. In this way adaptive processes and development
are facilitated and effective worlc, which involves tolerating frustration, facing reality,
recognising differences among group members and leamiug from experience, can be |
achieved (Turquet,1974). Therefore the following points were imperative in the ongomg

success and surv1val of the group: -

e 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 sessxons led
by an expenenced Chair before asking Head teachers to take on this role or to
use the process in paired sessions. ‘

e In order to prevent d1vers1ons and dlslntegratlon of the | process, sessmns should

| follow a pre-arranged structure where the Chair maintains the essential steps and
- procedures. _

e 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. ’ . |

e Each of the sessions should focus on providing a positive and pragmatic

- approach to problems within a supportive and trusting context.

- o Some means of administrating the group should be developed to maintain
communication and provide pubhcnty about meetmgs to ensure that meetmgs are
set up well in advance so that members are able to secure the time to go to the -

_meetings.
Input from the chal Authority

When considering ways that might support the survival of the group a number of
‘ partlclpants suggested ways that the Local Authority might help. One Head argued
 that as many Heads, espe01ally those of small schools are restricted by time, they -
might be offered supply cover. In addrtlon, the Govemors should recognise the
benefits of the Head teacher attendmg the group in recognition of the ofﬁclal

polrcles on management of work/llfe balance:

In one sense we are trying to persuade them that this is very good for them or for
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us, to come to sucha 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 rnindful
of the Head teachers’ work/life 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 ifas an authority to get a sum of money in so that :
one’s compensated in some way for commg out of school to a social meettng, 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 rntervrewed in current study) |

- Added status from the Local Authorlty mlght maintain attendance and keep partrclpants 'k

’ focussed The use of official documentation mlght help increase the status of the group.

However the presence of Local Authonty officers at prevrous meetmgs was questroned ,

and agaln the need for a structure was rerterated

| By giving it some status makmg sure thatX amount of, people turn up every

time. First time I'went I was the f rst one there and I thought rzght then
someone else turned up and 1 thought rtght is this it then’ You need the rtght |
amount of people to give zt weight and importance that you can afford to take an
afternoon off to go, for it to be benef cial, rather than just ‘we had a mce time and -
. had a cup of tea and a moan I think you need some offi cial documentatzon reaIIy
then it’s nice to know you re not just part of an mformal network We used t .
“have our cluster meetmgs wrth the LEA adwsor for our cluster then deczded we
didn’t want LEA representmg 50 ﬁequently so we held our own cIuster meettngs I

remember us sitting down and saymg 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 1nterv1ewed in current study)

. Conversely, another Head teacher argued that one of the strengths of the group was the 3

lack of Local Authority involvement and specrﬁcally the lack of resources from the

Local Authority whrch could work agalnst the survival and mtegnty of the group rf they L |

were to be removed

The good thing is that nbbody is suggesting that they are going toputany - .
_resources into the group and we have to go in our time, there’s no money there, S

" 50 nobody can take it away, soina way tf a group of Heads decide we are gozng
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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, bcertainly our cluster, we are strong enough to say if we
want this we will do it, and with our cluster meetmg we didn’t want the LEA

_ people there so we stopped tellzng them when we were meetlng because they were
coming in to the set the agenda, and we satd we had been meeting for 20 years
and don’t need you settmg 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 runnt'ng _
perfectly successfully. | o

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study) |

Fears that Local Authonty mvolvement may result i in the group bemg taken over and

1t s aims and purpose changed were also expressed

. Yes, I'm quite happy for the group to lead itself because tf you brtng inAN :
" Other from the authority they will come m pOssibly with their own slant 10 the e
~ agenda and that is what we are trying to move JSrom, so that we can run our own |
meetings and control our own agenda talk about what we want to talk about. It L |
- also keeps it in-house. Certain thtngs don’t need to be gomg out of these four |
walls, or out of the many walls of the cluster group

~ (Head teacher 5 1nterv1ewed in current study) B

No, you don’t want that [the LEA to run 1t], alot of the issues nght be zssues wzth
 the LEA - I haven thad any lssues with the LEA yet, but Imight.

