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Use of Generative AI in Assessment
										
	RESEARCH
	For this assessment, you can use Generative AI to support you in research, including searching for bibliography, using tools to summarise, compare and interrogate materials.
	Yes ☒

No  ☐

	STRUCTURE
	For this assessment, you can use Generative AI to support you in structuring your submission, including creating a draft argument structure, identifying parts and headings, etc.
	Yes ☒

No  ☐

	PROOFREADING
	For this assessment, you can use Generative AI to check your own text/creation for grammatical and syntactical mistakes, including rephrasing of your own work within specific standards.
	Yes ☒

No  ☐

	WRITING
	For this assessment, you can use Generative AI to create text for submission.
	Yes ☐

No  ☒

	CREATIVE
	For this assessment, you can use Generative AI to create creative materials, such as images.
	Yes ☐

No  ☒

	PROGRAMING
	For this assessment, you can use Generative AI to create and check code.
	Yes ☐

No  ☒

	NONE
	For this assessment, you are not allowed to use any type of Generative AI support. This includes research support, structure support, writing/proofreading support and creative support.
	Yes ☐

No  ☒



AI Acknowledgement
Example 1: 
I acknowledge the use of CoPilot (https://copilot.microsoft.com) on 19 April 2026 to check my work using the prompt(s): 
1. Can you read over my assignment to check that is meets the assignment guidance.  
2. Please check the word count for each section to ensure it meets the criteria.
3. Please check the text to ensure that it is clear and grammatically correct.
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work. I confirm that I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence. 


A critical account and evaluation of a micro-level system change
Focus: Introduction of a revised whole-school mobile phone policy
Section 1: Outline the context for change
This assignment focuses on a micro-level system change: the introduction of a revised whole-school mobile phone policy within a secondary school. Although the change initially appeared to be a policy adjustment, it represented a wider system shift affecting teaching and learning, pupil wellbeing, safeguarding practices, behaviour management and relationships with parents and carers. As such, the change required a systems-led approach as opposed to a narrow and more managerial response.
The school operates within the wider Welsh education context, shaped by national policy, Local Authority guidance and social pressures. In recent years, increasing concern around adolescent mental health, online safeguarding, SHRN survey results and the impact of digital technology on attention and learning has intensified scrutiny of mobile phone use in schools. These priorities are reflected in Welsh Government policy that emphasises wellbeing, inclusion and the development of schools as learning organisations (Welsh Government, 2018).
Within the school itself, mobile phone use had become a persistent and multifaceted issue. Phones affected: classroom focus and behaviour; safeguarding – with the threat of teachers and peers being recorded; social relationships – especially during unstructured times; staff workload and pastoral systems. They had become a major source of conflict and had led to a reduction in general pupil interaction and physical activity during unstructured times. Moreover, they had become a constant source of distraction during lesson times and, therefore, a source of friction between staff and pupils. At the same time, pupils, parents and staff held differing and, at times, competing expectations regarding autonomy, safety and responsibility. These tensions contributed to inconsistency across the system which could not be resolved through classroom-level responses alone.
The time ‘wasted’ on dealing with mobile phone infringements was a major concern and whilst there was an existing policy in place, it was recognised there was a need for change. However, the immediate catalyst for further change was an updated Local Authority guidance on mobile phone use within schools. 
Rather than simply adopting the LA guidance, the school recontextualised it to reflect the school’s individual needs, pupil characteristics and existing systems. This approach aligned with systems thinking, which prioritises understanding interrelationships within complex systems instead of treating issues as discrete problems (Senge, 2006). Senge’s focus on systems thinking is particularly useful in understanding this context. The existing mobile phone use (like other policies) was embedded within school culture, stakeholder beliefs and organisational routines. Addressing any single element in isolation risked superficial compliance as opposed to sustained change. Thus, a careful approach had to be adopted.
The approach taken also reflects Welsh Government expectations of schools as learning organisations, characterised by discussion, shared vision and adaptive practice (Kools and Stoll, 2017). This way of framing the change made it clear that it was part of an ongoing process, not a one‑off initiative.

