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Abstract: Within an educational context, the current aim of policy translation is to achieve policy
coherence by strategically and structurally aligning components, enabling whole system reform.
While acknowledging the importance of this coherence conceptualisation, the current literature per-
spective primarily emphasises message conveyance, and lacks a dimension that identifies policy
coherence as the result of how individuals, including middle leaders, interpret and translate policy
into actions, both individually and collectively. System middle leaders occupy a unique position
within organisational structures, as they bridge the gap between executive system leaders and
school- based leaders. To investigate how policy is interpreted and translated within their roles and
the impact this has on attaining policy coherence, this study employed an interpretivist approach to
exploratory case study methodology, grounded in a review of authoritative literature. The aim was
twofold; first, to enhance understanding of policy coherence development at the system middle
level by exploring the role enactment of system middle leaders within a large Australian govern-
ment education system; and second, to examine the interconnectedness and impact of leaders’ role
enactment on policy coherence for system reform. Findings suggest that achieving policy coherence
is hindered by a lack of role clarity among system leaders, in relation to policy implementation,
stemming from the inconsistent interpretation and translation of policy into system strategy docu-
mentation and a deficiency in formal policy interpretation and role induction practices. As a result,
individual system leaders often turn to informal policy interpretations and interactions with peers
to clarify roles, leading to role tensions, accountability ambiguity and partial policy implementation.
As a result, this study concludes that the integration of role theory, policy implementation theory
and organisational alignment theory offers an interpretivist insight into the development of policy
coherence for system reform, illuminating a theoretical pathway and practical recommendations for
systems to attain policy coherence.

Keywords: system leaders; policy coherence; role clarity; policy interpretation; policy translation;
system reform

1. Introduction

For over 30 years, education systems across the globe have experienced the imple-
mentation of system reform policies aimed at improving student outcomes [1,2]. Imple-
menting these policies effectively requires coherent processes that enable system leaders
to tailor the strategies to their contexts [3,4] by managing the tensions between empower-
ing key stakeholders and mandating actions at a system level [5,6]. Achieving policy co-
herence is therefore an important consideration in education reform.

The complexity of education policy implementation has been well documented [3]
with education systems becoming increasingly cognisant of the need to clarify how policy
can be implemented as a deliberate and dynamic process of change [3,7]. Within this
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context, education systems continue to wrestle with achieving sustained system-wide im-
provements [7], as successful reform efforts are frequently confined to isolated cases of
school improvement.

Different perspectives on policy coherence [7-10] have emphasised the need to de-
velop organisational approaches through various forms of organisational alignment [1],
with the predominant messages highlighting that strategic and structural aspects of align-
ment are the key indicators of policy coherence. The literature also indicates that an edu-
cation system’s inability to achieve system wide improvements stems from the reform
policy’s emphasis. Reform policies often target school-based change agents [11] rather
than the systemic intervention models espoused by Fullan [8].

While there are theoretical frameworks [3,5] for achieving policy coherence, there is
no consistent understanding of the factors that contribute to policy coherence as it is trans-
lated and interpreted through the system. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to il-
luminate the factors that impact the implementation of policy through system organisa-
tional layers. This was achieved through an exploration of system middle leaders” enacted
roles with a focus on how policy is interpreted and translated between the system middle
level and school system level.

2. Literature

The purpose of this section is to map the complex landscape of curriculum policy
implementation in which the curriculum reform strategy was being implemented during
the research. While there are historical Australian curriculum reform policy studies fo-
cused on policy design [12] and school implementation [13], it was important to under-
stand the different intersecting aspects of contemporary curriculum reform, policy and
organisational context, policy implementation and role enactment, to reflect upon the way
in which policy was interpreted and translated through system middle leaders’ roles. To
undertake this task, international and national research literature across the following key
topics was considered:

e  Education system reform: policy context
e  Policy coherence

e  Policy implementation

e  Policy interpretation and translation

e  System middle leadership roles

e Concepts of role

Following the review of the literature, it became evident that there was an absence
of research about system middle governance structures and roles. The literature review in
this aspect therefore drew from parallel international research positioned within the sys-
tem middle layer (referred to as the district system) in the USA. This section concludes
with a summary of the literature and a visual mapping of key concepts to illuminate the
gaps and relevance of this study within the context of existing research.

2.1. Education System Reform: Policy Context

The Australian Constitution provides state and territory governments with the au-
thority for school education. With the increased global focus on education systems, the
Australian federal government has increased its influence over these jurisdictions [14]
through the implementation of multiple national education reform agendas (reflected in
national policy). These reforms were also reflected in the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Educa-
tion Declaration and its education goals for young Australians that espoused the notions
that (1) Australian schooling promotes equity and excellence; and (2) all young Australians
become successful lifelong learners, confident and creative individuals, and active and
informed members of the community [15]. In 2008, there was a focus on preparing stu-
dents for a global world and the provision of excellence, which saw the development of
the national curriculum reform and National Assessment Plan— Literacy and Numeracy
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(NAPLAN). These reform actions directly reflected the Australian government’s response
to the increasing pressure of global education rankings [16].

The implementation of the Australian Curriculum varied between the eight Austral-
ian state and territory jurisdictions, as they moved to develop differentiated policy settle-
ments with the Australian government [15] and maintain influence over the national re-
form agenda. In response to this, one Australian state and their Department of Education
(DoE) spent three years (2009-2011) developing streamlined curriculum policy documents
and associated guidelines and resources, including the P-12 Curriculum, Assessment and
Reporting Framework [17]. This policy suite continues to provide school leaders and
teachers with guidelines for teaching and learning within Queensland schools, with a fo-
cus on teacher pedagogy and assessment.

Studies on the implementation of the Australian Curriculum as the key strategy in
the national curriculum reform in Australian schools has largely focused on teacher per-
ceptions and school implementation approaches, with no research conducted on policy
implementation through the system layers or how multifaceted policy implementation is
influenced by the multiple actors across a system.

2.2. Policy Coherence

The concept of policy coherence in education emerged in the early 21st century when
systems began to explore why certain policies were failing to achieve their intended out-
comes [18]. At this time, the identified lack of policy implementation coordination was a
key driver in shifting policy development practices to focus on policy alignment, where
multiple policies, tied together by strong visioning, were targeted in the same direction
[19]. Within policy implementation research, the concept of coherence, where policy-rele-
vant knowledge required a translation process in order to be understood across multiple
contexts, was positioned as a policy solution [20]. Coherence was found to be directly in-
fluenced by a system’s ability to utilise shared leadership [10,21] to communicate trans-
parent expectations and provide relevant professional learning focused on pedagogical
issues and teaching practices [21]. Policy coherence was also viewed as the collective align-
ment of multiple factors within a system [10,22].

Central to this notion of coherence was an understanding that education policy im-
plementation was underpinned by learning processes that enabled policy actors to trans-
late policy into contextualised responses to meet school needs [23]. Organisational theo-
ries [24] have been utilised within the literature to illuminate how the processes of co-
construction, interpretation and sense-making have assisted policy actors to translate pol-
icy into action at the individual school level [25]. While this research is imperative to un-
derstanding how individuals make sense of school improvement strategies, the incorpo-
ration of these notions and the impact they have on policy interpretation and translation
for system reform is yet to be understood.

Highlighted within the policy implementation literature is the impact that varied pol-
icy interpretations have had on resulting teacher practice, which according to Coburn et
al. [22] contributed to “piecemeal and superficial changes in instructional practice” (p.
245). These findings support the notion that processes that place a focus on policy coher-
ence through the alignment of policy responses would support the achievement of policy
goals [18]. It is important to note that the literature supporting the notion of policy align-
ment and coherence acknowledges the associated complexities and challenges connected
to large scale implementations [7]. The literature posits that coherence needs to be consid-
ered through various perspectives, including vertically (across different levels of a sys-
tem), horizontally (within any one level of a system) and within the context of other policy
reforms [26,27]. However, the limited coherence in policy implementation is constrained
to aligning governance and communication structures to orientate and coordinate trans-
lation processes for achieving policy priorities, with the literature underscoring the im-
perative to explore the interactions between role enactment and coherent policy imple-
mentation [27,28].
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2.3. Policy Implementation

The definition of policy is widely contested within the literature, with definitions
ranging from the articulation of future goals and actions to a “purposive course of action
followed by an actor or set of actors in dealing with a problem or matter of concerns” [29].

The attainment of coherent policy implementation has also been explored by many
researchers from various perspectives [30]. While definitions of policy implementation
vary, they all concede that implementation describes the gap between policy intent and
policy outcomes [29]. The literature [21,31] highlights that policy implementation is di-
rectly influenced by the environment, culture and values of the individuals and the vari-
ability in which policies are interpreted and implemented by policy actors [18]. Further-
more, this supports Viennet and Pont’s [3] research that indicates policy implementation
processes “can result in failure if not well targeted” [3] (p. 6). Therefore, policy implemen-
tation processes need to reflect and respond to their broader context [3].

In light of this literature, the definition of policy implementation as “a purposeful
and multi-directional change process aiming to put a specific policy into practice” [3] (p.
7) has been adopted in this research study. Viennet and Pont’s OECD study synthesised
policy implementation frameworks to illuminate the key determinants of education policy
implementation as outlined in Figure 1. This framework was produced by Viennet and
Pont in 2017, summarising the key characteristics that are theoretically visible with a co-
herent policy implementation strategy.