(Head teacher 8 mterv1ewed in current study)v o E

Others were anxious and even alarmed that they had been singled out by the Local
Authority when they recetved the invitation to attend the mmal training day, behevmg

that the Local Authority felt that they were in need of support spemﬁcally

The arguments favourmg a lack of Local Authority mvolvement mlght mdlcate some L
degree of defensive behavxour Spec1ﬁcally the lack of resources from the Local e

Authority for the group were regarded as a strength as if they had never been gtven they ;

 could not be removed. In addition, fears that Local Authonty involvement may result i in Sk

the group bemg taken over and its aims and purpose also reﬂected defensxve feehngs
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However, as the initiative for the group being established in the first place was takeu 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 gammg
‘a better understanding of each others’ perspective. This need was further hlghllghted by
the Head teacher who interpreted their invitation to the initial trammg 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 desplte .

having no cv1dence to support this belief,
Recruitment and Support of New Members

Measures had been taken to 1nvolve 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” and just 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:

If an inexperienced Head came in he would have to be given a knowledge of how

the group works and the processes they go through 50 you're not just coming in
“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 1 actuaIIy

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 actlvely promoting the group to good effect:

Oh yes, I'm a commzttee member for __ Association of Small Schools so I've

been talkmg a little bit about thts when we Iast 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 ev1dence of the group members galmng feedback from new .
- members about their expenences of belng in the group in order to mform the promotlon

and development of the group:

Another issue which was discussed very briefly last night, but nevertheless an i
important one, of how easy zt is Jor 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 heard from other Heads that the group was there was
receiving emazls because everybody on the one patches whether they had been |
.attendmg the meetzngs or not were on the list, just so the invitation’s there — and
she came to our meeting, and we did say yesterday Iet s find out how she felt
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 vthat ‘there’s something here for me’, rather - :
than ‘this is a group who is going lzke atrain 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 forwa’rd:‘ o

I think what you could do there [with reluctant Heads] is start ’wor'king onaone- -
to-one basis or get them in as an observer to see how the process works and see
that it is not intimidating, and even people with 15-2( years experzence are qwte

able to sit down and talk problems through and then visit other folks

(Head teacher 5 1nterv1ewed in current study) o

and the need to be open about the nature of the group and not to lure people in under the
guise of a social event was seen to be 1mportant There was also evrdence that the group

is gamlng credlblhty s1mply by word of mouth

Well, whatever strategy [to recruit non-communicative Head teachers to the f
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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 thé Heads and slip it into the conversation —1don’t

‘, think so!, We’ve had 2 Heads who 've not been to any of the trainrng, in the 2

: clusters for this group who 've been to meetings so actually the;v '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, ___Jound out about it by word of mouth
because she’s friendly with one of the group, same size school 50 I know there’s a
Jriendship link, probably a chatty conversation and that would be ih_e linkand

- pluck up the courage for her to come along, because I did feel that when she came

in, that she was coming mto a group that was already established and I know how

difficult that can be. The other one knew about the meetmg because I ’d e-mailed
him and he Jjust told me that he'd heard good things about it so he was gomg to
come, so how he's heard I don’t knoW, he’s only going to hear by speaking'to‘
other Heads. =~ o l o |

(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 arranged for another Head to remmd her ,

nearer the time. She also expressed her confidence in the survrval of the group

T've already passed on the data for the next meetmg to my Deputy who is gomg to
be acting Head and said she must prioritise going to thzs meetmg because its
~ going to be really useful and supportive 10 you, you wrlI get to work with the other
" Heads and see how they’re actually doing the probIem-solvmg, and Bill has said
that he will ensure that he reminds her nearer the time and offer a lift efc. so she
has somebody to go with. So yes, I1do thmk that the group will continue, andldo .
- think it will be a very powerful useful group for people .