Section 2: Drivers for change
The decision to revise the mobile phone policy emerged from interconnected local, institutional and societal factors, reinforcing the need for a systems‑led approach.
One significant driver was the Local Authority policy framework, which clarified expectations around mobile phone regulation across the authority. Welsh education policy emphasises contextual interpretation instead of compliance (Welsh Government, 2018). Whilst our school welcomed a level of autonomy, it created a slight leadership tension which was identified by Bush (2003), where leaders must balance accountability with ‘meaning-making’. As mentioned earlier, in this particular instance, the Local Authority guidance operated as a catalyst for professional judgement and review within our school.
A second driver of the change related to teaching and learning. Staff concerns about distraction, sources of friction, inconsistency between teachers and classrooms and classroom disruption linked to mobile phone use had increased over time. From a systems perspective, this issue extended beyond individual pupil behaviour and revealed organisational fragmentation. As Senge (2006) points out, when systems become fragmented, problems are often sustained through ongoing feedback loops. This made it clear that a whole‑school approach was needed to bring consistency and shared expectations. Therefore, a whole-school response was required to establish shared expectations and coherence.
Another driver was wellbeing and safeguarding considerations. Increasing awareness of online harm, bullying, social media pressure and pupils’ emotional vulnerability created a moral duty to reconsider access to devices during the school day. In addition, increasing numbers of arguments and sources of upset were caused by interactions on devices. The sheer number of cases where pupils had made unkind comments on group chats to exacerbate an argument was a great concern. This driver aligns with Sustainable Development Goals 3 and 4, which emphasise wellbeing and quality education (Dreier, Nabarro and Nelson, 2019). However, whilst the ideology was sound, the change in policy exposed tensions where parental concerns about accessibility to their child conflicted with safeguarding rationales.
Cultural expectations also shaped the need for change. For many pupils, phones were closely associated with identity and autonomy, while parents often perceived them as tools for safety – especially as the majority of pupils’ journey to and from school involved walking. These ideas (Senge, 2006) reinforced established behaviours and needed to be explicitly acknowledged and discussed for lasting change to occur.
Taken together, these drivers were interconnected however sometimes contradictory. As Boylan (2013) suggests, such conditions demand system leadership rooted in relational trust, ethical purpose and collective responsibility to try to mitigate any opposition. 
The drivers identified above justified not only the policy change itself but also the leadership approach required to implement it.