Data, monitoring
and accountability

Objectives

Resources

Coherent
implementation

strategy
Task allocation
Communication &

engagement

o) SARNpUO)
ﬂa\“

Beliefs, interests &
motivations

Figure 1. Education Policy Implementation: A visual framework. Note: from Education policy im-
plementation: A literature review and proposed framework (p. 7), by R. Viennet & B. Pont, 2017,
OECD. Copyright 2017 by OECD [3].

In policy implementation, individuals within education systems shape practices col-
lectively. Policy actors both receive and drive policy outcomes [26,32], emphasising the
role of human interactions in achieving policy goals. Therefore, policy actors are imple-
menters who make meaning, explain policy and make decisions on how it looks in prac-
tice [16,21,26,32]. While the research articulates factors that impact on the effective
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implementation of policy, the impact of policy interpretation and translation practices on
the attainment of policy coherence remains unclear.

2.4. Policy Interpretation and Translation

Systems implementing policy are responsible for influencing or changing current
practice. As such, education systems’ structures and practices are continually being
shaped by the actions of individuals and their interactions with others [19]. Central to this
notion is that within any system, actors work individually and collectively to shape and
operationalise policy, resulting in policy actors being “both receivers and agents of policy”
([31], p. 625).

Michel’s [20] examination of effective policy implementation highlighted the im-
portance of considering the role of policy actors and the impact of human interactions on
the attainment of policy goals. Within the policy implementation literature, it is acknowl-
edged that policy meaning is important, but “understanding those meanings ...requires
deliberate efforts of interpretation ... to ask not only what a policy means, but also how a
policy means” [20] (p. 111). Therefore, policy actors are implementers who make meaning,
explain the policy and make decisions on how it looks in practice [20,31].

Hooge [29] identified closely with Michel [20] where the concept of policy translation,
defined within this research study as interpreting policy for the purpose of creating new
policy forms (e.g., developing regional or district professional learning, or developing
school improvement plans) involved the use of connecting devices across systems to di-
rectly impact on daily practice. The translation of consistent policy messages is complex;
however, through the use of connection devices that develop a common understanding of
policy implementation work, the attainment of coherence is increased [3]. The conclusion
drawn by Hooge [29] was that policy alignment had been achieved through the imple-
mentation of governance structures and policy instruments as communication tools that
supported consistent policy understandings.

Cognitive consensus research [33] that built on the notion of in-school system align-
ment, identified the importance of developing collective understandings of, and commit-
ment to, an organisation’s constructs as a means of implementing school improvement
strategies. Collaboratively developed cognitive connections led to the emergence of or-
ganisational cognisance. The literature argues that it is through the use of explanatory
frameworks that individual and collective meta-cognitive processes are made explicit, al-
lowing for a deeper understanding of how individuals engage with, and are connected to,
the improvement journey. This cognitive alignment aspect (referred to in this study as
organisational cognisance) added value to how system alignment within schools could be
achieved beyond observable behaviours and communicated perceptions. This perspective
on system policy implementation raises the question of how system policy actors make
sense collectively of policy messages.

Mohammed and Ringseis’s [33] research explored how shared cognition is achieved
within a group decision-making context. The research identified that when effective teams
achieve cognitive consensus, they develop shared assumptions regarding interpretations
of issues and how they are operationalised. This outcome was found to positively impact
on how decisions were implemented. Liang [34] also explored the notion of collective in-
telligence, where interacting minds develop collective thoughts, which he refers to as
“Orgmind” [34] (p. 53). While this research is imperative to understanding how individ-
uals make sense of school improvement strategies, the incorporation of these notions and
the impact they have on policy interpretation and translation within the system middle
layer is yet to be understood.

Hooge [29] also raised the notion that the variance of meaning attached to policy
would have no impact on daily practice if policy instruments were used as intended. How-
ever, as Viennet and Pont [3] state, policy is implemented within complex education sys-
tems that require policy actors at various levels of the system to engage and interact with
policy to develop localised responses. The research identifies elements influencing
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successful policy implementation; however, it does not explain how policy interpretation
and translation practices affect the attainment of policy coherence. To explore how policy
actors are positioned to support policy implementation, the following sections unpack the
concepts of system middle leadership and role theory connected to organisational im-
provement.

2.5. System Middle Leadership

System responses to achieving policy coherence have also resulted in an exploration
of various organisational levels and the roles within each level [27]. Within the interna-
tional and national literature, system middle leader roles, situated within district and re-
gional structures, were historically established to provide administrative support to
schools through regulations [26,27]. With the introduction of standards-based reform leg-
islation, the role of system middle leaders began to change. Regions and districts were
tasked with implementing academic standards tied to standardised assessments for all
students and holding schools accountable for student achievement [4]. With this change
of focus, from school reform to system reform, the responsibility of improving student
achievement formally extended beyond the schools to the districts [8]. System leaders (ex-
ecutive and middle) began to be positioned as institutional actors in system reform, as-
suming the roles of providing instructional leadership, reorientating the organisation, es-
tablishing policy coherence, and maintaining an equity focus. Research into system lead-
ers’ (executive and middle) roles in establishing policy coherence [27] highlights that there
was a lack of consensus regarding the importance of establishing policy coherence [35].
Achieving organisation goals requires aligning roles with reform policies and recognising
the influence of power dynamics and individual perceptions [35]. Consequently, the con-
nection between policy coherence research and the involvement of system middle leaders
in policy implementation poses a challenge to systems. Managing the diverse needs of
schools is a complex task; however, as highlighted in the research, when system middle
leaders enact their leadership responsibilities effectively, growth in student achievement
is evidenced. Effective system middle leadership in the USA (referred to as district lead-
ership) identified six key responsibilities and actions for system reform, which included
co-constructing district goals and aligning the provision of support to achieve these goals
[27]. This notion has been supported by executive system leadership research [26] that
identified that successful regional leaders must be able to respond uniquely to each school
context. So, while system leadership research [35] agrees that executive system leadership
has the potential to have a positive impact on the implementation of system reform strat-
egies, there is little research on the role and impact of the subsequent layer of system mid-
dle leadership or its relationship to building policy coherence.

With a global focus on education reform, Fullan’s [4] research identified that schools
could not sustain improvement without external support. It was identified that without
the use of knowledgeable others [24], the ability to reflect and incorporate emerging evi-
dence-based practices is limited and growth plateaus. This notion is supported by Fullan’s
[4] organisational coherence work. His study found that system reform requires clarity
and alignment, which is created within the three levels of an organisation—system, re-
gional or district, and school—through the use of deliberate structures that promote mov-
ing policy into clear actions and practices.

Honig's [26] explorations of the complexity of policy implementation highlighted the
need to consider how policies are implemented and their success measured as a part of
the design process. Honig’s [26] findings outlined that policy implementation may be suc-
cessful in some contexts and not in others, thus highlighting the need to investigate the
conditions that support successful implementation. Furthermore, these studies identified
that regional participation in collaborative educational policy implementation is an im-
portant contributing factor, while Lezotte’s [36] study found that the school, rather than
the system’s middle level, should be the focus of system reform.
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Bloxham [35] also affirmed that system executive leaders play a critical role in a sys-
tem’s approach to reform policy implementation. However, to achieve policy outcomes,
relevant professional development and infrastructure needed to be provided [7]. This pro-
vision of resources supports the facilitation of professional dialogue that promotes shared
understandings for improvement [27].

Furthermore, McLaughlin and Talbert’s [37] study identified that policy implemen-
tation is enhanced when the middle system level (districts) function as learning organisa-
tions. The modelling of collaborative behaviours and the provision of relevant profes-
sional development enables all stakeholders (district and school) to work together to
achieve a common goal. What is interesting about McLaughlin and Talbert’s research is
that the characteristics of coherence at a district and regional level were identified; how-
ever, the concept of how coherence is achieved was limited to the interactions between the
system middle leaders and principals and the system middle leaders and individual
schools. It appears that there is a dimension within the concept that needs further devel-
opment and focus. The reason for this is that it is unclear how policy coherence is influ-
enced by how system middle leaders individually interpret and translate policy before
and during their interactions with principals and school personnel. While this research
considers policy actors, message conveyance and system role, it lacks a dimension of con-
sidering how role enactment contributes to the attainment of system-wide policy coher-
ence.

2.6. Concepts of Role Theory

Role theory, which explores how various roles are reflected and enacted in organisa-
tional improvement, provides a valuable lens for exploring policy implementation and
the attainment of policy coherence. Role theory developed from deeper inquiries into how
various roles were reflected in organisational improvement. Traditionally defined as a
particular set of agreed norms that are organised around a function [38], organisational
role theory has been used to explore how systems distribute roles to achieve established
goals.

When role descriptions are formalised, it is often assumed that role consensus (an
agreed set of role behavioural expectations) is achieved and reflected in action. In practice,
as Walker and Shore [38] have established, an individual’s norms, beliefs and attitudes
influence how they understand their roles, and these can either strengthen or weaken role
consensus. Therefore, effective role enactment assumes that members share similar inter-
pretations of role expectations and behaviours. If there is too much diversity (limited role
consensus), then role conflict occurs [38]. Rai’s [39] research explored factors to reduce
potential conflict and found that, when formalised roles are paired with organisational
commitment, role conflict is minimised. While this research addressed the gap in how
organisations can maximise role consensus, the research was limited to describing the im-
pact of the organisational environment rather than the factors that influence role enact-
ment.