(Head teacher 4 mtervrewed 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 1_nvolye new Heads and make them

feel welcome and comfortable at group sessions. This indicated that the group had
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retalned a work-group mentality and wished to carrymg outa specrﬁable task take on
board new ideas and solutrons and assess their effectiveness in doing it. The
mamtenance of the group’s structured process w1th new members was seen as a pnorrty |
This may have been a strategy to promote group ‘cohesion or it may be mterpreted asan . .
. example of ritualistic repetition of certain acts used to control and master anxieties.
| However the efforts to gain feedback from new members about their expenences of
being in the group in order to inform its promotion and development indicated that /
group members retalned an 1nqu1r1ng attitude and were open to questlonmg of
establlshed assumptions and practrces The suggestron of. ‘trlal’ sessions for new
recruits and the need to be open about the nature of the group rather than lurmg people
in under the guise of a social event were further evidence of members seeking to
- facilitate the group’s adaptlve processes and development and to understand changes in

its make-up or format. (Turquet 1974) Evrdence that the group was garnmg credlbrllty

srmply by word of mouth was encouraging as were the proactrve strategres to encourage e

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 remmd the new Head nearer the trme
Other Factors

. Mamtarmng the momentum of regular meetmgs 1s a key factor in the survival of the

group accordmg toa number of 1nterv1ewees

The key thing to thzs is to keep the momentum keep it going and don’ tget

szdetracked We've met 3or4 tzmes now we re quzte confident about this process “

so we can let it go now, we can just have that contact with 1 person or 2 people, I

don’t think that would be the way to go with it personally, I think the key thing is -

1o keep the group meetings going and ythven if you jeely that you need totalkto 1 or : |

2 people close to you geographically where you could meet up‘ez;ther at lunchtime "
or after work or could Just telephone, that would be supportzve but I do thmk the
' group meetlngs are important and need to contznue

(Head teacher 2 mtervrewed in current study)‘ :

The need for effective and regular commumcatron and in partrcula.r some means of

providing feedback from the meetings for absent members to remam ‘bonded’ with the

~ group if they ‘have to miss a session due to added pressures and events in therr schools '

263 o



as it is at those time they need the extra support:

1 think probably the regularity, you need to constantly stayonit, I feel because I
coaldn 't make the last 2 I'll f nd it more dsz cult latching into the next one -
because from my pomt of view , I'll think well, they all managed to make that ~ ,.
meeting, I've had no feedback from that meeting 50 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 mformatzon back from the meetmg, well you i
don’t, because it's conf dentzal 50 you don’t know what'’s gone on and get less
. connected don’t you? It’s just feelzng hooked into it really more than anythmg, -
not that you want to know what'’s been discussed because znvartably you don't.

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in vcurrent study) '

One part1c1pant suggested strategles for helpmg absent mernbers to remaln m contact
~with the group and acknowledged how this mlght happen due to added pressures and -
. events in members’ schools, and it’s at those time they need the extra support She -

explalned that this already happens w1th the standard cluster meetmgs o

It’s times like when you don't go along fo the meeting that are the times when you ‘,
have the most issues because you have chosen 1o stick with your issues and keep :

i ploddzng 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 meetzng and make sure you don’t lose anybody

. because I'm well aware the cluster group in its normal form Idon't always know

when the next meeting is, because sometzmes 1 get minutes, somettmes I don G,

. sometimes someone will rtng round the week before and say when the meetmg is — ‘

so to have a way of reachzng out to anybody who is not there for whatever reason
so that they do know when the next meettng is and they are stzll mvolved wzth the

~ group would be good

- The success and survnval of the group depends heavrly on the commrtment and

discipline of the members to attend the meeting regularly One partlclpant also

- ‘; (Head teacher 4 interviewed in current Study)ﬁ T

expressed his feelmgs about the benefits of attendmg the meetmg and reported that G

group appeared to be growmg in populanty



Ithink it can oniy be sustained if we set our minds. to a regular meeting, and afier
yesterday’s meeting the next meeting has been planned. There were twice as
many people at the rﬁeeting yesterdaji than the time before, ata much busier time

- of year. We talked about lots of issues last night, it was lovely to get round a tabIe
and just talk without note-taking or agenda, everybody had somethmg 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 ahsence would have a negative impact on the cohesiveness and the o
functlomng of the group. Therefore itis 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 trme 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 vaiuable The commitment and discipline of the members '
to attend the meetings regularly was seen as a vital influence in the survival of the group E

and this is related to factors to promote group cohesiveness.

