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Introduction
Evidence-based research serves as a catalyst for school improvement in educational settings globally. Within its core strategy, Schools as a Learning Organisation (SLO – Appendix 1), the Welsh Government promotes evidence-based practice as a catalyst for school improvement (see Appendix 1). This framework explicitly integrates environmental and research-led learning. Teacher motivation is widely recognised as a factor influencing educational effectiveness, staff wellbeing, retention and learner progress and outcomes. In this assignment I will be critically evaluating work-based research design and methodology and looking at it through the lens of the relationship between staff motivation and performance in considering factors around school improvement. My organisation and setting for this work-based research is a primary school in South Wales with 8 classes, a total of 223 pupils and 25 staff. I have been working in the school as Headteacher for 5 years. 

Philosophical Background
Prior to embarking on any research, it is important to look at the philosophical foundations of a study because these acknowledge and shape how reality is understood, knowledge is generated and how the research findings will be interpreted. This is the starting point for work-based research because the researcher’s role as a member of the organisation needs to be acknowledged in the research design phase. As headteacher-researcher it is necessary to establish my philosophical position to ensure it works with the aims of the research and acknowledge how my position and views along with the context of education and organisational politics may affect the outcome.

Kuhn (1970) described a paradigm as a framework of shared assumptions and practices that influence how phenomena are understood and investigated, whilst Guba and Lincoln (1994, p.170) similarly stated in their definition that a paradigm is “the basic belief system or worldview that guides the investigator”. There are a range of research paradigms that could be applied in a primary school setting, and these depend on the research purpose, questions that will be used and the researcher’s own view of reality and knowledge. Crotty (1998, p. 10) defines ontology as “the study of being” and the ontological perspective of a researcher identifies how they perceive the world, what they consider to be the important features of reality as this can affect their research design and analysis of findings. 

Epistemology according to Bryman (2016) focuses on what constitutes acceptable knowledge within a particular discipline. The researcher must therefore identify what is appropriate pre-existing knowledge, what is accurate knowledge based on research and what is perspective. To develop this further we need to look at several philosophical views: positivism, interpretivism, critical theory and pragmatism.

Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) state that positivism is based on a belief that, the social world can be studied in the same way as the natural world. Therefore, this works well as a paradigm for example if researching a specific academic intervention in literacy designed to improve learners’ reading attainment but is focused on only using quantitative data which if analysed by multiple researchers would generate identical results. It is also worth noting that positivism may overlook the complexity of human experiences and social interactions within a classroom or wider school setting as it focuses on quantitative data and therefore may not be suited to looking at the relationship between staff motivation and performance.

Interpretivism is frequently used for work-based research as it focuses on understanding research participants experiences and interpretations to construct meaning. Lincoln and Gruba (1985, p.37) argue that “realities are multiple, constructed and holistic” and this ontological position recognises the reality that within a school setting teachers, learners, school leaders and parents may each have a different understanding and interpretation of the same experience. This philosophical position sees reality as socially constructed rather than existing as a single objective truth. Denzin and Lincoln (2008) stated that this philosophical approach gives options and different points of view which is ‘healthy’ for society. It aligns strongly with practitioner inquiry and is used well within school settings for reflective practice and action research for the classroom.

Critical theory is a useful paradigm when researching issues of inequality, social justice and power where a researcher is seeking to challenge and improve one of these aspects. Kincheloe and McLaren (2005, p.304) describe researchers using critical theory as seeking “to expose the ways power operates to constrain and oppress.” This would work for research into vulnerable learners’ performance or additional learning needs where policies are looking at equity, participation and removing social barriers but does not fit my research question of the relationship between staff motivation and performance.

Pragmatism as a paradigm is focused on solving practical problems and improving practice which aligns well with research for school improvement priorities and staff performance. Morgan (2014, p.1045) suggests; “The pragmatic approach offers an alternative that avoids the forced choice between post-positivism and constructivism.” In addition, Dewey (1938) argued that knowledge should be judged by its usefulness in addressing real-world problems. The emphasis here on what works in practice and the opportunity as a pragmatic researcher to evaluate staff motivation and performance would enable me as a leader to seek actionable improvements within the organisation. 