Section 3: Roles and responsibilities of system leaders
Meaningful change relies on leadership that extends beyond formal roles and works across the whole school community. As Boylan (2013) suggests, system leadership is grounded in moral purpose, relationships and collective action - recognising that leadership happens through everyday interactions rather than through hierarchy alone. In refining the mobile phone policy, leadership was therefore less about issuing instructions and more about building shared understanding, aligning practice and maintaining coherence across the system.
A key leadership responsibility throughout this process was making sense of external policy and translating it in a way that worked for the school. As Bush (2003) notes, approaches that rely primarily on compliance often lead to resistance, particularly when change feels imposed instead of owned. Instead, leadership focused on sense‑making: engaging critically with Local Authority guidance and reshaping it to reflect the school’s needs, values, pupils and existing ways of working. This required professional judgement and ethical awareness - ensuring the policy was understood not simply as a set of rules, but as a response to concerns about learning, wellbeing and safeguarding.
All senior leaders played an important role in setting the direction and articulating the moral purpose behind the change. This involved establishing a clear and consistent narrative that explained the rationale for the change, linked the revised policy to improved learning conditions, pupil wellbeing and safeguarding. Senior leaders also worked to ensure the policy aligned with wider school priorities, including behaviour systems, wellbeing provision and pastoral support. However, to ensure we took a systems leadership approach, senior leaders did not act as the sole drivers of change. Leadership was deliberately shared across the system, recognising that sustainable implementation depends on influence at multiple levels. Furthermore, clear communication at all stages was vital.
Middle leaders, pastoral staff and classroom teachers played a crucial role in bringing the policy to life. Middle leaders helped bring strategy to life, converting it into meaningful practice within curriculum areas and year groups and reinforcing consistent expectations through modelling and clear conversations. Pastoral leaders were particularly important in supporting pupils whose emotional needs or safeguarding concerns were heightened by the change, helping to keep boundaries clear while responding with care and proportionality. Classroom teachers, meanwhile, implemented the policy on a daily basis. Their confidence and clarity in professional judgement were central to the policy’s credibility and their leadership was evident not through formal authority, but through consistency, positive relationships and clear reasoning.
Another significant leadership responsibility involved engaging with and challenging existing mental models (Senge, 2006). Prior to the change, mobile phone use had become normalised during unstructured times and expectations around access, autonomy and enforcement varied widely across the school. Leadership therefore had to focus on discussing, consulting and reframing. By listening carefully and engaging in structured conversations, leaders worked to shift thinking away from individual entitlement towards collective responsibility for learning environments. Here, leadership operated primarily as a facilitator, reflecting Dreier, Nabarro and Nelson’s (2019) emphasis on shared ownership and collective action. Indeed, consistency was critical in this change, particularly in maintaining staff confidence and pupil understanding.
The skills required to lead this change aligned closely with learning organisation principles (Kools and Stoll, 2017). Leaders had to be open to feedback, willing to adapt practice and accept that clarity would emerge over time as opposed to immediate solutions. Communication was vitally important, particularly in explaining rationale and responding to early concerns. Leaders invested time in explaining the rationale, intended outcomes and procedures clearly, while also showing how feedback shaped ongoing refinements. Approaches such as “You said… our response is…” helped build trust and transparency, reinforcing the sense that leadership was attentive, responsive and accountable.
These leadership practices also reflect international models of system leadership. For example, reform work in Ontario highlights the importance of relational trust, coherence and capacity‑building over compliance‑driven accountability (Harris and Jones, 2017). Ontario’s approach emphasises clarity of purpose, sustained professional dialogue and shared responsibility across the system. Similarly, reforms in Singapore demonstrate how system leadership prioritises alignment, consistent messaging and investment in leadership capability at all levels, enabling schools to respond to challenge while maintaining coherence (Senge, Hamilton and Kania, 2015).
These international examples resonate strongly with the approach taken in the school. Instead of relying solely on enforcement, leadership focused on building understanding, strengthening confidence and supporting staff to exercise professional judgement within clear and shared expectations. This suggests that although the change was micro‑level, the leadership principles applied were consistent with effective system‑level reform practices identified internationally.
In this context, system leadership also required attention to the emotional experience of change. Leaders recognised that policy change can generate anxiety, resistance and additional pressure - particularly in the early stages. As a result, skills such as empathy, visibility and awareness of positive relationships were as important as the understanding of procedures. By remaining visible and responsive during implementation, leaders reinforced shared accountability and reduced the risk of fragmentation, which is a common challenge in school‑based policy change.
Overall, this change process illustrates that effective system leadership is not limited to a single role or moment, but is distributed across relationships, interactions and everyday practice. Leadership was exercised through dialogue, modelling, reflection and adaptation, enabling the school to move towards greater coherence without undermining professional agency. This links to Boylan’s (2013) view of system leadership as a relational and ethical practice, requiring leaders to balance direction with responsiveness and clarity with care.