The review of the literature revealed that, whilst there is an acknowledgement of the
critical role that system leaders play in system reform, the current understanding of how
system middle leaders’ enacted roles reflect the interpretation and translation of policy
into practice is limited. The literature illuminated the following gaps which were also
mapped within (Figure 2):

e  The concept of policy coherence has predominantly been explored at the interna-
tional, national and state government level, where the strategic and structural align-
ment between policy stakeholder groups or policies themselves has been highlighted.
There has been limited focus on the exploration of the factors impacting on the at-
tainment of system reform policy coherence within an individual system.

e In conjunction with concepts of coherence within the system reform literature, the
alignment of strategic and structural elements of organisations is evidenced. There is
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Policy Translation

Policy Implementation

insufficient recent research conducted from a policy coherence perspective on the
cognitive aspect of system policy implementation.

e  The policy implementation literature continues to acknowledge the role of policy ac-
tors in interpreting and translating policy; however, there is insufficient research ex-
ploring system middle leaders’ roles in the attainment of policy coherence.

¢ Role enactment theory highlights that individual role enactment can either
strengthen or weaken organisational role consensus; however, how role enactment
impacts on policy coherence is unknown.

Organisational
Culture Role Interpretation
Concepts of alignment

Role Consensus
e

Structural

Cognitive
e

Middle System
Leaders

Learning
Organisations

Figure 2. Connections and gaps identified within the literature. Note: dark grey boxes refer to ex-
isting theoretical concepts; light grey lines identify the existing theoretical connections evidenced
within the literature; bold red lines indicate theoretical connection gaps within the literature.

Based on the above review, this research explores how policy is implemented
through an organisation’s middle layer. Through the exploration of system middle lead-
ers’ role enactment, the study aims to illuminate how policy is interpreted and translated.
Based on the overall aim and purpose of the study, the following research question arises:
what factors emerge as significant policy implementation concerns influencing how sys-
tem middle leaders interpret and translate policy as they enact their roles?

This is answered with the following sub-questions in mind:

1. How do system middle leaders perceive their role in interpreting and translating pol-
icy within a system?
2. What implications for policy coherence emerge from these findings?

3. The Research Context

The research was situated within a large government-funded state education system,
organised into seven geographical regions, each lead by Regional Directors (RD) and As-
sistant Regional Directors (ARDs) (referred to as system executive leaders within this
study) as outlined in Figure 3. An aspect of the Department of Education’s (DoE) improve-
ment strategy was the development and implementation of policies, guidelines and re-
sources. These policies and guidelines were designed to “provide step by step processes,
presenting ways to deal with mandatory and legal obligations, and explainations of staff
duties and responsibilities” [40] (para. 1). A key aspect of supporting these schools was
the provision of targeted resources to regions, to “maintain alignment, tailor support and
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scale up success” [41] (p. 2). System middle leaders (assigned the title of regional project
officers) were one group of support personnel allocated directly to regions to support
schools.

Figure 3. Department of Education organisational structure. Note: adapted from [42] (p. 1). Copy-
right 2021.

Delivering the priorities and strategic objectives of the DoE was central to the role of
regional system executive leaders and regional system middle leaders, particularly in re-
lation to improving student learning outcomes in Queensland as echoed within the Re-
gional Operating Framework [41] that states: “Regions are the critical link between central
office, where state-wide policy and system performance measures are set, and the delivery
of high-quality services by schools and other frontline providers” [41] (p. 3).

Regions therefore focused on “working in partnership with schools ... to plan for and
deliver innovative services that meet the needs of students, children and families ... and
improve learning and training outcomes” [41]. In alignment with the implementation of
policy reform strategies, regions “provide[d] principals and schools with additional sup-
port and professional guidance,” and “support[ed] capacity building in an increasingly
autonomous environment” [41] (p. 5).

During the implementation of the Australian Curriculum, the P-12 Curriculum As-
sessment and Reporting Framework action policy [17] was developed to outline the re-
quirements for Queensland state schools in implementing the required Australian Curric-
ulum and remaining Queensland Curriculum for Prep—Year 12 students [17]. The role of
system middle leaders (regional education officers) was created to support schools in im-
plementing the Australian Curriculum and, at a state level, aligning school improvement
strategies to this action policy.

As the P-12 CARF [17] policy suite and the group of system middle leaders (regional
education officers) assigned to policy support had established places within the DoE, they
were deemed suitable as the context and case for the study.

4. Ethics, Materials and Methods

The research questions were explored using an exploratory case study methodology,
enabling the identification of emerging patterns and the synthesis of key concepts across
diverse participants within a single case [43]. Ethical clearance for the proposed study was
obtained from the University of Southern Queensland (approval no. HISREA009P1).
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4.1. Research Methodology

This study has embraced a well-structured design plan, aimed at addressing specific
inquiry questions. This ensured the purposeful collection and analysis of data through the
use of Yin’s [43] case study design, as outlined in Figure 4. This plan outlines an opera-
tional procedure utilised to collect and analyse the data, together with an explanation of
the relationship between these procedures. Figure 4 represents the three phases of the ex-
ploratory case study research design: definition and planning; preparation, collection and
analysis; and conclusions).

Literature
LEEVELT
Development

of Research
Questions

Definition and Planning
ﬁ Preparation, Collection, Analysis

I Analysis and Conclusions I

Case analysis and
conclusions

Selection of
Case

Research
Design and
Research
ethics and
protocols

Conduct
- 10 Case
Interviews

Select
participants

- ———— -]

Write Case
Study

Consider policy
coherence
implications

Contribute to
global knowledge

Figure 4. Case study research design. Note: adapted from applications of case study research [43].

Using a single organisation for the purpose of this research has been supported by a
range of researchers [43]. Consistent with this idea, the research study was conducted
within a sizable government-funded state education system.

To capture the required data for the study, participant qualitative surveys were uti-
lised, which incorporated open-ended questions (Table 1). The ability to identify policy
enactment as a key role descriptor was a necessary characteristic to ensure the sample
population could contribute to the focus of the study. This was drawn from the open-
ended section where participants had an opportunity to provide answers in their own
words, enabling the researcher to collect diverse responses and illuminate initial factors
that influenced policy translation through role enactment, such as the identification of role
responsibilities.

Table 1. System middle leaders role enactment survey.

Question

1 What is the purpose of your role?

When you began your role, what induction/support processes or professional
earning were offered or provided?

3 From your perspective, how did this support you in performing your role?

4 Approximately what percentage of your time do you spend working in the fol-
lowing:
Your office

Facilitating professional learning
Collaborating with school leadership teams
Collaborating with teachers in classrooms
Other
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5 How does the system support what you do in your role?
6 How do you know you are effective in your role?
7 What would support you in performing your role more effectively?

4.2. Participant Selection

Gaining access into a field for research is an initial research activity and it can affect
the planning, design and implementation of the research. Within the research design, re-
search approval was sought from the DoE, enabling a clear channel of communication and
support for the implementation of the research methodology.

As the research involved system middle leaders from multiple regions, the researcher
utilised the Department’s state’s curriculum regional education officers” email distribu-
tion list which enabled direct access to all potential participants.

The sample target population was drawn from members of the state’s system middle
leaders’ team with approximately 56 members. Drawing from this target population, data
for analysis were obtained from 22 completed surveys which equated to a 41% response
rate.

4.3. Data Analysis

Data analysis incorporated processes where the relationship between one or more
factors (i.e., policy documentation, policy perceptions and enactment descriptions) re-
quired organising the data for examination and comparison that in turn leads to a descrip-
tion and potential understanding of the case.

Inductive analysis method was utilised to examine the data and categorise the iden-
tified patterns within the data as they unfolded [44]. Subsequent deductive analysis uti-
lising Viennet and Pont’s [3] and Limani’s [45] conceptual frameworks through the use of
coding descriptions was utilised as a method for examining emerging themes and the
connection these had to the attainment of policy coherence. This form of data reduction
provided a mode for mapping frequent or infrequent mentions of factors that may be dif-
ferent in importance to each research phase and for each participant.

4.4. Conceptual Framework

Utilising a conceptual framework enabled a thorough examination of the implica-
tions of the research findings from a policy coherence standpoint. The framework drew
upon the principles contained within Viennet and Pont’s [3] theoretical policy implemen-
tation framework (policy design, stakeholders, implementation, and context) and Li-
mani’s [45] organisational alignment theory. Viennet and Pont’s [3] framework delineates
a systems approach to policy implementation and is comprised of six policy design deter-
minants that underpin, influence and shape organisations’ policy implementation pro-
cesses. The framework acknowledged the need to consider the contextual factors and
multi-directional nature of policy implementation to gain insights into the embedded
structures, policy stakeholders (also referred to as actors within Viennet and Pont’s [3]
research) and points of influence across a system. Organisational alignment theory, as de-
picted by Limani et al., [45] can be separated into formal and non-formal functioning units.
Organisational structure, strategy and policies fall into the formal side of organisational
functioning. This formal aspect of alignment establishes the goals, objectives, processes,
and employee tasks within an organisation and is characterised by aligned policies, pro-
cedures, roles, associated tasks and measures.