When researching the relationship between staff motivation and performance I would take the philosophical stance that allows an exploration of how educational experiences are both understood and enacted by those involved, both staff and learners. The philosophical framework would be the interpretivist paradigm underpinned by a pragmatist epistemology with elements of constructivist influencing this to be able to investigate staff practice within its natural setting in the classroom and across the school. This enables me to be an insider-researcher and active interpreter to work with staff to understand their views.

Main Findings
In taking the next step in the research design process, it is crucial to make an informed decision about what methodology and research methods are best suited to the research question. Collis and Hussey (2003, p.55) define methodology as “the overall approaches and perspective to the research process as a whole and concerned with the following main issues:
· Why you collect certain data
· What data you collect
· Where you collected it
· How you analysed it.”

Qualitative Data
In collecting empirical data there are several methods or techniques that can be used. Selecting the appropriate qualitative methodology; phenomenology, ethnography or grounded theory is critical because it influences the type of knowledge that will be generated and able to answer the research question. 

Phenomenology provides a valuable way of exploring teachers lived experiences and their own motivation and performance within a school setting. It allows the researcher to capture detailed accounts of how participants themselves perceive and interpret their workplace experiences in terms of key elements of workload, professional autonomy and wellbeing. Creswell and Poth (2018) argue phenomenological studies can be particularly useful when seeking to understand the essence of a shared experience. It fits well within educational settings research because motivation is influenced by personal beliefs, values and experiences and therefore inherently subjective. However, there are limitations because whilst it provides clarity and insight into personal experiences it is harder to generalise beyond individual participants and may limit the understanding of wider organisational structures or cultural influences that affect staff motivation. Moustakas (1994) identifies that when carrying out phenomenological analysis researchers must engage in “bracketing” their own assumptions and this is particularly challenging for insider-researchers investigating their own workplace and does not allow complete objectivity.

Ethnography can provide a broader viewpoint by investigating the culture and social interactions that are present within the workplace. Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) suggest that ethnography allows researchers to understand phenomena within their natural contexts which provides further insights that might not emerge within a survey or interview process alone. Conducting research through this approach in a school is particularly relevant when considering organisational culture is often recognised by other studies as a significant influence on teachers’ motivation and performance. Although there are clear strengths there are practical challenges to this approach within a school setting as traditionally ethnographic research studies use extended periods of observation and this raises access and ethical considerations for the classroom. Additionally having an insider-researcher who is also the headteacher could create issues of role conflict and bias because staff may alter their behaviour when being observed by a senior leader which could potentially affect the data authenticity. In ethnographic studies there has long been a question as to whether or not insider-researchers can provide a truly objective account of their organisational culture because their interpretation is structured and shaped by their own experiences and perspectives which would be inherently true for me as a headteacher-researcher having built and developed the organisation and its culture as a senior leader.

Grounded theory is particularly valuable as it offers the opportunity to develop an explanatory framework which identifies how various factors will interact to influence staff motivation and performance. Charmaz (2014) argues that grounded theory enables researchers to move beyond description towards conceptual understanding. This is a significant strength for work-based research because the theories generated are rooted in practice and any findings can be relevant to making organisational improvement. However, there are some critiques of grounded theory such as Thomas and James (2006) who argue that theory does not emerge from data alone because inevitably researchers bring their own prior knowledge and assumptions to the research process and this influences any theory generated. Charmaz (2014) takes this a step further to acknowledge that theories are co-constructed by researchers and participants rather than being discovered.

Whilst there are elements of each methodological approach that could suit the research design with phenomenology giving depth of understanding of individual experiences and ethnography providing best insight into organisational culture, grounded theory offers the opportunity to develop practical explanations of workplace processes and generate findings that can inform leadership practice and organisational improvement. It will be important to include elements of phenomenology in the design to ensure and encourage participants to reflect on their lived experiences.

Interviews are one of the best methods to explore staff experiences and perceptions in depth. In order to research staff motivation semi-structured interviews fit well as this allows all participants to discuss their experiences with the researcher in their own words. Questions for my study would cover a range of aspects such as:
· Identifying factors that motivate them at work
· Professional development opportunities that are provided – this could also be linked to performance management processes
· Key areas such as workload and wellbeing
· Organisational and leadership support and recognition for their work

Brinkman and Kvale (2014) describe interviews as:
“Attempts to understand the world from the subject’s point of view and to uncover the meaning of people’s lived experiences.”
This is important for researching the relationship between staff motivation and performance and will provide rich, detailed data whilst allowing the exploration of sensitive issues which share personal experiences of motivation. The method is flexible and adaptable when semi-structured. However, with an insider-researcher issues of bias can arise which influence questioning as well as the issue of participants being reluctant to be open with a leader discussing performance and motivation and staff may not share concerns or criticisms of the workplace. It can be a time-consuming method so must be carefully planned for within a school setting but can generate insightful information to analyse.

