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Context for Change
Reflection and change are imperative in the structure of a school (Procee, 2006). Changes within education systems can be categorised into macro or micro changes (Nicholls, 1988). This critical account and evaluation will focus on a micro change that was implemented in a secondary school in Southwest Wales. This setting has 31.3% of pupils who are eligible to free school meals, compared to the national average of 17.3%. This statistic characterises the demographic in which the school is located. Within the school 27.3% of pupils are on a school action plan in line with the ALN framework as of 2023 (Ruppar, et al 2023).

A micro level system change is defined as a localised improvement or reform that takes part in a singular setting (Fullan, 2006). Fullan (2006) also stated the sustainability of an organisation and its ability to thrive is based on their engagement with strong system leadership. The importance of micro level system leadership cannot be understated, it is critical for translating national policy into practice (Batalden et al., 2003). A macro level change that has had major impact is the Curriculum for Wales reform (Evans, 2025). This macro change has come with the expectation that individual schools will then implement their own elements in accordance with the four purposes and statements of what matter (Welsh Government, 2021). 

Although this macro change was setting a new curriculum, it came with an opportunity to ‘inspire confident individuals in an ever-changing world’ (Powe et el., 2020), thus leading to a micro system leadership change in regard to school behaviour policy. The school deliberated on a way to improve engagement in the new curriculum that coincided with the behaviour and demographic challenges of the school (Flouri and Midouhas, 2016). The aim was to move from a zero-tolerance approach to that of a restorative and inclusive one (McCluskey 2018). Donaldson’s 4 purposes (2016) of nurturing pupils to be, ambitious, enterprising, healthy and confident is a core driver behind an inclusive and restorative behaviour policy (McCluskey et al., 2008). If pupils are to develop and be prepared for life outside of education, it is the role of the teachers to teach restorative practice, to teach understanding and to allow these pupils to become ethically informed in an environment in which they feel safe (Lodi et al., 2021).

Hopkins and Higham (2006) stated that for a change to be implemented and impactful, there must be strong systems thinkers and leadership. System leadership is a model of leadership within education which delegates and shares responsibility rather than focusing on individual areas or institutions (Pearce et al 2014). This allows for strong collaboration and provides accountability to improve outcomes within the wider systems (Lashway, 2001). One approach that can be used for inference is that of the Curriculum for Wales (Donaldson, 2016). This model is led by leaders in the profession, using teachers as the key constructers and drivers of change in pioneer schools. This method puts trust and flexibility at the forefront of its system as it aims for long-term change (Donaldson, 2015). Whilst this is positive for empowering and entrusting the values of teachers in Wales it does raise critical questions regarding the inconsistency that could occur throughout schools due to their approach of such broad guidelines (Titley et al., 2020). We can also questions the accountability structures (Hall et al 2004). Ontario is an example of an international model that has some key contrasting elements to that of the CFW. Michael Fullan (2016) put huge emphasis on structured collaboration within clearly defined parameters. Data was heavily involved in the reform to ensure consistency and to measure improvement. Whilst both advocate for collaboration, they have stark differences in how this is best achieved. Fullan (2010) emphasises a more regulated performance model whilst Donaldson (2016) believes schools can interpret the guildines as they see fit. A critique within Ontario’s model is that although there may be greater perceived alignment in the system, it poses risk of preventing autonomy and narrowing educational practice (Fullan, 2010). Both forms of system leadership pose strengths and limitations, which is why system leadership can prove impactful in various ways.

Main Drivers for change
Before the analysis of systems thinking and leadership there was first an apparent need for a change in behaviour policy. The previous policy was based on compliance and sanction Payne (2015), but through research it has been made apparent that this policy does not address the deeper cause of behaviour (Sheppard, 2020). Vast research was conducted to start moving towards a restorative and trauma informed approach (Bowen and Murshid, 2016). The key driver is to work on relationships and have a strong inclusive environment (Kozleski and Choi, 2018). 

Within the school, the change driver came with a desire to lessen confrontation and create a positive learning environment that works on maintaining and building relationships (McKay and Macomber, 2023). This holds a contrast to the previous policy that would in fact undermine relationships and seek conflict (Woods 2008). The school has an ethos based on four core values of kindness, honesty, respect and inclusion; these directly link to a behaviour policy of restorative practice (Whitaker, 2021) and also links to the national curriculum reform in driving for ethically informed citizens (Donaldson, 2016). Another driver was a suggestion from Estyn, who commended the strong relationships between staff and pupils, and suggested we build policy based on strengths.