These frameworks were utilised to examine the data implications for attaining policy
coherence across the two research phases. Three main criteria relevant to coherent policy
attainment were identified (policy design, policy implementation and alignment of policy
design elements) along with seven specific sub-criteria drawn from Viennet and Pont’s [3]
policy implementation framework: communication and engagement; timing; tools; task
allocation; objectives; data, monitoring, and accountability; and resources (including
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human resources). In addition to these criteria, the alignment between participants’ role
enactment descriptions and the intent of their role (as a support resource for the imple-
mentation of the P-12 CARF [17] curriculum policy) was examined using Limani’s organ-
isational alignment theoretical framework [45].

5. Results

In this section, the study’s qualitative findings are presented. The sample was drawn
from approximately 56 system middle leaders (regional project officers). Data for analysis
were obtained from 22 completed surveys, representing a 41% response rate. First, we
outline the inductive analysis of data, which allowed for the emergence of themes directly
from the data. These resulting themes were identified in response to each of the following
research questions:

¢  How do system middle leaders perceive their role in interpreting and translating pol-
icy within a system?

¢ How do system middle leaders enact their roles?

e What factors support or inhibit their role enactment in relation to policy implemen-
tation?

5.1. How Do System Middle Leaders Percieve Their Role in Interpreting and Translating Policy
within a System?

When participants described the purpose of their role, the following five key role char-
acteristic themes emerged: leadership; support; capability building of self and others;
strategy implementation; student improvement.

5.1.1. Leadership

The role of system middle leaders was strongly associated with the notion of leader-
ship, with most participants identifying this as one of the reasons they applied for the
position. Participants saw the opportunity to be employed within these roles being asso-
ciated with either leading others or a career pathway into leadership through the devel-
opment of their own leadership capability. These notions were reflected within statements
such as “I wanted to further develop my leadership skills” (Participant 11); this role was
a “chance to work at a higher level” (Participant 7) and “I was attracted to the opportunity
to influence at a leadership level” (Participant 16).

5.1.2. Support

The provision of support to regional and school leadership teams and teachers was
perceived as a key characteristic of the role. When exploring the purpose of support, two
main categories emerged: supporting the implementation of the Australian Curriculum
and the enactment of school improvement agendas.

Supporting “school leadership teams to implement the Australian Curriculum ac-
cording to State Schooling requirements” (Participant 19) by “working with teachers and
leaders” (Participant 26), through the provision of “professional learning” (Participant 27)
was viewed consistently by participants as a critical aspect to their roles and reflected the
DoE P-12 CAREF policy [43] in action document objectives.

“Support[ing] school leaders to enact their improvement agendas” (Participant 41)
and “manage change” (Participant 23) was also stated by participants. With a focus on
“whole school processes, teacher knowledge and skills in curriculum provision” (Partici-
pant 41), participants identified that they “support[ed] cluster work” (Participant 22) that
directly aligned to “implement[ing] state school initiatives” (Participant 8) and the
“achieve[ment] of regional improvement goals” (Participant 35).

5.1.3. Capability Building of Self and Others
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In addition to the provision of professional learning, participants identified that their
role was to “develop the capacity of leadership teams [school clusters, school leaders] and
teachers” (Participant 4) in achieving school and regional improvement agenda goals. Par-
ticipants indicated that they worked directly with leaders as they “provide[d] leadership
support in managing change” (Participant 23) and “built the capabilities of people who
also [had] a great opportunity to influence” (Participant 10) others. System middle leaders
identified that they “improv[ed] school leadership teams capability to implement the Aus-
tralian curriculum according to the state schooling requirements” (Participant 13) and “as-
sist[ed] school leadership teams to deliver high quality education programs. These were
designed to meet individual needs in an inclusive context, considering student wellbeing,
attendance, academic achievement, and successful transitions” (Participant 6).

5.1.4. Strategy Implementation

Participants identified that system middle leader roles supported departmental initi-
atives and regional priorities through various ways of working and with a focus on tar-
geted strategies.

Working closely with school leadership teams was the most common way of achiev-
ing this. Participants identified that they “liaise[d] with ARDs to support cluster work”
(Participant 22) and worked first within school clusters followed by “working closely with
schools [identified through] priority school reviews” (Participant 21).

As participants worked with schools and school clusters, they “deconstruct[ed] key
documents” and “synthesize[d] information into accessible and realistic ways based on
in-school experience” (Participant 7). This was often shared through the delivery or “de-
signing, producing, and developing [of] professional learning for adults in an educational
context” (Participant 6).

Three key state and regional strategies were identified as the foci of system middle
leaders’ roles. The most frequent role responsibility was to “implement and align [school
processes] to the Australian Curriculum” (Participant 17). Participants identified that they
“buil[t] capacity and retain[ed] quality teachers through building knowledge [of the] Aus-
tralian Curriculum, pedagogy and the APSTs” (Participant 14).

5.1.5. Student Improvement

Participants closely aligned the purpose of their roles to having either a direct or an
indirect impact on student learning as the role provided them, as Participant 3 stated, with
“the best platform to make a difference for multiple students.” Similarly, Participant 6
indicated that the role provided them with an opportunity to have a greater “impact ...
than working within [just one] school.”

About half of the participants made broad indirect statements about the impact of
their roles on students, such as their role being to “improve student outcomes at schools”
(Participant 13) or to go in with the “motivation to improve outcomes for students” (Par-
ticipant 15). Three participants highlighted that their roles were directly responsible for
measurable student impacts such as “increasing upper two bands” (Participant 2) in
NAPLAN data, “re-engaging disengaged youth” (Participant 2) and “having a measured
positive impact on student achievement” (Participant 7). These measures aligned to those
articulated in the DoE P-12 CAREF [17], which references increased literacy and numeracy
outcomes.

5.2. How Do System Middle Leaders Enact Their Roles?

The analysis of system middle leaders’ perceptions regarding their role enactment in
relation to interpreting and implementing policy unveils four key themes. These themes
encapsulate the nuanced approaches and responsibilities central to their engagement with
policy: role induction practices, policy interpretation practices, policy translation and role
accountabilities intertwined with policy measures.
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5.2.1. Induction Practices

Participants shared insights into their induction and ongoing support, stating that
the central office’s key role was to provide regions with specific information, such as “pol-
icies and procedures, knowledge-based articles” (Participant 20) and “policy directives”
(Participant 12). However, they noted that “documentation from central office [was] quite
brief with [limited] descriptions” (Participant 8), and “there seem[ed] to be a mismatch
between central expectations and regional realities” (Participant 8), resulting in role ten-
sions and confusion.

Participants identified that their induction was insufficient, with “very little direction
for day-to-day operations [and no clarity] of my role nor how my role fits in with other
related teams” (Participant 5). This led to confusion about their role expectations, with one
participant stating, “it was very confusing as to exactly what my role would entail. There
were conflicting statements at times and at others I felt like my manager was expecting
me to ‘guess my role” (Participant 8).

Participants engaged in collaborative practices, such as team meetings and mentor-
ing, which helped them understand their role expectations. However, one participant sug-
gested that “a more consolidated approach (3-5year plan)” and “closer working ties with
[various regional] curriculum teams” would support “a team approach to goal achieve-
ment ... as there is a lot of overlap in roles” (Participant 6).

Participants also suggested that implementing a collaborative approach with in-
volvement from those in higher positions would be important for all parts of the regional
team to understand their roles. They noted that “regional leadership [does not] under-
stand the role or its importance” (Participant 9) and that “more collaboration with ARD’s”
(Participant 23) would provide a clear direction for regional education officers.

5.2.2. Policy Interpretation

The role of system middle leaders involves understanding policy messages. Two
main categories emerged regarding factors contributing to how they made sense of policy
messages: interpretation practices and policy documentation.

Participants’ perspectives on policy interpretation practices revolved around conver-
sational processes. Some described collaborative conversations within team meetings,
where new thinking was developed through dialogue. Participant 9 exemplified this, stat-
ing, “Every time we come together ... we are asking questions of each other which keeps
clarifying what [the policy] means and what [the policy] should mean”.

Despite valuing these practices, some participants noted irregularities in understand-
ing policy, leading to individualised regional approaches. Some participants felt policy
interpretation was an individual responsibility, requiring building knowledge and con-
necting with others for learning. Participant 4 emphasised this, stating, “You need to be
willing to spend time building your knowledge base ... but also be on top of research.”
Additionally, Participant 35 highlighted the importance of interregional collaborations,
stating she “stumbled across the P-12 Assessment and Curriculum Framework and learnt
... while [she] connected with others.”

Participants outlined that as the DoE’s policy strategies were translated into multiple
targeted regional strategies, clarity of the intended outcomes was reduced. Participant 4
noted a lack of clarity due to the simultaneous implementation of numerous policy docu-
ments, leading to the perception of conflicting messages and a lack of awareness in
schools, as expressed by Participant 14.

Policy language was also identified as a factor contributing to varying interpreta-
tions. Participant 35 highlighted that “some policies are very wordy,” while Participant 33
pointed out that the broad and carefully worded nature of policies led to interpretation
discrepancies. This vagueness necessitated individuals to “make up [their] own idea as to
what that would look like,” according to Participant 10.

5.2.3. Policy Translation
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Participants noted that as policy was translated into various forms, it was influenced
by factors such as diverse role perceptions, career experience, team cohesion, and contex-
tual policy interpretations.