-Thrs approach is only effectlve 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 1nvest1gatron into these reasons in this particular study, however in the pilot study
those who did not attend were asked what had prevented them from attendmg and then
they were asked to speculate about the usefulness of peers supervrsron sessions using
questrons based on the main questionnaire. The non-attendmg Head teachers crted time
pressures and teaching commitments as their main reason for not taking part in addmon :
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 berng

-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 I was anxious about and wasn’t sure who I could talk
it through with, so I emailed _____andjust put 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
follm.v-up to me saying I could do with talking through this, and by the time we -
- had finished I felt I was making the problem seem bigger than it really is, what
- I've actually got to do is... and it helped me clarify how I was going to deal with
 That. ' ’

 (Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study)

Others stated that they believed that the fac111ty for workmg in palrs “Even by telephone '
or whatever if necessary, or perhaps meeting”, was very beneficial in between group

meetings, especially when a problem cropped up that required immediate attention:

I would have probably waited until the probleni was bigger, and then Imight

- possibly have contacted _____ because we already did do a little bit of being
there for each other anyway, but I thought of it earlier on I the process, as soonas
Iwas aware that  was getting wound up about it. e

(Head teacher 4 interviewed in current study)

One Head teacher who had not had the opportunity to work in a pair sald that although
she had not had this expenence 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 su;;port 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 suggestlon was made that perhaps

smaller groups might form out of the main group reflecting interest or expertlse if the -
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group became too laxge; 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 éasy to be relegated if something else cropped up. Paired work was
felt to allow a deeper personal relationship to develop, but this was also seenasa’

drawback if the pair was incompatible. -

The Héad teachers said that both the grdup and paired work seséion 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 .

' importancé of structure was also highlighted in observations made of the gfohp o
sessions. Where the process was not adhered to consistently, individﬁals engaged in
dialogﬁes 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 members of the group had different opinioﬁs or standpoints and wefe

~ allowed to engage in discussion or disputes, ' using anecdotes to illustrate their points.
However, when the chair maintained the process effectwely the proceedmgs were more

" efficient in the resolution of an issue.

viii.  Role of the Educational Psychologist
Educational psychologlsts involved in this prOJect have acted as applied psychologxsts
working in the community with local authonty workers and this has resulted in
1mproved job satisfaction and coping for the Head teachers concerned. In addltlon, to
supporﬁng Head teachers directly, 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 W1thm

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
t_hemselves in proactively seeking support they should recognise ihe benefits for otﬁefs |
to do likewise. Collaborative working between the participating Head teachers has ‘
extended béyond 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 psychologlsts in the school 1mprovement role

rather than the tradmonal special educational needs role.
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The Skills and Expertise of the Educational Psychologist

The relatioriship 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 __, she’s worked so well with the -
school, gives out lots of positive messages about what the school achieves. So you
Jeel that you 've got somebody in that incredibly supportive roIe, I think you find

k odd people like that who 1 feel, we talked about support systems earlier. __is
someone I feel I could talk to easrly 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 bzt of an outsider and I use

herasa blt like a supervision sometimes — somethzng Izke external mput whether
it’s valzdatmg what you're doing. - '

(Head teacher 3 interviewed in current study)

Whﬂst acknowledgmg the personal qualltles brought by the EP to thexr school, other
interviewees also expressed an apprecxatlon of the dlfferent skills that the EP can offer

including her powers of persuasion:

I know for me with __._ being the Educatz_‘onal Psychologist here, 1feel confident
- in the relationship that 1 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 resj)ect because
seeing‘how its going in educqtiorz at the moment, I think there is a change in the
LEA’s remkit in schools and how schools function, there are quite a lotof -
difficulties and I can see that one changing in the very near future, 50 it is not
always gomg 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 suggestzon level for the person

like the one you are menttonmg who does need help — she won't get it ﬁom 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 worklng inbotha solutlon focussed and a therapeutlc way

and on experlence 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 mamtalmng a positive and trusting relatlonshlp w1th the Head teachers
the EPs were able to convince the Head teachers to attend the group sessions. The
potentlal for EPs to use their positions of trust ‘outside’ of the realms of the Local
Authonty is great. Such work mlght include: the promotmg of containment w1th1n