The new drive was to address behaviour and focus on the underlying cause. This is pivotal within this setting as current learners are vulnerable and have experienced numbers of adverse childhood experiences (ACES) (Lodi et al., 2021). In the school’s context, there was an understanding that behaviour of pupils was closely linked to their emotional regulation, there sense of belonging in the school community and ultimately their relationships (Roffey, 2010). The relationships of these pupils outside school lack fundamental factors for their development (Maslow, 1943). This prevents them from reaching stages of understanding for their own needs and behaviour, as a school this was a fundamental driver for change. Following this, the school wanted to take a move away from a behaviourist approach (Skinner, 1985). Skinner (1985) suggests that behaviour is a response to external stimuli and can be dealt with through sanctions and observable outcomes. As previously mentioned though, the avoidance of confrontation and building relationships is key in maintaining the positive environment in school (Mckay and Macomber, 2023). Bowlby (1979) emphasises the importance of secure relationships as the key driver in sustained behaviour change, especially for our more vulnerable learners.

On a National level, Estyn frameworks are continuously emphasising the importance of strong relationships as a foundation of impactful teaching (Donaldson, 2018) thus the reason for embedding it in our behaviour policy. 

An account of the roles in school context
As previously mentioned, system leadership is the collaboration of individual roles or institutions to share responsibility to achieve desired improvements and better outcomes (Hopkins and Higham, 2007). Fullan (2004) states that this form of approach is more impactful than operating within hierarchical structures. This allows for professional networks to share ideas and influence each other positively rather than follow the ideas of one ‘leader’ (Fullan, 1996). Within school, the system leadership model played a fundamental role in preparing and enacting the desired change (Gurr and Drysdale 2018). The idea was for a transition between a behaviour policy centred around action and consequence to one of trauma informed and a restorative approach (Darling-Hammond, 2023). To enact this change efficiently, contributions from practitioners at all levels was pivotal, involving the Head Teacher, Senior Leaders, Middle leaders and all practitioners within the school (Hopkins, 2007). 

Research in India (Dutta, 2023) stated the value of teacher committees to identify any areas for improvement within the school. 

Anderson et al (2015) highlights the importance of upskilling staff via trauma informed therefore senior leaders took part in trauma informed courses to begin to understand it’s value in school (Berliner and Kolko, 2016). 

The role of the middle leaders was to further reinforce the work already done by senior leadership (Bennet et al., 2003). Middle leaders, such as the Head of Year would work with the written policy and embed it within their classroom teaching and when addressing or working with their year group tutors and pupils. Basset (2016) recognised the role of middle leaders in aiding the development of those around them whilst upholding formal expectations. From this middle leaders attended training on restorative approaches and trauma informed practice (Randall and Haskell, 2013), thus allowing them to pass on information and skills to staff. Furthermore, middle leaders were able to have impact by conveying new expectations to pupils and tutors within the school. This whole shift of policy was mainly conveyed through the middle leaders as a figure between pupil and staff (Harris et al., 2019). A school in Singapore (Koh et al., 2011) stated that it was the role of the middle leader to ensure pupils understood any new changes the schools were trying to achieve whilst also working as a communication point for staff (Farchi and Tubin, 2019).

Class teachers and support staff had the most important role of ensuring this consistency and feedback of the policy (Irby and Clough, 2015). Whilst it was designed rigorously, it is only going to have the desired impact if carried out correctly, and if flaws are honestly identified and fed back (Procee, 2006). A staff voice was established with 15 members of staff with the Deputy Head leading the party and a range of support staff, class teachers and middle leaders present. This was designed to provide consistent feedback.

Skills required and used

Harris (2020) highlights within the NEAL report the need for effective collaboration as a vital skill within system leadership. Welsh Government (2023) also values the skill of communication as a leadership skill (Fullan, 2010) using multiple organisations within a systems approach. Whilst the change is being made within the school and is at a micro level, collaboration with other schools has been made through the reviewing of their policies in action, using vast research and liaising with outer organisations such as Estyn (Constantinou and Ainscow, 2020). The relational skill of effective collaboration and communication is pivotal (Welsh Government, 2023). This is further supported by Senge, Hamilton and Kania (2015) who state the positional status of the leader is not imperative but their ability to enact efficient and collective leadership across various systems. Reed (2006) aligns with this and emphasises the skill of seeing the larger system is a core skill, for example relating the behaviour policy to that of relational issues at home and making amendments based on this. Following this, the skill of emotional intelligence (McCleskey, 2014) in facilitating reflective or restorative conservations, allowing opinions to be challenged in a safe environment is key in effective system leadership. Another skill is thinking long term and working collaboratively towards this, for example challenging existing assumptions in the behaviour policy and seeing the benefits of trauma informed and restoration in our pupil’s futures (Blaney, 2000).