Focus Groups would bring together staff groups to explore shared experiences and generate multiple perspectives which encourages discussion and reflection. This could be purposeful for exploring staff wellbeing, organisational culture and team collaboration which are aspects that might affect staff motivation. Although potential challenges might arise, where dominant members of staff influence discussions and others may not speak freely in group contexts where confidentiality is harder to guarantee. As a result, this method would need to be carefully used.

Observations: Merriam and Tisdell (2016) identify that observation as a technique is best used when observing firsthand a certain activity, event or situation. However, as a research method this would be more useful for investigating organisational culture in how staff interact daily or in contexts such as staff meetings, professional learning workshops and collaborative tasks. It is time intensive, and the presence of the insider-researcher is likely to influence behaviour, particularly as the headteacher of the school so it may not be beneficial in this study.

Action Research is often used within educational settings by practitioners and is a key evidence-based improvement strategy. Within the Welsh Government’s SLO model (Appendix 1) and the revised professional standards it is a clear expectation at all levels of the education profession that professionals engage with research to inform their daily practice. This is not a method I would use in my research as McNiff (2017) defines it with practitioners carrying out research to improve their practice. However, it might be used following the completion of the research to make organisational change with a new initiative for staff wellbeing or promoting collaboration on a school target.

Case Study is unlike the other methods discussed as it is actually a research design which incorporates several methods within it. Yin (2018) looks at it as investigating within a real-world context for a researcher as it provides a holistic understanding and is well suited to work-based research. It enables the researcher to capture some of the organisational complexity that other methods alone do not always provide. A case study uses a range of research methods, including interviews with staff, scrutiny of school documents and observations to accurately combine data on staff motivation and performance. However, it can cause issues for the researcher as it requires careful management of several different data sets but as Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) share it enables triangulation by using multiple sources of evidence so can improve the credibility and trustworthiness of research findings. 
Quantitative Data
Creswell and Creswell (2018, p.13) define quantitative research as, 
“An approach for testing objective theories by examining the relationship among variables.”
Within my work-based setting using quantitative data would enable me to investigate the relationship between two variables and whether differences in staff motivation are associated with differences in staff performance.

Surveys and Questionnaires: Moore (2006, p.120) identifies that questionnaires are “very popular with researchers…. relatively easy to administer….. flexible in that they can be used to collect a wide range of data in a variety of circumstances.” However, whilst Moore (2006) states their ease and flexibility careful design is needed for the questions. Thomas (2009, p.174) advises researchers to keep questionnaires short, clear and precise as otherwise they can discourage responses. In school when using questionnaires and surveys to gather views and responses from all stakeholders we often have a low return rate even when anonymous responses. It is also important to be aware of prestige bias particularly when wording questions and analysing responses. This would be an important factor in my research as an insider with a key leadership role in the organisation as staff may feel they want to appear in a certain way through answers. Thomas (2009) also identifies that it is important to take away any ‘middle options’ such as 3 on a scale of 1 to 5 to ensure a clearer measurement and results that are accurate. Thus, ensuring that participants and colleagues can’t evade making a decision and are more honest with their responses which aids analysis and accuracy of the findings.

Motivation is a personal complex construct with intrinsic and extrinisic drivers, so to measure with quantitative data research must use reliable methods. Self Determination Theory focuses on the nature of motivation which gives us the why of behaviour we see in the workplace and elsewhere. Tremblay et al (2009) developed The Work Extrinsic and Intrinsic Motivation Scale (WEIMS – Appendix 2) which has been used frequently to measure workplace motivation and this would be useful. 

Looking at the relationship between motivation and performance is challenging with only quantitative data. As OECD (2020) highlight teacher performance encompasses:
· Professional practice
· Pupil outcomes
· Collaboration
· Professional Learning
· Leadership contributions

Measuring staff performance presents methodological challenges because of multidimensional factors based in school culture. Denzin and Lincoln (2018) argue that quantitative approaches may overlook the meanings individuals attach to their experiences so within a school setting if a survey’s numerical scores indicate motivation is low it does not enable the researcher to identify why. Therefore, quantitative methods can identify statistical findings using questionnaires and scales which would provide a picture of the school culture but must be used alongside qualitative methods to understand the why.