“schools and relationships; assisting in the management of change, facilitating -
interagency working; eliciting the multiple mearrings of individuals to facilitate
‘understanding and co-operation; applying Solution Focussed'approaches creatively and

exploring the principles of Learning Organisations.
Managing Anxieties B S

In further work in this area the Educational Psychologlst may have a key role in helping |
pamclpants manage their feelings of personal vulnerabxllty, reluctance to share i 1ssues
and personal responsibility to find a solution for others® difficulties. This may be -
achieved prior to the establishment of the group oerhaps during the initial training

' sessione where such feelihgs may be highlighted and ways of overcoming them mey 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 mrght attend a group and threaten its -
cohesiveness. This may be achieved through working one to one with mdrvrdual group

members or in a consultative capacity with the group asa whole. To avoid the

possihility of the group going ‘stale’ the Educational Psycholo'gist may be able to offer -
‘refresher’ sessrons that review what the group has discussed and hlghhght any positive

elements whrch 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
assistance in the event of any conﬁdentiality breaches by discussing what has happened
.with those involved and helping the group o recover any elements of trust, 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 carry out work of this nature.
Facilitating Change at the Individual and the Organisational Level

" As both the pllot study and the current study demonstrated despite great efforts to reach

. out to staff and involve them in systemlc change some will remain resistant. In order to’
mediate the learmng of those described by Meadows (1998:21), as ‘unwilling
conscnpts whose despair or lack of enthusiasm or dlsaffectlon makes them resist

- normal types of support?’, a range of strategres is requrred In mtegratmg :

psychoanalytlc and solution focussed approaches in their engagement with schools EPs

should consider the different roles and functions they mxght 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 puprls 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 mvolvmg, ‘The ability to

work with other people in their physical and ps'ychological territory’ Gillham (1 999).

Apart from working in the way described in this study, the findings have shown that

Educational Psychologists may also have a role in workmg 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, responsrblhty, the effects

. of fatigue and anxiety; difficulty in maintaining a vyork/life balance; time pressures and

personal alienation from the job, by establishing and facilitating further group work and

promotrng paired supervision sessions. Furthermore, group trammg and workshop

sessxons might also be consrdered

Where there are specific difficulties 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 mrght be consrdered Slmllarly
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where H_ead 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 llave 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 Educarional
Psychologists could develop a process for this to happen and offer some means of -
fac1htat1ng such a scheme. Similarly the contribution of E-Mail and other forms of
mformatron technology may offer additional forms of support which the Educational
Psychologlst could utilise and develop. In this way the Educatlonal Psychologlst could
assist schools in becoming more open to each other. By enabling Head teachers and
their staff to improve their problem-solving skills in 'dealing with their own situations
aud those of others they will help individuals to have a greater awareness of others Wim _
similar problems and see them a resource to consult with. In this way good practice may
be shared more readily and positive links masl be established between institutions and
individuals who 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 oﬁen
schools are expected to overcome problems of poverty, underachrevement and
disruptive behaviour, (Mortlmore, 1997), Bernstein, (1970) argues that education and
teachers alone cannot compensate for society and there is an urgent need for joint inter-
professwnal development both at the initial tralmng stage and as part of contmumg
professmnal development for all professional groups. However, if i rnteragency o
partnership is to become reality there is a need for all staff at managerral and operatlonal
level in joint training to enable shared understanding of key areas to emerge. The
process s1m11ar to that used in this study may have something to offer in this area of

work and may be an area where Educational Psychologrsts have a s1gmficant role It
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may be that the different agencies could gain insights into the thoughts and eiperiences
of those they interact with and gain a greater understanding of each others difficulties.
In this way they may be able to work together to overcome the difficulties collectxvely
In this way the Educational Psychologist may dlrectly or 1nd1rectly 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 sfaff; taking on the anxiety of others; exclusions; conflicting
intérests/rivalry with other schools; leadership issues; managing difficult relationships
with Goilémors, other Head teachers and Local Authority Ofﬁcers,‘ it is essential that |
the concept of containment is promoted and the Educational Psyghologiét can do this in
a variety of different ways. - | |

Nutkevitch (1998:11), 6bsérve$ that:

The stormier the container is, the more serious the organisation’s pathology is, the
- worse the relations within the organisation’s mdnagehent 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 ‘saféty net’, which becomes critical for the containmenf of =
the container. The more there are good enough containers in the ofgahisation at all
“levels - management department, team, workmg group — — the more efficiently it will
function. The members of the orgamsatzon will thus be more ej]‘ cient, creative and

satisfied with their Jobs.