Previously the education reform in Ontario (Fullan, 2010) was mentioned as a strong example of system leadership, a further example of international system leadership was in the Singapore education system during COVID-19 Ng (2021). During this time, leaders across classrooms, schools and the government worked collectively and quickly to implement sufficient changes. These included blended and home-based learning. Key principles of system leadership were prevalent here as identified by Senge et al (2015) using skilful and purposeful dialogue between systems to co create strong future focused solutions. 

To relate international studies to that of behaviour policies being impacted by system leadership, we can look at a case study by Lillard (2017). This provides a strong support for the move from control-based behaviour policies to that of trauma informed with figures to show the reduce of exclusions and strengthening of relationships (Wearmouth et al., 2007). Furthermore, Lillard (2017) involved multiple schools across a large area and found an increased wellbeing across most pupils and staff The success of this approach was greatly attributed to the system leadership style that aligns very closely with the CLEAR framework (Dreier et al., 2019). This case study has involved the stakeholders and developed a strong network to allow for adaptation through reflection. Lillard (2017) put significance on the cultural change that was achieved through this restorative practice, thus showing the system lead approach was able to see the bigger picture rather than just focussing on a procedural change. From these international examples it is evident to see the impact that can be achieved from a strong system led approach.

Looking at this critically though, there are some limitations to such approaches, such as the inconsistent outcomes (Lodi et al., 2021). The variation in staff beliefs and consistency of the leaders within a system approach may lead delay, confusion and disparity (Christie and Lingard., 2001). It is through this limitations that we look at the reflective aspect of system leadership through the CLEAR model which has the final stage of Review and Revise, it is from here that any inconsistencies or disagreements can be discussed, hence making the system leadership such a strong force in education (Hopkins and Higham., 2007).

These international approaches, research on important skills and local ideas really aided in the planning and implementation of the new behaviour policy within this school context. 

Account of Change and System Leadership in Practice 
From identification of the need for change, the system led approach was conducted within the school to reform and improve the behaviour policy. The CLEAR model (Dreier et al., 2019). was used with the stages being used as subheadings below to outline how the model was used. The process focused on bolstering relationships (Oberski et al., 1999), nurturing a positive atmosphere (Boorn et al., 2010) and delving into the depths of pupil behaviour to understand it rather than just focus on sanction (Lewis, 2008). This works in alignment with Fullan (2016) suggesting that schools prosper through a collaborative approach incorporating a range of ideas rather than working in isolation.

Convene and Commit
Through quantitative and qualitative evidence, the need for change was evident. School data showed a significant increase in negative class charts points, especially the rudeness to staff. There was also a noticeable decline in the number of positive points being awarded. The indication from staff was that the current behaviour policy was too focused on small immediate sanctions, which would then be contested by pupils thus leading to increased arguments and following to a negative classroom atmosphere (Jones et al., 2023). The detriment of this was clear, with staff being concerned that the underlying behavioural needs were not being addressed or understood therefore causing these problems to continue and escalate over time (Gregory et al., 2016). Stakeholders, senior leaders and staff came together to discuss this identification, this works alongside the convene and commit element to define a shared problem and purpose (Drier et al., 2019). As previously mentioned, it was highlighted that the catchment and demographic of this school involved many Free School Meal pupils and pupils with a significant number of ACES. The stakeholders stated that needs of our pupils required understanding not confrontation (Fennema et al., 1999). This gave teachers and senior leaders a clear direction for shaping change (Regine and Lewin, 2000).


Look and Learn
The understanding of this evolved into a shared recognition that the then current system was not effective within the school context. This led the senior leaders and staff to commit to moving using a system led approach to develop a trauma informed and restorative practice within the school. This shared commitment is vital within system leadership, a collective drive for change is more impactful compared to one that is imposed upon an establishment (Harris et al., 2021).