Regarding role perceptions, participants discussed how their interactions with sys-
tem leaders and school personnel reflected diverse role expectations. They acknowledged
hierarchical task delegation, with system leaders dictating regional tasks. However, some
felt uncomfortable about their lack of voice in the process. One participant described this
dynamic, stating, “there [was] a hierarchy that they need[ed] to adhere to” (Participant
35). They further noted that “decision-making” occurred within the region as the system
leaders “would tell [them] what they would be doing or how that [would] fit within the
current agenda” (Participant 33). Additionally, another participant highlighted the signif-
icance of individual managers in providing flexibility, stating, “managers ‘made it very
clear that we had abilities to run our role as we needed to run our roles” (Participant 1).

School personnel, including principals and leaders, were seen as responsible for con-
textualising policy within their schools, impacting how policy was translated into action
and supported school autonomy. Participants recognised the pivotal role of school lead-
ers, with one stating, “principals [were often] the gatekeepers” (Participant 3), highlight-
ing the importance of building trust with school leaders to effectively support schools.

Career experience played a crucial role, with participants leveraging their teaching
and leadership backgrounds to contextualise policy responses and build credibility. How-
ever, the absence of leadership experience was seen as a barrier to working effectively
with regional senior leaders and school leadership teams; “leadership experience pro-
vided credibility” (Participant 3).

Team cohesion was deemed essential for effective support, although participants
noted challenges with overlapping role responsibilities and personal dynamics within
teams. Despite this, participants acknowledged the value of collaboration and the need
for greater clarity around their role enactment. As Participant 10 stated, “greater clarity
within documentation and ... clarity around role enactment [as] working in a team would
have a greater impact than one person working in isolation”.

Participants emphasised the importance of utilising policy to support schools, requir-
ing a deep understanding of policy documentation and its connection to school practices.
They highlighted the need to tailor support to each school’s context and to bridge the gap
between policy language and classroom practice to effectively assist teachers in under-
standing and implementing policy.

5.2.4. Role Accountabilities

The DoE system positioned its policy focus on the provision of high-quality teaching
(using the Australian Curriculum) for student improvement (Queensland Government,
2020a). Consequently, the participants consistently articulated that their roles were to sup-
port schools in implementing contextualised school improvement strategies. However, as
participants described their role, it became evident that they struggled with articulating
how the impact or effectiveness of their role was measured. The ambiguity surrounding
accountability, they noted, was impacted by their role position within schools and their
understanding of impact measures.

Participants also connected the lack of impact measures to knowing whether they
were successful in their role. This resulted in the participants listing various qualitative
measures, including “the stories behind my role” (Participant 9), “verbal feedback” (Par-
ticipant 8) and “people asking to book me” (Participant 4), as well as quantitative
measures including “school [data] trends” (Participant 3) and increases in students
achieving in the “upper two bands” (Participant 35) of National Assessment Program—
Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) to attempt to articulate how they would measure their
impact.

This accountability ambiguity seemed to result in the participants articulating a de-
sire for a clear focus on how to measure their impact and how to know they are successful
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within their role. Role clarity was communicated as a critical factor for five participants in
understanding who owned the results of school improvement strategies and, therefore,
what data could be attributed to their role impact.

Another critical factor was that their role was positioned as a “support for schools”
(Participant 9), where there was no accountability aligned to the support offered because
the uptake was dependent upon whether a school chose to implement the suggested sup-
port strategies or not. The participants also articulated that “sometimes the person that
you [are asked] to support doesn’t want to be supported. And sometimes it does feel like
you're pushing ... a story that they don’t want to hear” (Participant 10). This notion of
delegated support and its negative impact on support uptake were also echoed by Partic-
ipant 3, who compared delegated and volunteered school engagement in regional support
strategies.

Many participants agreed that there was a lack of impact measures directly aligned
to their roles and that “the system contributes a lot of money and effort into [supporting
schools] even though we don’t get a lot of change” (Participant 8). However, pockets of
perceived sustainable school improvement were also identified by two participants who
had been in the role for more than 5 years and had tracked school improvement in loca-
tions they supported. When describing how the absence of their role would impact on
schools, the system middle leaders seemed to agree that their role was integral in assisting
schools to find clarity within policy messages, even though this was unable to be directly
measured.

5.3. What Factors Support or Inhibit Their Role Enactment in Relation to Policy Implementa-
tion?

The themes that emerged from the inductive analysis were then considered within
the context of the study’s conceptual framework. Utilising the study’s conceptual frame-
work, a summary of system middle leaders’ role purpose and enactment perceptions and
the alignment to the existing policy coherence concepts was mapped (Appendix A) to re-
veal the study’s findings (Figure 5). The theoretical dimensions and concepts that emerged
within and across the research findings illuminated the impact of policy implementation
and role enactment practices on policy coherence. The understandings that emerged shed
light on the relationship between policy role enactment and the following two aspects of
organisational alignment (for policy coherence): strategic and structural [45]. In addition,
the findings unequivocally demonstrated that role enactment significantly influences or-
ganisational cognitive alignment, establishing this as a critical theoretical alignment as-
pect of policy coherence.

The resulting findings were then considered in relation to the research questions and
were utilised to identify factors that informed an explanation of what was occurring. One
way of representing these findings and the subsequent explanation was through the de-
velopment of a visual explanatory framework (Figure 5). This framework identified the
connections between the findings and four theoretical policy concepts: policy coherence,
policy design, policy interpretation and policy translation. Through the exploration of the
theoretical concepts of policy coherence (objective and crafting alignment) and policy en-
actment, the factors that impacted on system middle leaders’ role enactment and the at-
tainment of policy coherence (structural and strategic) with the need for cognitive align-
ment were illuminated. The explanatory framework visually summarises these aspects to
reflect how system middle leaders’ role enactment and their interpretation and translation
of policy influences the attainment of policy coherence.
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Figure 5. An explanatory framework based on research findings.

Figure 5 depicts the theoretical concept of policy coherence by a large grey arrow that
begins on the left of the framework and moves through and across the subsequent policy
implementation processes. As the study’s findings were identified, they were placed un-
der the policy coherence section. Using the lens of organisational alignment [45], policy
coherence is achieved when policy is aligned. Where factors were not aligned across the
research phases, the attainment of policy coherence was negatively impacted.

The initial factors that influenced policy enactment were identified as influencing fac-
tors positioned below the policy enactment concept. The effect of these factors on the co-
herence between the policy translation and policy enactment concepts was characterised
by the position of each coloured arrow (positioned in alignment or partial alignment with
the preceding arrow) with the reduction of policy coherence depicted by black arrows.
The emerging relationships between influencing factors are depicted by green arrows. The
identified factors with the framework are as follows:

¢  Policy Implementation Requirements. As policy was translated into contextual re-
sponses, the articulation of detailed functions and responsibilities diminished. The
strategic alignment of policy in action documentation (for example, P-12 CARF [43])
to policy implementation requirements (for example, regional role descriptions and
role perceptions) was misaligned and therefore negatively influenced.

e  Policy Interpretation Practices. Policy interpretation practices through conversa-
tional structures were underpinned by the idea that interpretation was predomi-
nantly implicit and individual. The absence of practices fostering shared cognition
hindered the development of collective policy understandings. Consequently, policy
interpretations were shaped by individual perceptions of ideal policy, as well as per-
sonal experiences, practices and beliefs.

Participants’ descriptions supported the idea that shared policy understandings were
crucial. They identified that the use of broad and vague language in policy docu-
ments contributed to varying interpretations of policy. As the participants described
the impact policy language had on regional and school-based departmental employ-
ees’ interpretations, they also posited that policy documents were able to be accessed
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and interpreted independently by school staff, resulting in a variety of policy inter-
pretations at the school system layer.

When considering how policy coherence is achieved, a critical aspect identified by
Hoing [26] is that policy translations are based on shared policy interpretations and
understandings. Within this study, this has been attributed to the notion of collective
cognition alignment of policy messages. It is evident within this study that the lack
of formal policy interpretation practices that ensure there are shared understandings
of policy messages has resulted in a lack of collective cognitive alignment.

Policy Translation Practices. Although formal policy translation practices were not
explicitly described within participants” descriptions of their enacted role, policy doc-
uments (e.g., P-12 CARF [17]) identified that the system had policy templates for
school improvement plans and the inquiry model, and these were utilised by regions
and schools in the development of contextualised policy responses, guidelines, re-
sources and school improvement plans. The regional or school strategies that were
inputted into the translation tools were influenced by policy interpretation practices.
As the DoE’s policy strategies were translated into multiple targeted regional strate-
gies, the perception of the amount of change and subsequent documentation being
implemented at once was overwhelming for system middle leaders and schools.
The findings identified that this resulted in a lack of clarity and consistency around
policy messages, as the plethora of policy documents were often required to be ac-
cessed and interpreted simultaneously. These notions suggested that role enactment
practices negatively influenced the strategic and collective cognitive alignment of
policy.

Governance Structure. Within the system governance structure, regions were iden-
tified as “play[ing] a critical role in supporting the performance of state schools” [41]
(p. 7), and “ensur[ing[ consistency and alignment with departmental priorities” [41]
(p- 6). The omission of system middle leader teams within the system governance
model seemed to inhibit the transparency of clear system roles associated with policy
implementation. This in turn influenced the perception of the system middle leaders’
role within policy implementation and the subsequent structural alignment of policy
implementation practices.