- Therefore, an essential intervention strategy in an Qrganisétion.such as a school isto .
establish and maintain organisational entities on all levels as ‘good enough éontainers’
and to assist in the management of the containers; boundaries. Educatidnal v
Psyéhologists, potentially have considerable knowledge, skills and'competencies -
(Stoker, 2000), and have an important part to pfay in working with schools to create and
manage ‘good enough containers’ by integrating the psychoanalytic perspective with o

 other approaches such as a solution-focussed approach (Stratford, 2000). The peer

supervision group demonstrated its function in promoting “the containing functmn 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 resppctive 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.

Whilstlthere are plenty of opportunities for EPs to work at a whole school level (Stoker, |
2000), there is also scope for the shanng of perspectives, joint planmng and rev1ew at

~ the school/EP interface. Consultation with groups of staff may also elicit what mrght 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
understandmg of the orgamsa_tron s process and the options for change (Obholzer and

’ Roberté, 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), presenté a constructionist rationale for -
consultation, suggesting that change may occur if people can become connected to thelr
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 farmly systems. These

meanings then pave the way for effective collaborative working,

Solution-focussed thinking (Rhodes and Ajmal, 1995) niay help to provide questions to
structure consultation sessions in order to open up the complexity of the situation ina
manner consistent with a social constructlomst approach However, whilst Solution
Focussed approaches fit with social constructionist pnncrples, there are ontological

differences with psychodynamics.

Whilst the psychodynamic perspectlve sees human functromng as based upon the
interaction of drives and forces wrtlun 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 ‘dri\}es 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), facrlitaung a meetmg of equals with

distinct but comphmentary roles and skills.

By iavorking across individuals and organisations and from acknowledging thatthe
‘psychology of any situation has to include the experience of multiple meanings and k
differing interpretations EPs can recognise the Signiﬁcance of individual constructs and
how they impinge on orgamsatlonal behaviour (Stoker, 2000) This may provide an EP
with an effective fool 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, usmg his/her own values and beliefs in the process,
workmg with the children, parents and teachers in the pursuit not of “truth’ but of better

, understandmg, (Stoker 2000). A range of literature and techmques is available to EPs

to assist them in the ehcmng of multlple meanings and the use of these to help
individuals to reconstruct thelr futures

'Understandmg the Constructs and Meamngs of the Individuals thhm an .

Orgamzatton

Kelly (1991) and much of Ravenette’s (1997) work emphasxses the 1mportance of
understandmg the constructs and meamngs of the 1nd1v1duals within an organisation
where the productive level of analys1s is not the pursult 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 especially the emotional significance of actlvxty in the workplace, there is
scope for working with staff members in schools to help to explore the experiences and
' perspecuves of each member of staff, focussmg on change and mgmﬁcant events and

v 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 mvolves [EPs ] in the creation, use
and mampulatzon of discourse”, and describe five major areas of EP work into whxch

discourse analys1s mlght be mtegrated Blllmgton, (1996), urges EPs to consider the
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, importance of language, issues of meaning, knowl.edge 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 possibie critique of power (Billington, (2002). O’Brien and
Miller (2005), apply a discoufse-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 partlcularly 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 Ajinal,‘ 1995), are used to |
* construct an alternative version_ of events in an attempt to move towards the co-creation
ofa different and more optimistic account from which new and more effective solutions

might arise.
Developing Personal Awareness

If 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 practlclng teachers to studymg their B
emotional reactions to children, the Educational Psychologlst could assist staff niembers‘
to develop greater personal awareness and acknowledge their individual reactions to
situations. By supportmg staff in managing their feelmgs, thoughts and behav1our 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 Ini this way the contribution of
therapy and psychoanalytlc thinking could be better understood and utilised (Wexss, |
2002) "