The planning phase involved a large body of staff exploring various approaches of behaviour management (Rogers, 2000). Once it was decided on the trauma informed and restorative, training was implemented at the earliest opportunity. This was to allow staff to understand that behaviour is often the response to adverse experiences rather than what is happening in the classroom (ref). The training also looked at the importance of feeling safe in school and aiding the emotional regulation of their pupils, through these relationships can be developed. To further implement this change, the school employed a qualified Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA) which further supported pupils’ emotional needs. Weare (2015) iterates the importance of targeted emotional support interventions and how they can significantly improve pupils’ ability to regulate behaviour and engage in their learning. Senge et al (2015) states the importance of a deep understanding of the system before implementing the change. Due to this, staff groups visited other schools with a similar policy to see best practice and bring good ideas back to the school to prepare the school system for this change. Rather than rushing a solution, the process of learning and working with both internal and external systems the change would prove beneficial to both staff and pupils (Gallagher et al., 2010).
The school was beginning to move from a reactive model to a proactive and supportive system with consistent and clear principles (Wachtel, 2013). 

Engage and Energise
To promote strong collaboration, innovation and reflection, the behaviour working party was established. This involved 15 members of staff including senior leaders, middle leaders, teachers and support staff thus allowing for a range of perspectives and allowing shared ownership. (Lopes and Theisohn, 2003).

Hargreaves and O’Connor (2018) defined collaborative professionalism as the ability of staff to work together to co-construct practice rather than simply implement a policy. In relation to this, staff attended CPD (career professional development) sessions and attended professional discussion involving trauma informed practice. This allowed for staff to have shared experiences and promote consistency and confidence in this new approach (Ross and Regan, 1993).

Amidst this collaboration, there were key members of this system. The Deputy Head was the main driver in setting the vision and organising the staff training. Alongside this, the Deputy Head ran the staff behaviour working party, providing a space for staff to voice their concerns or queries in a collaborative manner. Middle leaders provided a bridge between leadership and effective classroom practice (Farahi and Tubin, 2019). Regular meetings were held on to support staff in applying the new approach and reinforced expectations in different scenarios, whether that be pastoral or departmental. Teachers and support staff led the way for enacting the change day in day out and providing real time feedback through Class Charts and staff voice. Harris (2020) defines collective responsibility as a core principle and skill of system leadership. Various leadership skills were used, particularly communication, collaboration and emotional intelligence (Johnson and Hackman, 2016). Leaders embraced open dialogue, supported staff through change and embodied the need for a shared purpose thus building trust in the new system. 

Act with Accountability 
The new policy meant a shift in daily practice such as a move from immediate sanctions and try the use of restorative conversations and positive praise (Skipper and Douglas, 2012) again supporting the theory of rectifying the underlying problems (Calvert, 2024). 

Monitoring and learning walks were carried out to ensure consistency and provide professional feedback on how to best improve. Alongside this, good practice was also shared to then be applied across the school. Fullan (2016) states the requirement for accountability within the system change; these shared goals must be supported by structures that support consistency (Hopkins and Higham, 2007). 

Over time, staff wellbeing improved based on surveys and discussions. Also, there was a large decrease in negative points on Class Charts and a rise in positive points due to reduced confrontations. The system leadership approach had a positive impact on staff wellbeing as staff felt supported throughout the process (Day et al., 2016). Alongside this, attendance improved as pupil relationships developed positively. Pupils felt happy in an inclusive environment (Boyle et al., 2020) and relationships between pupils and staff improved as there was now more of an understanding between both parties (Nunan et al., 2000). Due to this, extra-curricular clubs started to flourish as the culture of the school began to grow. Parental engagement also became more consistent in terms of relaying positive praise and providing new areas of restorative support at home. These partnerships are essential in building a positive behavioural change through a system led approach (Epstein et al., 2018). 

Review and Revise
The school carries out regular evaluation and appropriate adaptation to ensure the best facilitation of pupil needs in alignment with staff capabilities. The value of a system led approach is that it allows for refinement and review throughout the stages in order reach its long term goal (Baird et al., 1991).
Although mainly effective, there were limitations. The distributed leadership meant for a varied consistency in implementation across departments and year groups. Whilst the policy was agreed on, the interpretations differed from teacher to teacher, along with personality conflicts around carrying out restorative conversations. Lingard et al (2001) highlighted in a longitudinal study that the instant impact of new system changes often deteriorates over time due to inconsistency and difference in opinions. There was also uncertainty amongst staff around when sanctions were necessary and when the need for a restorative approach was appropriate. Fullan (2010) states a key challenge of system leadership is that sustainable change is often slower as it requires continuous feedback and reflection to aid in full and effective implementation. This will ultimately become a strength as all current issues will be dealt with through reflection and adaptation to fully utilise the benefits of strong system led approach (Lowe et al., 2007).


Critical Evaluation of Impact

Whilst the new restorative and trauma informed behaviour approach elicited large culture changes within the school, we must also not ignore limitations and discuss whether the systems led approach was impactful. 