Roles and Responsibilities. As policy was translated into regional strategies, the par-
tial alignment of school support to policy reflected regions” autonomy and flexibility
in determining how they would deliver services to their schools and therefore re-
sulted in inconsistent reference to policy documents across the regions. The lack of
system middle leaders’ reference to specific roles and responsibilities within docu-
mentation resulted in system middle leaders developing their own individual role
responsibilities. The participants utilised their interpretation of policy documents (P-
12 CAREF [17]), their own career experience and how they were tasked by regional
system leaders to create their own role responsibilities. As a result, there was a variety
of regional education role perceptions that included a leadership role, a support role,
responsibility for building the capability of others, responsibility for implementing
system and state strategies and responsibility for improving student outcomes.
While the implementation of strategies aligned with broad policy objectives, that is,
to implement and align school processes to the Australian Curriculum, system mid-
dle leaders did not articulate specific role responsibilities or describe their role as a
policy resource. This resulted in the partial misalignment of system middle leaders’
policy role purpose and policy objectives.

Purpose Perceptions Role. The understanding of how policy was translated into ac-
tion and the connection to role purpose as reflected in role responsibilities was influ-
enced by the diversity of role perceptions. In the absence of system middle leaders’
role responsibilities, individuals shaped their role through a variety of interactions at
the system, regional and school system layers. As a result of this, they predominantly
perceived their role to be a leadership role that was responsible for supporting
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schools to implement school improvement strategies and build teaching and learning
capability. System middle leaders were unable to clearly articulate how this was
achieved or how they knew they were successful in enacting this role perception.
The participants acknowledged that within the system structure there was a hierar-
chical relationship between formal roles (RD, ARD and school principals) which was
reflected within the system governance structure. This structure influenced how role
tasks were assigned and received by regional and school personnel. At times, this
resulted in misalignment between system middle leaders’ role purpose perception
and the strategic focus of the regional system leaders (ARDs) or other system leaders
(regional peers, school principals and leadership teams). This in turn caused role ten-
sion for system middle leaders and influenced the structural and strategic alignment
of policy.

¢  Role Ambiguity. Role ambiguity was commonly experienced by system middle lead-
ers when they had uncertainty about which tasks and responsibilities were part of
their role. System middle leaders consistently expressed the need to clarify their role
purpose and associated responsibilities and ways of working. In the absence of
clearly articulated policy implementation roles and responsibilities, system middle
leaders’ roles were continuously shaped by their own interpretation of policy texts
and the depth and breadth of human interactions that occurred between system lead-
ers, peers and school personnel. Furthermore, the system middle leaders noted that
there were often diverse role perspectives that caused role tension and required sys-
tem middle leaders to draw on their career experience to be flexible in how they mit-
igated these diverse role perspectives to enact their role. Ongoing role ambiguity re-
sulted in role tension and influenced the structural and strategic alignment of policy
as it was implemented.

e Accountability Ambiguity. Role accountability was closely linked to role responsi-
bilities. As system middle leaders attempted to identify the aspects of their role, they
were unable to articulate formal consistent role accountabilities or success criteria.
System middle leaders articulated that the absence of role measures led to their ina-
bility to identify how to measure the direct impact of their work. They articulated
that being able to measure their impact would provide them with clarity of expecta-
tions and a clear line of sight that in turn would support them to reflect upon and
improve their role enactment.

¢ Role Tension. Role tension [39] was experienced by system middle leaders when
they were faced by diverse role perspectives and differing role expectations. These
experiences occurred within human interactions (system executive leaders, peers and
school personnel) and were often reflective of power perceptions between the various
roles. Role tension resulted in system middle leaders enacting role tasks that were in
direct conflict with their individual role perceptions or additional role tasks assigned
by other system personnel. Therefore, role tensions influenced the structural and
strategic alignment of policy implementation.

The theoretical dimensions and theoretical concepts that emerged within and across
the research phases illuminated the impact of policy role enactment on policy coher-
ence (underpinned by policy implementation and organisational alignment theory).

6. Research Implications for Theory: Explanatory Frameworks

Currently, the research on coherence and research on the role of system middle lead-
ers (sometimes referred to as regional or district leaders) are seen as separate entities. Con-
sidering the findings, the explanatory framework was conceptualised to reflect the inter-
dependent policy implementation and role enactment factors that influenced the attain-
ment of policy coherence as an aspect of system reform.

It became evident from the findings that system middle leaders’ role in interpreting
and translating policy appeared to directly impact the achievement of policy coherence
through policy enactment (interpretation and translation). As their role was originally



Educ. Sci. 2024, 14, 596

20 of 30

positioned in the literature as either inconsequential or positive institutional actors in sys-
tem reform [46], this finding adds a valuable perspective to the impact that system middle
leaders’ roles have on attaining coherent policy implementation.

In addition, the findings identified that in the absence of formal sense-making pro-
cesses and collective cognition, a variety of individual policy interpretations were being
utilised to translate policy into new forms [26]. Considering this, the attainment of achiev-
ing system-wide policy coherence was negatively impacted through partial policy imple-
mentation influenced by diverse policy interpretations and policy support advice. This
finding positions the need to understand how coherent policy messaging through policy
interpretation and translation practices was attained. This research study posits that this
is achieved when systems utilise formal practices that support the development of collec-
tive cognitive cognisance (Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Collective cognitive cognizance.

Collective cognitive cognisance from a system’s perspective is an awareness of the
role that collective cognition plays in attaining policy coherence. Through the intentional
development of collective policy understandings and the interpretation and translation of
these understandings through the enactment of formal policy roles, policy coherence is
promoted.

Collective cognitive cognisance is therefore defined within this study as a system’s
awareness of the need to utilise its governance structures consciously and strategically to
make sense of policy messages and how policy is translated. This collective sense-making
ensures there is a common understanding from which policy is interpreted and translated
through enacted policy roles. This in turn promotes coherent policy implementation as
suggested by Coburn et al. [22], who outlined that having a variety of policy understand-
ings and interpretations contributes to the development of misaligned policy strategies.

Over the past decades, the role of system middle leaders (situated within regions and
districts) in educational reform theory has highlighted that when regions (districts) take a
system approach to aligning their strategic focus and vision for student achievement
through a comprehensive strategy, they positively impact student outcomes within indi-
vidual schools [8].
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This study’s findings, therefore, build on these notions to consider policy implemen-
tation roles within the middle (regional or district) system layer. Until now, this focus has
been limited to studies on roles associated with senior leadership and principal supervi-
sion [46] as well as small-scale studies of how individual district personnel have sup-
ported district-wide strategy implementation within schools [27].

The interdependent relationship between these three alignment aspects (strategic,
structural and cognitive), policy role factors and coherent policy implementation is de-
picted in Figure 7. Furthermore, Figure 7 utilises the emergence of the notion of collective
cognitive cognisance to illuminate the interdependent relationship between traditional or-
ganisational alignment aspects (strategic and structural) and the need to include a cogni-
tive alignment aspect as policy is interpreted and translated. This depiction adds further
clarity to how the inclusion of cognitive alignment with policy coherence theory promotes
coherent policy implementation as policy is interpretated and translated through enacted
policy roles.
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Figure 7. A case for strategic, structural and cognitive alignment within coherent policy implemen-
tation theory.

Figure 7 begins on the left by identifying which organisational alignment aspect (stra-
tegic, cognitive or structural), policy implementation, role and role enactment factors con-
tribute to. As each factor and alignment aspect is interdependent, the attainment of policy
coherence cannot be achieved without considering all coherence aspects together, as de-
picted by the overlapping triangles in the figure.

The notion of cognitive alignment was previously silent within the system reform
literature that emphasised the importance of utilising structural and strategic alignment
[47] as a precursor to transparent policy implementation processes. While policy transla-
tion was positioned as a characteristic of policy coherence [48], the literature on how pol-
icy translation occurred was limited to cognitive and sociocultural processes positioned
at the individual school level [25]. In the systems’ literature, they were couched within
organisational learning culture concepts.

The study’s findings, therefore, broaden the literature on coherent policy implemen-
tation through the identification of the need to include processes that explicitly support
the development of cognitive alignment. The inclusion of this aspect supports the coher-
ent crafting of policy messages, as policy is interpretated and translated through enacted
policy roles.

Utilising the overarching findings, the framework that emerged from the study (see
Figure 8) highlights role theory as a valuable theoretical framework that identifies how
policy implementation (that is shaped by policy and social interactions with various ac-
tors) is interpreted and translated. Role theory, together with policy implementation and
organisational alignment frameworks, provides a useful tool through which to analyse
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and improve policy coherence theory. These findings led to the emergence of the term
policy role enactment, which extends on the notions of policy actors within policy imple-
mentation to explicitly consider how role factors influence implementation. This term is
positioned as being of the greatest importance or prominence within the policy role en-
actment framework (indicated by a yellow circle within Figure 8).

Policy Context

Global Context

Policy Coherence Education System

. Context
Strategic Coherence

Structural Coherence

Data, monitoring
and accountability

Coherent
implementation
strategy

‘Governance structure to
reflect system middle
leader’s policy role position

Political Context

Figure 8. A framework for achieving system policy coherence. Note: the framework connects this
research study’s policy role enactment factors (the outer four circles) to existing coherent policy
implementation criteria (the inner circle). Centrally positioned elements are from Viennet and Pont
3] (p. 7). Copyright 2017 by OECD.