Section 4: Account of what happened – a systems-led change process
The implementation of the revised mobile phone policy followed a systems‑oriented change process, structured explicitly around the CLEAR framework for systems leadership: Convene and Commit, Look and Learn, Engage and Energise, Act with Accountability and Review and Revise (Dreier, Nabarro and Nelson, 2019). This framework provided leaders with a structured way of thinking and a practical process to move beyond policy compliance and influence culture and behaviour.
The initial phase focused on convening key internal stakeholders and establishing a shared commitment to the underlying purpose of the change. Senior and middle leaders were engaged early to discuss the Local Authority guidance, its implications for the school and the potential risks of implementation. Instead of immediate announcement, leadership focused on sense‑making and alignment, recognising that early communication could create anxiety or resistance. This stage was particularly important given the emotive nature of mobile phone use and its links to wellbeing and safeguarding. Indeed, clear and thoughtful communication at all stages was prioritised from the outset. 
At this stage, leadership discussions centred on moral purpose, framing the policy as a response to learning conditions, social interaction and emotional wellbeing. Key challenges were identified, including pupil reluctance, pupil anxiety, parental concerns about contact and staff confidence in consistent enforcement. Engaging leaders as contributors, as opposed to recipients of instruction, helped establish a collective leadership position that supported coherence during implementation.
The second phase focused on deliberate inquiry into the role of mobile phones within the school system. Leadership drew on a range of evidence sources, including behaviour data from ClassCharts and SIMS, pupil records, parental interviews, safeguarding information, staff feedback and pupil perspectives, to develop a deeper understanding of the issue. Crucially, pupil voice was embedded at this stage, recognising pupils as active participants instead of passive recipients of change.
Structured opportunities were created for pupils to engage with the proposed policy and to raise questions, concerns and suggestions. These inputs highlighted patterns that were not immediately visible through quantitative data alone, including pupils’ reliance on phones for reassurance, concerns about accessing digital tools used for their learning and anxiety around social connection during unstructured times. From a systems thinking perspective, these responses were viewed as indicators of system pressure rather than barriers to overcome (Senge, 2006).
This phase also challenged some initial assumptions held by staff, particularly regarding the extent to which phone use was intertwined with emotional regulation as opposed to convenience. As such, the Look and Learn stage informed not only the content of the policy but also the leadership approach required to implement it ethically and effectively.
Engagement with the wider school community was both extensive and purposeful. Pupils were introduced to the proposed changes through age‑appropriate presentations that clearly explained the rationale, anticipated concerns and intended outcomes of the policy. The emphasis was on education as opposed to directive, aiming to build understanding and trust.
Communication with parents and carers focused on transparency and reassurance, particularly around safeguarding, emergency contact and additional learning needs. Leadership sought to pre‑empt any concerns or objections by addressing common concerns explicitly and outlining alternative support structures available within the school. In a similar way, staff and governors were supported through clear guidance and regular opportunities for dialogue, reinforcing collective responsibility.
This engagement phase was underpinned by structured consultation materials, including presentations and a formalised timeline for information sharing and feedback. These mechanisms ensured that questions raised by pupils and parents were captured systematically and responded to, reinforcing confidence in the process. By focusing on shared values instead of rules, leadership increased the likelihood of sustained commitment.
The implementation phase prioritised consistency and shared accountability instead of punitive measures. Clear procedures were established and shared regularly to ensure that expectations were applied consistently across classrooms and during unstructured times. Leadership visibility was also increased during early implementation, signalling commitment and providing reassurance to staff navigating challenging conversations with pupils.
Importantly, a trial period was introduced to support transition, allowing pupils time to adjust to the new expectations without immediate escalation of sanctions. This decision reflects adaptive systems leadership, recognising that behaviour change requires learning and adjustment – in place of instant compliance. Accountability during this phase was approached collectively, with leaders supporting staff through shared problem‑solving and reflective dialogue.
This approach reduced the risk of fragmentation (which is a common challenge in school‑based policy change) and reinforced the idea that successful implementation depended on system coherence rather than individual authority.
The final phase of the process involved structured review and refinement informed by stakeholder feedback. Pupil questions raised during consultation were collated and addressed through a “you said, we did” approach, making the impact of pupil voice on decision‑making more visible. Adjustments were made to operational arrangements where necessary, including alternative systems for accessing timetables, designated spaces for supervised time-out and clarifying communication pathways for contacting home.
Similarly, staff feedback informed further refinements, particularly in relation to procedural clarity and workload implications. Instead of treating this phase as a post‑implementation review, leadership treated this phase as ongoing system learning, reinforcing the idea that sustainable change develops through iteration. This aligns with learning organisation principles, where feedback is embedded as a driver of improvement (Kools and Stoll, 2017).
In summary, the change process demonstrated how system leadership can turn policy into practice through purposeful engagement, shared accountability and adaptive learning. The CLEAR framework provided a structured yet flexible approach to enable system-wide engagement, allowing leadership to respond to emerging tensions and demands while maintaining coherence and trust.
Section 5: Critical reflection on impact and leadership