'Managing Change

. As soclety becomes mcreasmgly pluralistic, institutions such as schools are
continuously being challenged, creating considerable additional stress and confusxon for .
the members of these institutions as they attempt to adopt and modify thexr workmg
practlces to take account of these changes (Stokes, 1994). Managmg change mev1tably
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requires managing the anxieties and resrstance arising from the change process
v (Obholzer, 1994). Jennifer and Shaughnessy (2005), suggest that a school’s readmess 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 elements 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)
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 Deyice (LI;AD) rnay be
used to identify barriers to change (termed ‘deﬁclent cogmtlve functrons’) and the
mechamsms or processes that could remove them (Feurestem et al. (1979); Feurestem et
~ al., (1988); Feurestein and Feurestern (1991) This ‘method can provide a helpful
framework for structured process questions in a dynamlc consulation model. Likewise
the psychodynamrc consultation’ may be used as a strategy for helping teachers to
discern and cope with transference and countertransference phenomena, (Weiss, 2002).
" The Tavrstock_psychoanalytlc approach to orgamsatronal consultancy involves gaining
an understanding of the primary task of the orgztnisation with an apprecietion of the
psychoanalytic challenge presented by the work. Through shared discovery of the 4
meaning, and especially the emotional significance of activity in the workplace, itis
thought that staff will gain a better understandlng of the orgamsatlon s process and the
optlons for change (Obholzer and Roberts, 1994) ‘

- The pilot study gave rise to the current study as an exercise that provided avital insight -
into the underlying psychodynamics behind the systemic procedures arrd principles o |
adopted by the respective schools, This work challenged the role of the EP tradrtlonally b :
working with children and workmg systemically with schools. As Obholzer (1994),
argues that it is possible to assess the functioning state of an orgamsatron by momtonng '
measures such as splitting, denial and projective 1dent1ﬁcatxon, and how — just as for
individuals — a containing intervention can shift the ﬁxnctioning towards the depressive
end of the spectrum, the EP may assist staff in schools to gain an exte‘mal» end internal

framework that allows for a sense of security and serves as a base from which to exclcre
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personal and institutional 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 fhose working on the frontline of the educational field. Whilst the study was
able to bring forward and acknewledge some of the pressures that Heads are under it .
also raised questions 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 could be to furtHer in\}estigate 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 terms of their deliberations about how to deploy their Educational

Psychology resources more effectively.
ix.  Additional Comments

A number of participaﬁts 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 régarded it as vefy nice that somebody was actually -
saying that Heads have a lot of pressures, that they need looking afier — verjz
important. I have my staff, PPA time, as long as they're fine and you 't;é the last
person they think about, very positive actually ‘ :

(Head teacher 8 1nterv1ewed 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 § 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, saj) ina couple of years’ time, when I haven’t got the same
pressures of just taking over a new school, then that [attending the group

) sesszons] 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 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 }night dis;cuss one small
issue but you're always dealing with the full picture, aren’t yo_u? It would be
good having somebody else who has the Sull picture.

(Head teacher 9 interviewed in current study)

Head teachers were generally éonsidered to be natural listeners and communicators due
to thelr 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 bf Heads is to be like the type of people they are. 1don’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 supervisioh 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 posmon to share thzngs with colleagues

" (Head teacher 5 1nterv1ewed in current study) -

I think for me, say ina couple of years’ time, when I haven't got the same
. pressures of ]ust takzng 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 fo do it but at the moment everything is pushing......I think the thingis
you are self protective of your school so even when you are speaking to other
Heads you don’t necessarlly give the full picture, you mlght discuss one small
issue but you're always dealmg with the ﬁdl picture, aren t you? It would be
good having somebody else who has the Jull picture. : |

(Head teacher 9 1nterv1ewed in current study)

The general belief amongst the participants that Head teachers were natufal listeners and
communicators due to their experience of coming up through the ranks of teachmg may
indicate a carefully defended pos1t10n which does not take into account the very