The framework for achieving system policy coherence acknowledges that policy de-
velopment and implementation is influenced by the context in which it is situated. When
considering coherent policy implementation, the model also utilises Viennet and Pont’s
[3] (the inner circle shaded in light orange) criteria that identify the influence of policy
design and implementation on the attainment of policy coherence. The third circle (out-
lined by yellow borders) captures the findings and recommendations of this study to
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explicitly connect the concept of policy role enactment to the concept of coherent policy
implementation. The key criteria were as follows:

¢  Governance structures to reflect system middle leaders’ policy role positions;

e  Policy role induction and system middle leaders’ capability-building practices;
e Integrated policy roles and responsibilities;

e  Collective policy translation practices and tools;

e Collective integrated policy interpretation practices;

¢  Role accountabilities and impact measures;

e  Identified role policy impact points.

Together the two concepts of coherent policy design and implementation, and policy
role enactment and their identified criteria, build upon existing notions of Limani’s organ-
isational alignment [45] to identify the factors that influence the level of (vertical and hor-
izontal), cognitive (new alignment aspect), structural, and strategic alignment collectively
achieved within each system middle policy role group (e.g., system middle leaders) re-
sponsible for interpreting and translating policy.

7. Research Implications for Practice

As the main purpose of this study was to determine what emerges as significant fac-
tors influencing how system middle leaders interpret and translate policy to enact their
role. The analysis of the data and subsequent research findings were synthesised within
the Explanatory Framework that informed the identification of factors and their implica-
tions for system middle leaders’ policy role enactment. The policy design, implementation
and role enactment factors that influenced the attainment of policy coherence were:

e  policy implementation requirements.
e  policy interpretation practices.

e  policy translation practices.

e  governance structure.

e  roles and responsibilities.

e  role purpose perceptions.

e  role ambiguity; and

e accountability ambiguity.

This study’s findings provided significant insights into how policy is utilised to de-
velop contextualised policy responses and the study subsequently illuminated the im-
portance of basing the translation of policy messages on consistent policy understandings.
These findings contrasted with Hoing's [26] research, which aimed to explore the role of
regions (districts) when implementing regional (district)-wide strategy responses and po-
sitioned the importance of developing contextualised ongoing policy responses with
schools. Key system leadership (situated within districts) role characteristics associated
with effective school support were identified; these included flexible approaches to meet
individual school needs and supporting, not dictating, policy responses. Hoing’s [26] re-
search, however, failed to consider how system leadership (district) personnel utilised
policy and the impact this had on achieving system-wide policy coherence.

This study, therefore, adds these additional contributions to Hoing’s [26] coherent
policy messaging and crafting notions.

8. Research Limitations

This study identifies a possible research limitation. The study is limited to one edu-
cation system which, whilst large, has specific contextual and cultural aspects that would
not necessarily be replicated in other systems. Whilst generalisability is not a concern for
this research approach, the significance for the size of this system, as well as aspects of the
findings, may indicate possible application of the generated framework to other contexts.
It could also provide a platform for future research.
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The limitations identified in this study were focused on the case being limited to one
educational system and that the data, while aimed at being reflective of the broad compo-
sition of regional education officers, were reliant on interviews and the sample size. It is
acknowledged that further research into policy implementation, as explored in this study,
would contribute to an essential and growing body of research on the role enactment of
system middle leaders and their impact on system reform.

9. Further Research

The following range of opportunities for further research address the research limi-
tations as well as capturing opportunities identified during the data analysis and findings
chapters. Firstly, the policy role enactment framework could be utilised as a tool to de-
velop understandings of policy role enactment through the various roles of system middle
leaders. The findings could be utilised to explore the consistency of system middle lead-
ers’ role perceptions and enacted practice.

In addition, as the focus of the study was to investigate how policy was interpreted
and translated through regional education officers” enacted roles within the Queensland
Department of Education. Research could be conducted to explore policy role enactment
within additional system leaders’ roles and within similarly placed leaders in public edu-
cation systems of other states and territories within education systems to determine the
consistency of policy role enactment practices and their impact on policy coherence. An-
other approach could be to conduct further research on the enacted role of regional edu-
cation officers through observing their role in action.

Finally, further research could be conducted regarding the use of collective cognitive
cognisance practices and their impact on policy coherence interpretation and translation
practices. The focus on coherent policy messaging would extend upon this study’s re-
search findings and provide deeper insights into how systems create policy coherence
awareness.

10. Conclusions

This study concludes that the integration of role theory, policy implementation the-
ory and organisation alignment theories provides an interpretivist insight into the devel-
opment of policy coherence through system middle leaders’ policy role enactment.
Through understanding the interdependent relationships between the bodies of research,
role factors that influence policy coherence were illuminated. The use of the resulting pol-
icy role enactment framework would contribute to validation of the framework, which in
turn could be utilised within other education systems within Australia and internationally
and is an identified area for research in other contexts and roles.

The study also offered insights into the importance of including cognitive alignment
as a critical aspect of organisational policy coherence theory. This theoretical implication
illuminates that achieving structural and strategic alignment through policy role enact-
ment is dependent upon the development of collective cognitive alignment. This study’s
theoretical contribution positions the importance of sense-making interactions between
system leaders, their regional teams and schools to consider cognitive alignment as an
organisational construct underpinning the attainment of policy coherence.

Finally, the research sheds light on the concept of organisational cognisance and cog-
nitive alignment through the identification that system-wide cognitive coherence requires
an awareness of developing collective understandings of policy and policy roles, respon-
sibilities and accountabilities within and across a system. The research posits that this is
achieved when systems strategically utilise their governance structure and formal prac-
tices to support the development of collective cognitive cognisance.
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Appendix A

Summary and formal organisational alignment (Limani, [45]) of Viennet and Pont’s
[3] policy implementation analysis criterioa within and across research phases.

Policy Documents

Survey Role Perceptions

Survey Descriptions of Role Enactment

Research outcomes.

Criterion Policy Curriculum Identified Role Factors impacting on
Design Policy policy interpretation and
Enactment Factors .
Documents Documents translation.
Green indicates alignment to policy aspects.
indicates partial alignment to policy aspects.

Red indicates no alignment to policy actions through omission or new information. (Crossed out factors indi-

cate that the next phase evidenced the factor)

Objectives Policies should Role of policy is to provide Policy guidelines and re- Multiple policy guidelines
provide a point clear directives to regions. sources available from access points create confu-
of truth and be multiple online platforms  sion with participants indi-

(An) identi- published in including statewide and cating school personnel are

fied result/s or  one place. regional not consistently aware of

aim/s that un- policy resources.

derpin/s pol-

icy documen- Align with Supported Government Neo-pohieyspecificiy-identi- Policy use was No formal practices to System middle leaders rely

tation other policy in- directives through aspects ek utilised when check for individuals’ un- on own interpretation, im-
struments. identified below. developing con-  derstanding of policy pacting on policy coher-

textual school messages. ence.
improvement
responses. Schools utilise their own
interpretations or seek clar-
ity from regional system
middle leaders.
Support strate- Delivery of a world-class There is a perceived mis- Strategic objectives are po-

gic objectives.

education system sup-
ported by responsive ser-
vices.

match between policy expec-
tations and regional realties

no explicit
link to policy objectives
or desired results related
to role.

sitioned within documen-
tation although wording
and focus may change, im-
pacting on coherence.

Clearly define
roles and re-
sponsibilities.

Responsive services in-
cluded the following:

Working together to pro-

vide quality learning expe-
riences for all students and
to maximize student learn-

ing.

Role was positioned to im-
prove leadership, t

Participants
agreed that
their role was to
support the im-
plementation of
the state’s stra-
tegic direction.

No specific role descrip-
tions aligned to regional
strategic direction or sys-
tem middle leadership
role.

Role descriptions drawn
from broad school-based
role responsibilities, in-
cluding Head of Curricu-
lum and Head of Depart-
ment.

Lack of articulated regional
role responsibilities aligned
to policy objectives, re-
gional policy measures and
agreed system practices.

Lack of Induction process
into System Leadership
ways of working, role re-
sponsibilities and account-
abilities

Communica-  Policies devel-
tion and En- opment should
gagement consider key,

Consultation
and stake-
holder en-
gagement to
gather sup-
port and un-
derstanding of
policy lan-
guage.

appropriate
and relevant
stakeholder
consultation

Partnerships with stake-
holders, industry, univer-
sities and communities to
accomplish the following:
Inform and develop gov-
ernment policy.

Provide advice and analy-
sis.

Represent and service the
community.

Regional team members en-
gage with school leadership
teams, principals, regional
teams and at times central
office.

No reference to stakeholders
informing policy identified.

No direct inter-
actions or pro-
cesses with pol-
icy personnel
identified.

Lack of per-
ceived voice in
contributing to
the develop-
ment of re-
gional strate-
gies, implemen-
tation plans or
informing pol-
icy

Stakeholder engagement
through policy develop-
ment.

No clear stakeholder in-
volvement documented
that utilises implementa-
tion feedback or objectives
as reflection measures.
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Policy Documents

Survey Role Perceptions

Survey Descriptions of Role Enactment

Research outcomes.