The revised mobile phone policy led to greater consistency in expectations across the school, increased staff confidence in enforcement and a noticeable reduction in classroom distractions, arguments and sometimes physical altercations during unstructured times. From a systems perspective, these outcomes matter because they disrupted the previous patterns of inconsistency that had undermined both staff authority and pupil engagement. Before the change, variation in classroom practice and enforcement had created inconsistent messages which had led to great uncertainty. As Senge (2006) suggests, systems like this tend to sustain themselves unless the underlying structures are addressed. Therefore, introducing a clearly articulated and collectively owned policy created more predictable and controlled conditions for learning.
The impact of the policy within the school went beyond simple behavioural compliance. Staff feedback reported feeling more confident and clearer in their professional reasoning when addressing mobile phone use, which reduced the emotional effort involved in repeated negotiation and low‑level conflict. Staff were clear on the procedures and what they should do at each stage. Over time, this contributed to more stable relationships between staff and pupils as expectations became clearer and less open to debate. In this way, the policy acted as a structural support for classroom management and relationships, instead of a being a punitive mechanism.
However, the impact was not experienced in the same way by all pupils. For a smaller group, particularly those who saw mobile phone access as linked to emotional reassurance, safety or maintaining friendships, the restriction initially increased anxiety and resistance. This highlighted an important ethical tension between individual coping strategies and collective wellbeing. Instead of seeing this resistance as simple defiance or non‑compliance, leadership understood it as a sign the system was under strain. This understanding, led to further adaptive responses, such as conversations and targeted pastoral support, instead of any immediate escalation through sanctions.
The approach taken reflects Boylan’s (2013) view of system leadership as a moral and relational practice. As, in this situation, leadership was less about choosing between individual need and collective good and more about recognising that both were present and needed to be held in balance. Maintaining the policy while adapting pastoral responses allowed boundaries to remain clear without dismissing all pupils’ experiences. This helped preserve the integrity of the policy while responding in a pastorally sensitive way to its impact.
From a leadership point of view, implementation also exposed some of the limitations of policy‑led change. While staff welcomed the increased clarity, the early stages of the rollout involved additional emotional and workload pressures. Managing pupil anxiety and responding to parental concerns took time and energy, particularly in the first few weeks. This reflects a familiar pattern in systems change, where initial effort increases before impact is noticed. (Senge, 2006)
During this period, visible leadership presence and responsiveness mattered as, without this, the policy could easily have felt imposed as opposed to owned and may therefore have been unsuccessful.
Thus, leadership responsiveness became vital in sustaining the momentum. Ensuring time was allocated to listen, discuss concerns and problem‑solve with staff helped strengthen confidence and reduce early fatigue which would weaken the rollout. This highlighted the importance of adaptive leadership rather than relying solely on procedures or rules. 
Parental engagement added further complexity to the change process. Therefore, clear and transparent communication that was underpinned by clear articulation of the educational and safeguarding rationale, enhanced understanding for many parents/carers. Nevertheless, some disagreement persisted, particularly concerning issues of emergency contact and perceptions of excessive restriction. Instead of viewing this as evidence of failure, leadership recognised such dissent as an inherent feature of change in contexts shaped by strongly held values. As Dreier, Nabarro and Nelson (2019) suggest, system leadership involves maintaining momentum and direction even where full consensus is unlikely.
Although not all parents agreed with the policy, confidence in the leadership process appeared to grow. They did not need to share the same view to understand that decisions had been taken thoughtfully. A more compliance‑driven approach would probably have increased opposition and reduced the policy’s moral legitimacy (Bush, 2003).
On a personal level, this process prompted me to reflect on my own leadership practice. It required me to be more comfortable with uncertainty, respond emotionally as well as strategically and remain visible at all points  The most significant learning was recognising that effective system leadership does not remove complexity but helps people move through it together.
On a wider level, the approach taken reflects well‑established principles of systems thinking, including those found in The Systems Thinker and UK public‑sector guidance. These emphasise learning, meaningful engagement and working with complexity. As a result, my understanding of impact of system leadership and change has evolved. Success was not just about reducing phone use, but about building coherence, strengthening relationships and increasing leadership capacity across the school.
In conclusion, the revised mobile phone policy became a means through which wider organisational learning developed. Leadership was effective, not by resolving complexity, but because it enabled adaptation and created a shared understanding. This experience has reinforced the value of leadership approaches that prioritise trust, dialogue and continual learning. Thus, the introduction of a revised mobile phone policy demonstrates how leadership, grounded in systems thinking, learning organisation principles and relational practice can allow for sustainable change. 

References
Boylan, M. (2013) ‘Deepening system leadership: teachers leading from below’, Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 41(5), pp. 576–588.
Bush, T. (2003) Theories of Educational Leadership and Management. 3rd edn. London: Sage.
Dreier, L., Nabarro, D. and Nelson, J. (2019) Systems Leadership for Sustainable Development: Strategies for Achieving Systemic Change. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Kennedy School.
Harris, A. and Jones, M. (2017) ‘Leading educational change and improvement at scale: some inconvenient truths about system performance’, International Journal of Leadership in Education, 20(5), pp. 632–641.
Kools, M. and Stoll, L. (2017) What Makes a School a Learning Organisation? Paris: OECD Publishing.
Senge, P.M. (2006) The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning Organization. Revised edn. London: Random House Business.
Senge, P., Hamilton, H. and Kania, J. (2015) ‘The dawn of system leadership’, Stanford Social Innovation Review, 13(1), pp. 27–33.
Welsh Government (2018) Schools as Learning Organisations in Wales. Cardiff: Welsh Government.






image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

University of Wales
Trinity Saint David