- different natures of Head teachers as 1nd1v1duals

' I thznk the nature of alot of Heads is to be like the type of, people they are;' Idon’t
think that we 've just beenreally lucky to get a good group‘of people together in .. |
this area. I think the natare of the Head teacher to be where they are is the fact

that they hav'e‘ listened and are able to eommanicate 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)
Again the idea of valency for a particular role may be a relevant factor. . et ,’ '

Several participauts mentioned the need to support newly appointed Head teachersand
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those new to the role:

I had a conversation with d new hearby Head who's having difficulties in the
school, we're all there, aren’t we? I said just ring anytime, if there’s anything I
can do — had a similar arrangement with the previous Head but she moved on and
they've appointed a first-time Head and obviously in a school with difficulties
that’s a challenge for any Headship. She would have been invited to this,

wouldn tshe7 '

(Head teacher 2 interviewed in current study)

The facilitation of new Heads Who might be reluctant to come to a gfoup meeting
despite having been invited due to lack of familiarity and confidence in the others was

also raised:

ff I'd have realised she’d had a letter and hadn’t turned up, you ebuld ask
sonieone else to contact her, couldn 't you, and say - ‘I'm gozng along, do you
want me to give you a Ilft7 '—I've done that with previous mfant Heads, __isa
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 call.f and say
‘maybe you’ve missed it; maybe you didn't think you'd got time for it’, like 'all
these things. N |

(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:

Iwould 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 ;s‘pdce of time, everybody_
exj)ects even the Governing body would expect you to be up'and running literally
Jfrom the first day of your appomtment and that is unrealistic.

(Head teacher 7 mterv1ewed in currcnt 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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1do think the authority needs to think about this because 1 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
censidered .

(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 1nterv1ewed 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 ‘stillb livingin ___, we are
" unusual to have 3 consecutive Heads that have lived in the town, Both are totally
dtﬁ'erent people with di fferent perspectives, one has a more general perspecnve
" about education where my prevrous boss has only been gone 2 years and so its
easier still to talk about on-gomg issues so 1 find 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. B

(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 email for contactmg people whether that

~ would be a useful way of oﬁermg 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 .
e'mails,to get support may be quite useful. Ido dctually think hearing the other
person’s voice or seeing their faeial 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 spontdneity of being able to pick up some support ﬁbm somewhere
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when you need it, not always having'_to wait until the next meeting, so 1 guess
that’s the link I have had with _, whether people need to have a paired person
~who they can do that with, they might, like___and I, 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 cléarly
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 ina '

discussion about evaluation of the sessions:

It s possible t0 artzculate the advantages ofit, makzng J udgments about the
" outcomes is something completely different. Let’s look at the issue we talked
aboutat ___, we could talk at the next meeting about how eﬁ"ective it was on the
Head teacher with the junior school whose issue it was. I think sometimes we
~ need to be careful wfth 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 warthwhile in itself because 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 youare
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 systerri 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 happeneaV in our own group, we'd be sa_jzing whatever you

did and whatever appfoaches Yyou've made, it's worked, weve got a grbup 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 difficul, éépeciaily in
evaluating the rnoré intangible benefits of the group. It was clear that all of the group
members felt that they had benefitted just from the experience of being in the group not
just from the outcomes.It 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 research that has shown that an individual’s sense of belonging and
their appraisal'of how well the entire group ié working can be quite different (Yalom
and Leszcz, 2005:55). Factors that strengthen the group’s sense of containment may

- beencouraged by holding 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 dictateAihe ‘shape’ and structure of the meetings, as

well as its atmosphere and content, Obholzer, 1994). |

There are a number of potential pitfalls in using grdup 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 pi'esented. The questionnaire data
indicated that in general the peer support group sessions were regarded as: uséfhl, a
good use of time, somethiné that participants would be prepared to set time aside for;a

reasonably high priority and having a positive knock on effect for colleagueé, 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.
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The nine categories that emerged from the participants’ responses were:

i. Difficulties experienced by head teachers

ii. Experiences of being in the groﬁp .

iii. The individual benefits |

iv. The wider benefits

v. The barriers and limitations ‘ i ‘

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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