A noticeable outcome was how behaviour was now understood and managed with the same mindset across the school. Based on quantitative data, pupils had 4000 thousand less negatives in the first term of school compared to the first term the previous year. Whilst this is a large figure, the number of positive points given almost doubled from one year to the next. Connotations of this could mean staff wellbeing and positive outlook towards the pupil also changed, thus showing the surface level behaviours of pupil and staff were changing for the better. Gregory et al (2016) suggests restorative approaches reshape relational dynamics rather than having to rely on compliance. The systems led approach has therefore led to a cultural shift as aligned with our long-term goals. Drewery and Kecskemeti (2010) evidence the failure of punishment-based policies in terms of producing long term behaviour change, thus reinforcing the value of relational and restorative approaches.

Senge et al (2015) recognised that a strong system led approach does not just impact one classroom, but it leads to strengthened relational networks across systems. These systems led approach also enabled a holistic response, recognising that behaviour is implemented by multiple interconnected systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Based of the Epstein model of parental involvement (Salac and Florida, 2022), parents being involved as active participants in the change process strengthened the communication with home environments thus reinforcing the restorative practice at home and in school which was central to the improvement of pupil outcomes. 

Beyond behaviour data, the pupil voice surveys and attendance improved showing a positive environment. This reflects belonging as a driver for engagement (Allen at al., 2018). Although improvements can be seen, it is important to acknowledge that these outcomes may not be direct causality to the policy change itself. The school demonstrated strong relational foundations (Estyn 2020) therefore it can be argued the reform amplified this existing strength rather than creating entirely new relationships. Even if the systems led approach did not cause this improvement directly, it did at least elicit the confidence and shared mentality in teachers to use their relational strengths (Goldspink, 2007).

Although key strengths can identify, a notable limitation was that of differentiation of implementation across staff and mixed responses among some pupils. Through genuine personality differences, the restorative approach was enacted by some teachers better than others. This inconsistency reflects a common challenge within distributed leadership; increased autonomy can also pose the risk of uneven implementation (Harris et al., 2021). To further improve the system approach, clearly defined accountability structures would need to be in place for leaders within this system, such as middle leaders to risk creating variability in departments or year groups (Lakomski and Evers, 2016).
Moreover, the proposed transition of mindset in staff did cause some resistance, especially with those who had embedded the previous behaviour policy as part of their classroom routine. Whilst system leadership offers a structured support at various levels, it is often a gradual and complex process (Fullan, 2010). With so many members involved for collaboration and reflection there inevitably occurs a divide in opinions with minor break downs of communication (Robinson, 2012).  In combat of this the value of emotional intelligence and professional communication as a skill could not be understated (Edannur, 2010)

 An unintended outcome was that of increased participation and request for more extra-curricular activities. Whilst this is perceivable as a positive for school community ethos and inclusion, this has connotations of increased workload on staff. The newfound motivation of pupils was most welcomed, but some staff did question the increase in workload. Not only did extracurricular clubs increase work load, but also hosting restorative conversations and an increase in communication with home was prevalent whereas this was not previously required (Wells et al., 2011). Well (2011) states that teacher leadership brings with it a complexity of workload principle. This was found to be the same on an international level by Hafni et al (2022) who found that following a system leadership approach, in which there are many leaders, drastically increased the expected workload; be this through meetings, phone calls or reflections. 

In terms of missed opportunities, the school could have enhanced the effectiveness of the change through more structured monitoring and evaluation processes. While the emphasis on collaboration allowed for flexibility and staff ownership, a clearer framework for assessing the implementation of restorative practices may have reduced inconsistencies. Research by Leithwood et al (2020) suggests that effective system leadership requires a balance between professional autonomy and clear accountability measures to ensure coherence across practice.

Overall, system leadership played a crucial role in shaping the conditions that enabled change to occur. It fostered collaboration, encouraged shared responsibility and supported the development of contextually relevant practice. However, we must question whether the sole to success can be attributed to system leadership. The outcomes were also influenced by contextual factors, including the school’s existing relational culture and the willingness of staff to engage with new approaches.

In conclusion, system leadership can be understood as a catalyst that facilitated the development and implementation of change rather than acting as the sole driver of its success. It enabled the school to move towards a more inclusive and relational model of behaviour management by promoting collaboration and shared ownership. However, its effectiveness was relied upon consistent engagement and application across staff. As such, while system leadership was highly influential in supporting change, it was not entirely decisive in determining its overall impact.
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