Criterion Poli.cy CurriC}llum Identified Role Facfors. impacting. on
Design Policy policy interpretation and
Enactment Factors .
Documents Documents translation.
Communica- Policy should No reference to how pol- Regional communications Policy messages were No formal policy commu-
tion of goals, consider rele- icy was explicitly commu- identified. The focus of these translated into regional nication plan
objectives and ~ vant stake- nicated to stakeholders. communiques was on con- strategies.
processes re- holder commu- textualised regional ap- The number of support- Policy support documents
quired for pol-  nication. proaches aligned to opera- ing documents created accessible through multiple
icy tional plans. confusion and resulted in online platforms by all DoE
No reference to a variety of policy inter- stakeholders —contributes
communication No reference to State School- pretations. to partial policy alignment.
of goals, objec- ing communication beyond Policy language and the
tives and pro- policy documentation that broad nature of policy Regional communications
cesses required state policy objectives e.g., documentation contrib- focus on contextualised re-
for policy State Schooling Strategy, P- uted to misaligned inter- gional approaches aligned
12 CARF pretations and resulting to policy objectives with
actions. language that may or may
Change in school leader- not align to overarching
ship impacted on con- policy objectives.
sistency of policy inter-
pretation.
Implementa-  Identified pol- Embedded within policy Regional leadership mem-
tion Strategy  icy implemen- instruments: bers or central office deter-
tation cycle. mined role activities—per-
Articulated ceived as the process for im-

plans explain-
ing how to en-
act policy
while the pol-
icy can iden-
tify the theo-
retical imple-
mentation un-
derpinnings.
May provide
a vision and
be open and
flexible to ac-
commodate
changes.

plementing policy.

Limited clarity of how to im-
plement strategies on a day-
by-day basis

Policies should
articulate their
functions, re-
sponsibilities,
and purpose

Develop shared under-
standings of the Australian
Curriculum.

Some participants de-
scribed the use of the
Australian Curriculum
and their role in clarify-
ing teaching expectations.
One participant explicitly
described building capa-
bility.

No formal processes to
confirm policy interpreta-
tions are aligned to policy
intent.

Multiple policy interpreta-
tion points that rely on in-
dividual policy interpreta-
tions that may or may not
align to policy intent.

Use evidence through in-
quiry improvement cycles.

The inquiry model was
identified as a resource;
however, the use of the
inquiry model was not

discussed.

Knowledge of inquiry
models evidenced.
Application of inquiry
models as a role enactment
tool was not discussed.

To collaborate to work,
learn and improve to-
gether.

Collaborative practices were
positioned within each re-
gion.

Lack of per-
ceived voice in
contributing to
the develop-
ment of re-
gional strate-
gies, implemen-
tation plans or
informing pol-
icy.

Career experi-
ence enhanced
ability to collab-
orate with re-
gional and
school leaders

Interactions with system
leaders could either sup-
port role enactment or
hinder role enactment.
Interactions with school
leaders could support
role enactment or hinder
role enactment.
Regional Team cohesion
hindered role enactment

Role clarity impacts on role
enactment.

Build teaching and learn-
ing capability.

Building teacher and leader-
ship capability to implement
the Australian Curriculum

Role was identi-
fied broadly as
a school sup-
port

Building leadership and
teacher capability was
positioned; however, role
descriptions predomi-
nately positioned role as
facilitators, clarifiers of
policy and strategy rather

than building capability.

Understanding of capacity
building was predomi-
nately limited to provision
of knowledge and provid-
ing policy clarification.

Policies should
manage opera-
tional issues
and risks.
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Policy Documents

Survey Role Perceptions

Survey Descriptions of Role Enactment

Research outcomes.

e Polic Curriculum e Factors impacting on
Criterion R Y R Identified Role ss P g
Design Policy policy interpretation and
Enactment Factors .
Documents Documents translation.
Data moni- Policy monitor- Continuous improvement No reference to continuous No reference to No reference to continu- -Reliance on point in time
toring and ing should was positioned within pol-  improvement continuous im- ous improvement. school-based data as out-
accountabil- examine policy icy descriptions. provement or Identification that the come measures.
ity content to en- Changes in school process accountabilities.  same work continues to -Absence of role impact
sure accuracy, were identified as a school be implemented after 5 measures linked to capac-
Sharing of relevance, clar- measure with no reference to years of working within ity building.

knowledge via
an instrument
that informs
decision mak-
ing and con-
tributes to
discussions
and transpar-
ency of deci-
sion making.

Data moni-
toring and
accountabil-
ity contin-
ued

Sharing of
knowledge via
an instrument
that informs
decision mak-
ing and con-
tributes to
discussions
and transpar-
ency of deci-
sion making.

ity and reliabil-
ity.

No reference to
measuring or
monitoring pol-
icy implemen-

continuous improvement.

the role, indicating lim-
ited impact.

-Identified need to develop
shared understandings of
what aspects of policy im-
plementation regional edu-
cation officer’s role sup-
ports and how impact
could be measured.

tation. Student achievement, at-

tendance and engagement
No mention of data were identified as the
using policy

outcomes to re-

key measure.

view or refine

policy
Student achievement, at-
tendance and engagement
data were identified as the
key measure. Continued

Student achievement data
were identified as a key
measure.

Number of schools sup-
ported indicated as a meas-
ure.

Informal feedback indicated
as a role measure.
Participants identified that
they were unsure how to
measure impact, resulting in
role tension.

Role position descrip-
tions identified tensions
in who owns the data
and are student measures
relevant to the regional
role?

Project schools and show-
case awards identified as
indicating impact.

-Lack of measurable role
responsibilities.

-Lack of knowledge and
application on what is the
point of impact for regional
education officers’ role.
-Absence of formal role
measures resulted in infor-
mal and varied measures
being used

No targets were identified.

No targets were identified

No targets were
identified.

No clear targets.

Accountability ambiguity;
Lack of role targets

Annual School Review
was implicitly positioned
as a tool to monitor curric-
ulum implementation.

No reference to the use of
school reviews processes as a
measure or monitoring tool.

Clear links between
school reviews and re-
gional education officer’s
role

No link to school reviews
as a monitoring tool.

Regional education officers
were tasked with support-
ing schools for their school
reviews; however, the out-
come of reviews was not
considered to be a role
measure.

Resources Resources are targeted to Role positioned a school
Inputs neces- be responsive and provide ~ Regional Role described as Implementation of re- support role; however, did
sary for policy support. the following: gional strategies posi- not directly align this to a
implementa- tioned with limited speci-  policy implementation
tion. ficity beyond literacy, nu-  support role.
Funding fi- Implement regional or state meracy or STEM.
nancial and strategies to improve student
human re- improvement including the
sources Australian Curriculum.
supporting Policy imple- Use evidence to inform No specific mention of policy Use of the Australian Policy documents used in-
guidelines mentation practice; e. g., Annual resources Curriculum and P-12 consistently
and online should be School Reviews, Inquiry CARF when supporting
documents supported by Model schools and principals.

aligned policy P-12CAREF identified

instruments in- online and documented Use of school reviews,

cluding proce- resources to support cur- state inquiry model iden-

dures, guide- riculum implementation at tified

lines and sup- a school level.

porting infor-

mation
Capacity Resources are targeted to Role purpose described as: Role described No explicit definition or
building build capability. Leadership role as a support ways of working associ-

Support role. role. ated with building capacity
Capacity-building role Building leader- identified to achieve policy
ship and teach- outcomes.
ing capability

Task Policy proce- Department task identified ~ -Assistant Regional Directors ~ Regional Direc- -ARDs and Managers Role ambiguity results in
Allocation dures should to support schools and de- were identified as leaders tors, Assistant delegated tasks. role tension.

partmental staff.

within the region.

Regional
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Policy Documents

Survey Role Perceptions

Survey Descriptions of Role Enactment

Research outcomes.

Criterion Poli.cy Curric.ulum Identified Role Fac?ors. impacting. on
Design Policy policy interpretation and
Enactment Factors .
Documents Documents translation.
outline the pro- Assistant Regional Direc- -Regional team purpose was Directors and -Some regions allowed Misaligned task allocated.
cesses and re- tor’s task was identified. broadly understood as asup- ~ Team Managers  direct contact with Varied understandings of
sponsibilities Regional Services Team port role. identified as schools. role purpose
required to tasks identified. No speci- -Task specificity was lacking leaders. No articulated specific role
support policy ficity regarding who the with little direction provided responsibilities.
implementation  teams were or how many for day-to-day operations.
members were in each Role tensions between some
team. central office role tasks and
regional role tasks.
Role tensions between
team members due to
overlapping role respon-
sibilities
School tasks were to im-
plement improvement cy-
cles using the:
school improvement
model
School Improvement Hier- ~ Lack of agreed role enact- School reviews used a sup-
archy ment processes within re- port focus; however, speci-
Standards of Practice. gions and across regions for ficity in what support
similar roles. looked like was limited.
No use of standards of
practice.

Timing Policies should Five-year policy timeframe  No reference to timeframes. No reference to No reference to No policy implementation
reflect current, (2020-2024) timeframes. timeframes timelines identified
reliable and Schools are to implement
trusted infor- the Australian Curriculum
mation Version 8 by the end of

2020.

Continuous improvement
cycles

One region only identified
2020 timeframe for Aus-
tralian Curriculum imple-
mentation

No link to ongoing im-
proving trends. Point in
time measures only identi-
fied.

Tools Policies should Requirements outlined No mention of P-12 CARF or Links made to the use of: Policy mandates embed-
identify man- within P-12 CARF. policy tools. P-12 CARF ded within descriptions.
datory require- Mandatory language not School Reviews
ments and evidenced. No mandated requirements Inquiry Model
be easy to ac-
cess through Documents can be ac-

DoE’s proce- cessed on policy register
dure register. and through an open in-
ternet search.
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