Work-based research presents unique ethical challenges as participants are colleagues and in this case as headteacher-researcher staff may feel obligated to take part because of school hierarchies. Mercer (2007) identifies that insider-researchers must carefully manage professional relationships ensuring that participants do not perceive or feel pressured to participate even if unintended. BERA (2024) take this further to highlight the need to be aware of structural power relationships and the need to respect participants’ autonomy and dignity. 

The most significant ethical issue within a school setting for work-based research would be to maintain confidentiality, this is vital as primary schools are small organisations and therefore responses would be identifiable through role, experience, or comments made during interviews. There is also the need to ensure the school has a right to privacy and protection from reputational harm, and a clear approach would be to anonymise the school along with the staff. When gathering any research data, it is also important to comply with UK GDPR legislation and the Data Protection Act 2018 and to gain consent from all participants and the school’s governing body to carry out the research.

Dwyer and Buckle (2009) argue that insider researchers must continually and constantly reflect on how their position influences data collection through the study, analysis and interpretation of findings. As a senior leader in the organisation this is particularly pertinent when researching the relationship between staff motivation and performance as I would naturally hold views before starting the study. To maintain ethical rigour through the research there are strategies that can be undertaken such as, maintaining a reflective research journal, clearly documenting analytical decisions and discussing interpretations and findings with an objective third party such as research supervisors. 

Conclusion & Recommendations
Costley, Elliott and Gibbs (2010) argue that work-based research seeks to investigate and generate knowledge that is purposeful and relates to professional practice and improvement for the organisation. This is rooted in a pragmatist paradigm for my research to enable improvement in staff performance and therefore learner outcomes and grounded in an interpretivist understanding of lived experience for teachers and their own motivations. In conclusion, I would use a mixed methods research design within this paradigm as a bridge to utilise both quantitative and qualitative methodological approaches as outlined above. This will allow me to use surveys and questionnaires to gather statistical analysis from aspects such as the WEIMS scale for motivation whilst also using semi-structured interviews and focus groups. Taking this approach will mean a greater understanding of school culture and behaviours alongside individual perceptions and the opportunity to analyse a range of data to generate theories of the relationship between staff motivation and performance.

To successfully undertake this research and look at the relationship between staff motivation and performance it will be necessary to gain permission from the school governing body, consult with human resource and share surveys and questionnaires alongside interview questions prior to starting. All participants need to understand that taking part in the research study will be voluntary on their part and won’t affect their role or reputation as all information will be treated confidentially and not used for any other purpose. Consent for participation will be sought alongside sharing an outline of the research design and purpose.

As Kelly and Cordeiro 2020 identify, organisation research aims to improve practice, and this is the focus when looking at addressing any priorities for school improvement. Research findings will be shared with all staff and the governing body and theories generated will be discussed in open forums and used where relevant for school policies or initiatives to support staff motivation and performance. This study will be a starting point and seek to encourage staff members to undertake research and reflective practice such as action research or other methods as part of their professional development.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Schools as a Learning Organisation
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Appendix 2: Self-Determination Theory - WEIMS

Why Do You Do Your Work? That is the question at the heart of The Work Extrinsic and Intrinsic Motivation Scale (WEIMS), which is an 18-item measure of work motivation grounded in SDT developed by Tremblay, M. A., Blanchard, C. M., Taylor, S., Pelletier, L. G., & Villeneuve, M. (2009).

https://selfdeterminationtheory.org/work-extrinsic-and-intrinsic-motivation-scale/















2

image1.png
porting stakeng -
rs

sup

Regional consortia
and local authorities

Education
Welsh 3 Workforce
Government Council

) Developing a .
Mcfiel\;ng and shared vision Parents,
National gm;”mg ea&"'"g e e e carers and
Academy for cacership leemiog oall jovernors
Educatona s :
ucational
(i Learning with Creating and
P and from the supporting continuous
external environment = e
and wider learning o opportunities for all .
system purposes staff International
and local
Embedding systems Promoting team communities
Teacher for collecting and learning and
education exchanging collaboration
providers knowledge for /' Establishing '\ among all staff
learning a culture of
enquiry, innovation
and exploration

Qualifications
Wales

o Employers

networks





